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ABSTRACT

Kicrk~aard'sFcar and Trcmhling: a Mctaphorieal Reading

This study proposes to investigate the central metaphors ofjourney and silence as they are found
in Kierkegaard's l'car and Trcmhljng. Rclying primarily on Paul Ricoeur's corrective to the
tradition of metaphor theory, The Rule of Mctwhor. Kierkegaard' s use of these metaphors will
bc analysed for the way in which the nature of faith is depicted in this àlfficul!. highly Iyrical
tex!. Key lèaturcs ofthis study include a consideration of the role of"possibility" and "indirect
communication" in the language offaith and. by extension. metaphor. Ricoeur's theory helps to
connect what he terms the "work" of the tex'! with the "world" of the tc.x!.

Cette composition examine les metaphores de silence et voyage dans le Fear and TrembUng a
Soren Kierkegaard. Il sc fiait sur la discussion de Paul Ricoeur. que l'on retrouve dans 1&
Métaphor Vjvre. La méthode de Kierkegaard est analysée pour la peinture de l'essence de la foi
dans ce texte. Les charactéristiques fondamental de cette dissertation incluent une estime des
rôles de "possibility"et "indirect communication" dans la parole de foi et, par agrandissement,
métaphore. La théorie du Ricoeur établit des rapports avec. dans ses termes. le "travaiFdu texte
et le "monde" du tc.xte.
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Chapter One: Kierkegaard

This study will deal with S",ren Kierkegaard's Fear and Trcmh!ing in the light of Paul

Rieoeur's lheory ofmetaphor. My thesis is that an analysis of the central me!aphors in

Fcar and TremPljng providc the key to understanding this seemingly fragmented te:-:t.

With argument layered upon counter-argmnent. anecdote fed upon philosophie

conjecture. hyperbole collapscd into understaternent. understanding Fear and Trembljng

can he a daunting and frustrating task for the reader. ln keeping with ilS variegated

content.. the book bears the subtitte "dialecticallyric." providing ilS readers withjust the

slightest of clues as to where to hegin to unravel Kierkegaard's argument. The argument is

indeed a dialectical one: the foibles of modem day Denrnark are set against the moral grid

of the Abraham S3ga in Genesis: Abraham's response counterposes other possible

rcsponses: Johannes de Silenrio. the poet.. is (.ontrnsted with Abraham: the knight of

intinite resignation faces the knight of faith.. the reader confronlS the text.. While the

dialectic sketches for the ~der what is being compared. the lyric colours the argument

with detaii. Therefore. it is equally important to examine the latter component of

Kierkegaard's imaginative hybrid genre. Ewand TremPling is. without doubt.. an inspired

Iyrical cxegesis ofGenesis 22: it indulges thc poetic license ofthe author and sparks the

imagination of the reader. The metaphor is central to the way in which Kierkegaard

examines Abraham's crisis and. by e.xtension. the way in which bis theology is done.

The burden ofthe present study is to examine sorne ofthe preeminent metaphors found

in Fear and Trembling and show how they provide a clear interpretive path in what is a

densely wooded philf;sophic tract.. 1argue that these metaphors- joumey and silence- are

able to draw upon the larger thernes and problems presented in Genesis 22 and. in
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recognising them. dicit the reader's participation. :\ considerati,'D of these aspects will

forrn the core chapters ofthis study.

An ancillary concern ofthis project. running in tandem and undergirding the l'>nner.

shall be to show how the rnetaphor rnight he said to retèr heyond the text to the world. By

focusing on the possible worlds given through metaphor in Fear and Tremhljnl:. wc will

consider how this world. refracted against our 0\\11. can cnlighten our pn:sent perceptions.

helping us to articulate our immediate condition.

ln order to ground these claims 1devote chapter two in its entircty to the metaphor

theory of Paul Ricoeur. Here. 1show how Ricoeur arrives at the philosophical stance he

does and why his position is enlightening to our consideration here and to theological

language in general.

The study will close in chapter five with a consideration of the appropriateness of

metaphor to the language offaith. The placement ofthis problem at the sttldy's end might

seern add: however. the connection between chapter two on Ricoeur and the core

investigations of Kierkegaard's metaphors in chapters three and four is best measured in

hindsight. Here. 1argue that metaphor e.xists in the realm of the not-yet or possible; does

the language of faith share this same cognitive space? Does the indirect manner of

metaphor (saying something by what it is not) display something particularly enticing for

theology? Is Kierkegaard a successful practitioner of the theological metaphor?

This introductory chapter will concem itselfwith background issues necessary to

understand the argument which follows. There are.. in faet. three categories in this study

with which it is necessary to become familiar. The first ofthese is metaphor theory. dealt

with in chapter IWO. The two remaining components are Kierkegaard's phiiosophicai

disposition and the insights gained and the problems raised by Genesis 22. In the case of

the former. limited but necessary background materiaI on KierkekaaId's philosophy sha1I
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be provided. 1will make evcry attempt to avoid introducing issues not crucial to the

argument that filllows.

ln its ambiguity. Fear and Trembljng confronts its reader with a choice: it invites the

reader to act upon the tex!. to makc sense of the textual worId. confusing and grey. Em

and Trembljng is a text that cannot be received passive1y: we respond to its inchoate

structure. piccing it together. tracing argument and counter-argument dialectically: in tum.

we stand in judgment ofour own lives. Straïns of this theme ofchoice- either/or- run

throughout Kierkegaard's work. The centrality which Kierkegaard gives to choice as

fundamental in the establishment ofselfhood is essential for readers to recognise from the

outset.

Choice appears in myriad forInS. not the least ofwhich is the manner in which a reader

reads a book. This interface between reader and text is one issue ofwhich Kierkegaard is

highlyaware. His epigraph from Stages on Life's Wav. quoted from Lichtenberg, reads as

lollows: "such works are mirrors: when an ape peers in no apostle cao look out." ln this

briefsketch ofKierkegaard 1wish to present the central idea that Kierkekaard is successful

as a philosopher/religious thinker due to reasons beyond bis mental prowess: a shrewd

dialectician. he engages the reader by frustrating the reader. In a gesture oftrue

Kierkegaardian irony. his invitation to the reader to be involved in his work is one in

which casy access to that work is flatly denied (poole, 2). Indeed, lamenting the

publishing of the third section in Stages on Ljfe's Wav. even the venerable Kierkegaard

scholar Walter Lowrie confesses. "1 will say for my own part that 1heartily wish that S.K..

had never wrinen this Diary- nor wrinen the hundreds ofpages on the same theme...! am

tired of reading it aiL "(poole.. 108). Beyond the subterfuge, fictitious findings by

fictitious persan", dual time schemes, verbal trickery, and loquacity ofthe highest order is

the author's tacit injunction: you must work in order to understand me! The innumerable
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frustrations any reader of Kierkegaard experiences are l'ully intcndcd.' l.ikc Jacoh who

\\Testles with the angclto leam his narne. wc light with and acainst Kierkecaard's text in... ........

order to understand, As a reward. we see in it something of our o\\'n lives.

The argument which 1\\;sh to make here is thatthe texture or shape of fear and

Tremhlinc may be understood as an outgro\\th of Kierkegaard's th~'OI)' of the scll: '111is

theory of the self is applicable. though not constanL in cach of the stages ofexistence. to

be outlined presently. In turn. the book's form is closely tied to Kierkegaard's

understanding offaith. The present reading of Kierkegaard's thecry ofthe self \\;11 anempt

to keep in mind its applicability to the te.'(t we are considering.

In his "Kierkegaard as a Theclogian ofHope."~ Mark C. Taylor \\Tites thaL without

misconstruing his intention. Kierkegaard's thecry "can be reduced to three fundamental

components: possibility. necessity and freedom" (Taylor. 1973: ""5). If the reader

imagines a triangle with these labels- possibility. necessity and freedom- placed at cach

of its points. and then matches future. past and present with each respectively. shc will

have a helpful model from which to work. "The task ofseltbood." as Mark C. Taylor

observes.. "is to establish an equilibrium among the components of the self..." (Taylor.

1973: 227). In this model. the real self(one which has lived or bas been actualised in the

past) meets the ideal self (one that exists in future possibility) at the triangle's third poinL

the present. Taylor comments on the selfs present condition: "freedom is the means by

which the idea1 and real selves are actively interre1ated. Through one's freedom.. but with

1 Walter Lowrie notes that. " [s]ubtle as the Diary and Epistle
(parts of Stages OD Life's Wayl are in psyebological detail. the good
Frater is probably justified when in bis Conclusion he expresses doubt
as to whether he bas any readers left" (quoted in Bretall. 1.731.

: Mark C. Taylor. "Kierkegaard as a Theologian of Hope." PnigD
Sernin,ry Quarterly Reyiew. Vol. XXVIII No. 3 Spring', 1973, p. 225-233 .
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constant awarcncss ofhis actuality. one strivcs to realize those possibilitics which have

heen imagincd" (Taylor. 1973: 227).3 To say that the selfis free is to foreground the

notion ofindividual choice. A self that chooscs possibility is rooted in hope. Yet. the self

docs not act aJone. As mentionecl the three components ofselfhood are diaJectically

interrelated. As such. the selfmust recognise that its "sustenance by Gad is a necessary

aspect ofthe selfs heing; it is the selfs actuality" (Taylor. 1973:229). Refusing to

acknowledge its actuality. the selfcannot find equilibrium and looscs its authenticity.

For a selfto be unauthentic is tantamount to having a misrelationship with Gad. As

Taylor notes. "the ability to sustain a balance among the components ofthe selfis faith"

(Taylor. 1973: 229) and thus "to be aware ofthe fact that one lives before Gad is to realize

that one has the possibility ofa faithfullife through the maintenance ofan equilibrium

within the self' (Taylor. 1973: 230). This is not the complete picture ofKierkegaard's

theory ofthe self. It is. however. enough for the reader to appreciate how the metaphors of

joumey and silence. discussed in chapters three and four respectively. draw upon

Kierkegaard's theory ofthe selfand probe the nature oftàith" Without ehborating this

notion in full until chapters three and four. it may be useful for the r~ader to consider

briefly the relationship between faith and possibility in Kierkegaard's theory ofthe self.

and the manner in which Fear and Trembljn~ must be acted upon by the reader.

A cognate of his theol)' of the self. Kierkegaard's stages. articulated in the sixth and
,

last ofhis "aesthetic writings." are divided into three spheres. the last ofwhich inc1udes

two sub-sections: the aesthetic. the ethical. religiousness 'a'. and religiousness 'b.'

l will use gender-neutral language in this essay whenever possible.
Remarks made by other authors in quotations will not, however, be
altered for this purpose.

4 Kierkegaard's Tbe SiçkgPss unto peath and The Cpnçept of pread
most direetly deal with the bis theory of the self .



•

•

6

Whereas Ejther/Qr conc1udes \\ith the ethical spherc. Stages on l.jfc's \Va\" d~-als

e":tensively \\ith the two religious spheres. Each is c1everly rcprcsentcd by a paradigmatic

figure to whom the reader responds and in whom she recognises something of hcrself.

This recognition gives a compelling illustration ofa reader's identity: we are. in most

cases. a composite ofail four stages. This non-substantialist view ofthe self (whercin a

selfis said to be a relation which relates itself to itself) offcrs a deep psychological insight

What might at first appear to be contradictory elements in a personality are. in fact the

essence ofthe person. The stages come to reprcsent different possibilities for how to live a

life.

The aesthetic stage has becn treated by seholars in two ways.. cach being in tension with

the other: immediacy and refleclion.s The first reading is supported by the figure ofthe

Seducerh and by various characters at a banquet depicted in Stages on I.jfe's Wav. Therc.

one ofthe party goers. Victor Eremita. rises from the table. wine-filled goblet in hand. to

declare magniloquently that: "[t]o be good. a thing must be ail at once. for 'at once' is the

most divine ofail categories and deserves to be honourcd...because it is the starting-point

of the divine in Iife. so that what does not occur at once is of the evil" (Kierkegaard. 1946:

177). Such fulsome bombast on the pan ofthe well-groomed acsthele gives c1car

indication as to how Kierkegaard employs the terms "aesthetic." ln the context ofthis

"reading." when Kierkegaard uses the word "aesthetic." he does so in a manner

, See Mark C. Taylor's criticism of past Kierkegaard scholarship
which focuses on one "reading" of the aesthetic stage at the expense
of the other. Taylor claims both approaches need to be held in
tandem. "Sounds of Silence," KierkegaBrdlg FeaI and Tr~mhliD9'

Critiçal Appraisals, p. 167.

, In addition to his attendance at the party, the Seducer appears
in various guises in Kierkegaard's works: as the author of ~he

Seducer's Diary, the editor of Eitber/Qr, and the author of
Repetition,



•

•

7

significanlly difTcrent from its present putative connotation. The focus Kierkegaard

intcnds is nol so much one ofbeauty but rather immediacy.7 In the company ofbeautiful

people. engaged in laughter and frivolity, the Seducer's Iife seems anything but unhappy.

Yet, the world of the senses does not satisfy that for which a holistic Iife iongs, the etemal.

As stated previously, the selfis a composite ofvariegated qualities, a synthesis ofbody

and spirit, the temporal and eternaI, necessity and freedom. Both sides run in confluence

through a person's Iife. yet the aesthete deigns only the first ofeach to he of importance.

Onanistic and self-absorbed, the aesthete runs from other people who might shock him out

of his one-sidcd indulgence: as a result, he is denied bis own truc self. In this respect wc

may undcrstand the aesthetic sphere as a "distance from reality."8 This denial ofreality

leads to a despair that eripples the individual. The aesthetic existential sphere has within it

that by which it is destroyed. Describing this phenomenon, Bradley R. Dewey remarks

that "[a]esthestic pleasure is inextricably mixed with pain, and aesthetic joy inevitably

leads to sufTering" (Dewey, 27).

The unheeded yeaming ofthe spirit- the second component of the pcrsonality in

Kierkegaard's anthropology- and the longing for a freedom unrequited, drives the

individual to despair. Il is elsewhere referred to as dread or Angst.9 Whether the

experience he descrihed as epiphanic or an awakening ofsorts, the individual eudaemonist

confronts the pain and ignomy of living a purely aesthetic life. A change is wrought by

, "The aesthetieal in Man is that whereby he is immediately what
he is. He ignores the future and the deeisions it demands. Instead,
he is content with the present moment ... • Frederiek Sontag. a
Kierkegaard Handbook. Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1979, p.la .

• Jgurna1s and papers. l. 370 .

• This subjeet is dealt with in Kierkegaard's Tbe Concept: of
~.
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choice: either remain in the aesthetic life or move towards the ethical sphere. This. the:n. is

a first "reading" ofaesthetics.

Without dismissing this first approach to aesthetics. we may calI upon the second

approach which champions an objective stance: its aim is "objective comprehension

[rather] than moral action or religious devotion" (Taylor. 1981: 167). Esscntially. this

approach aeknowledges refiection as a preparatory stage before ethics. For example:

whereas the prurience and deceptiveness of the merman in Problcm 1II of Fcar and

Trembline may be exposed in the first reading of Kierkegaard's acsthetic stage. it docs not

address what might be called his change ofheart. Somcthing occurs. making the merman

realise the folly ofhis ways and the moral poverty ofhis actions. The rel1ective. detachcd

stance- wherein truth is locatcd extemally- leads the merman to seareh lor something

greater than monomaniaca1 self-fulfillment.

Aestheties. then. is not wholly bad. Removed from the actual world. the aesthetic

embodies a sense ofpossibility.1O The "young man" who appears as a dinner guest in

Staees on I.jfe's Way is also the protagonist of the book co-published with Fear and

Trembline. ln this book. Repetitjon. aesthetics engenders repeated. quotidian experience

with a vitality and freshness with each renewal. 1t embraces possibility. The underlying

assumption behind repetition is that truth is an expcriential category; one can revisit

cireumstances and "reckon with those obscure forces which lie bclow the surface of

consciousness" (Kierkegaard. 1946: 135). Biographically read. repetition refers to the

" "The poetic presentation charms us; actuality makes us flee.
For this reason "aesthetic" is also associated with "possibility."
sinee it is opposeà te actuality too." Sontag. A Kierkegaarrl Handhgolç,
p. 15 •



•

•

9

brokcn engagement between Kierkegaard and his fiancee, Regina OIsen. ' ! The bleat ofa

guilty conseience is almost palpable: yet. there is more. Il is my gambit that this so-called

obscure force is, in fact. a sense ofpossibility, emanating &om the religious sphere. This

force acts upon the self. encouraging it to move beyond the limited offerings ofthe

aesthetic sphere.

The ethical sphere, championed in Ejther!Or. seems very much a transitional category

when Kierkegaard's works are vicwed as a whole. Placing oneself under a moral code and

conseiously operating within that system is a noble pursuit. Yet, rather than addressing the

second part of Kierkegaard's dualistic anthropology, the ethical sphere seems concerned

with merely taming or harnessirig the base desires extant in the aesthetic life. As much as

ethics functions as a moral guide it also "eliminates disquieting uncertainty" (Dewey, 28)

proffered by the religious sphere, the world of the spirit. This is a contentious matter that,

in many respects, is the pivotai point on which Fear and Trembling tums.

Here and in Stages on Ljfe's Way the need for a concrete religious orientation toward

life becomes prevalent. Religiousness 'a' or what Kierkegaard also termed "cultural

religion" is a privatised version ofChristianity: one in which no overt manifestation of

faith is required. Instead emphasis is given to the cultivating of interior religiosity. In its

best sense, Sacrates cornes to stand for this type ofreligiosity. It avoids legalism and

pious works intended to be righteous or win approval of the church.

The central problem ....ith this brand ofreligiosity is that. in attempting to act as an

emollient to the problems raised in the aesthetic and ethical realms, religiousness 'a' simply

11 Fear and Ircmb1inq is widely speculated to be, " on a more
personal level •... a veiled correspondence letter to Regine ... an
attempt to convey to her his pent-up passion and the religious
motivation behind his outrageous behaviour." Louis P. Pojman. ~
TQ7iç pf Sybicçtiyjty· Kierkeqaard's pbjlosgphy of Religion. Alabama:
ODiversity of Alabama Press. 1984. p. 148 .
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numbs us to their realitv. The engagement \\;th the world is minimiSt.-d to such a degn:e.. -- -
that a false ..ense ofpeace is proffered. The occlusive. a1most monastic. sensibilities of

religiousness 'a' that shut the world out are. in the end. found \\'allting.•: As odd as it may

appear- coming from the pen ofthe bookish. hermetic Kierkegaard- his challenge to his

reader is to he involved in the struggles of the world. We must confront and he a p:IJ1 of

the suffering world in order to particÎpate in or experience ils redemption.

ln Religiousness 'b' or "New Testament Christianity" Kierkegaard's religious

anthropology is most complex. We have a1ready noted that the formation of the selfis

contingent upon choiee. The heart of the matter is not what a selfchooscs but that the self

does indeed choose. That is to say. the selfis made eoncrete by the act ofchoosing and.

paradoxically. the self must choose the most concrete reality: the spirit. The individual self

becomes absolute by implying a further relation to the ultimate. Kierkegaard's

understanding ofthe selfis as a relationship that is authentically stabilised only when it

yields to a power heyond the self. Theologically. to be human is to he in relation with

God. for "the relationship with etemity constitutes the very essence of his spirit" (Dupré.

42). Yet. the self is never pure spirit: it is an amalgam ofthe temporal and the etemal.

The reasons why it is important to detail Kierkegaard's theory of stages are not Iimited

to substantive matters such as recognising a particular stage and ils implications as it

appears in Fear and Trembling. Ils importance extends to a general reading strategy that

will help "unlock" Fear and Trembling. Kierkegaard's view ofthe self. as Wil1iam

Schweiker notes. is "not a simple given or a substance self-identical through time: it is a

" While l ào not have the space to explore this seeming
contraàiction in Kierkegaarà's thought l ào wish to note that this
remark MaY seem oàà given SK's association with his claim that. "truth
is subjectivity" anà his proclivity towaràs a cultivateà. interior
life •
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laSk" (Schwcikcr. 1990: 140).

Iflife is truly inchoate. waiting to be made. faith v.ill certainly constilUle a (perhaps the

most) significant part ofthis process. Again. the individual's choice becomes a

sclf-defining act. Fcar and Tremhljnr,: aUesls to a life lived in faith. open to possibility and

growth. Abraham marries Sarah: he becomes a husband. Abraham and Sarah wait

patiently for God to give them a son: they become parents. God asks for Abraham to

sacrifice Isaac and Abraham demonstrates his unflinching willingness to accede to God's

demands: he becomes the father I)f faith for the Judaeo-Christian tradition. The identity is

constantly under reconstruction. It is as William Schweiker. following Mark Taylor.

notes: "the principle ofidentity threatens to deny the qualitative difference betwecn God

and humanity" (Schweiker. 1990: 140). It is now a relational category whereby the

"rclationship is not that ofknowledge. as philosophy (and many forms ofreligion)

supposes: the rclationship is faith" (Kierkegaard. 1946: 109).

"One da}' a man, Kil'~;'egf.ard, was deeply dissatisfied with the ideas of Hegel"'J

Throughout the above section the idea ofchoice as an identity-forming agent has becn

discussed. This section will show how this idea ofchoice is predicated upon

Kierkegaard' s contention that "truth is subjectivity:' a polemical anack on the dominant

Hegclian philosophy ofhis day.14 An e1ucidation ofhis reaction will make c1ear how

Kierkegaard- by insisting on radical choice as foundational to our lives- lays the

1) Jean Wahl, "Existentialism: a Preface, Il New Repub1ic. 113:
142-144 IOct. l, 1945). Quoted by Walter Lowrie in Bretall's à
Kierkegaard AnthQlogv, 190.

" Louis Dupré, in 1963, writes that Kierkegaard's thought is,
"in large measure to be understood as a Christian reaction against
Hegel. Kierkegaard As TheQlogian· The nialectiç of Christian
Existepce. New York: Shed and Ward, 1963, p. 39 .
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groundwork for what would come to be called Existentialism.

ln the simplest ofterms. the matter ofcontention between Hegel and Kierkegaard is

over Hegel's system. Kierkegaard fundamentally objects to the idea ofsystem.

conjeeturing that. "[s]ystem and finality correspond to one another" (Kierkegaard. 1946:

20 I).JS He asserts that the system does not supply an intelligible last word as such. but

rather a chimera oftruth under the c10ak ofobjeetivity. He concedes that a logieal system

is possible. yet the systematiser. Hegel. seems unable to remain wholly in the realm of

logic. lru:tead. Hegel introduces concepts such as "movement" into the formula.'o

The almost gravitational attraction to movement and the things ofexistence (on the

part of the system's advocates) is. for Kierkegaard. a tool ofindictment against

speculative Hegelian philosophy. Its magnetism demonstrates that a system so easily

becomes a mockery of itself: aware of its deficiencies. it seeks to address this uncertainty

and. in so doing. collapses of its own volition.

Simply put. Kierkegaard believes Iife to be a process lived amid uncertainty: that

uncertainty is the earmark ofour existence and the catalyst which propels each individual

to seek the truth. to strive towards the infinite. Reminiscent of St. Augustinc's famous

restless heart that yeams for its creator. Kierkegaard's anthropology is one in which the

essence ofhurnan creature is to he engaged in a search for the spiritual. This self-defining

'5 This quote. extracted from Bretall's anthology of Kierkegaard's
writing. is found in CQpçludinq ynsçieptifiç Postscript. Elsewhere in
Postscript Kierkegaard writes: [s]ystem and finality are pretty much
one and the same. so much so that if the system is not finished. there
is no system... a system which is not quite finished is an hypothesis:
while on the other band to speak of a half-finished system is nonsense
(Bretall, 195-196).

" Movement, claims Kierkegaard, is "subject to an existential
dialectic" (Postscript. 196) and is "9neer confusion of logical
science (Postscript, 196); therefore it is an inappropriate category
to introduce into a logical system.
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scarch is marked. paradoxically. by our condition: we cannot build adequate systems:

moreover. any accurate system (one which successfully detai1s the incomprehensibilities

ofa life). such as God's perhaps. we would ncver bc able to understand.

Eaeh ofthese objections is predicated upon the idca ofpossibility. A system lcaves no

1"0""'1 lor possibiIity: it deals in conc1u3ions. Life cannot bc detailed in a grand system:

rather. it should. as T.S. Eliot suggests. bc "measured out...\\ith coffee spoons."17 In tiny

instances. bctwccn epiphanies. cach life must bc lived and reflected upon subjectively.

As cach person mil have a different life experienee. the nuances ofa person's life- in

frailties and hopes- must bc articulated and received in fragments. not grandiose systems.

So. while a logical system may bc possible. an existential system is impossible to

formulate. The latter cannot bc represented objectively, it must·be experienced

subjectively. This c1aim informs a reading ofFear and Trembliœ in a fundamental

manr.er.

Objcctivity is. then, a force ofmediation; it functions in a system whereby a thing,

(thesis) is related to something quite its opposite (antithesis) in order to arrive at a

common ground (synthesis). This pull bctween the objective and subjective is

exemplified in the relationship bctween philosophy and Christian theology:

philosophy tcaehes that the way is to become objective, whiIe
Christianity tcaches that the way is to becomc subjc:c.'ive, i.e. to
become a subject in truth. Lest this should seem a men:-dispute
about words. let me say that Christïanïty mshes to intensitY passion
to its highest piteh: but passion is subjectivity, and does not exist
objectively (Kierkegaard, 1946:209).

What saves this passage from seeming misplaced is Kierkegaard's mention ofpassion. It

is possible. perhaps likely, that Kierkegaard uses this word, laden in the jargon of

" T. S. Eliot. "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock." Seleçted
~. London: Faber & Faber. ~963. p.~3 .
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Christian theology with its dual meaning of desirelsulTering. to give a rhetorical power to

his claim. Kierkegaard layers meaning upon meaning: equating passion with subjectivit)'.

subjectivit)' with truth. truth \\ith faith. JO Although such imbricated delinitions ma)' lt.-ad

to sorne confusion. the coalescence ofthese ideas underscorcs a larger polemic at work in

Kierkegaard's thoaght: that the purpose and workings of philosophy are markedly

different from those of the Christian faith.'· To distil Kierkegaard's argument: while the

system encourages objective thinking as clcar and rational. this impulse is a misguided

one in the understanding of the Christian message. That is not to say that Christianitv is- - .. ..
irrational. However. the argument is trot reason is subordinated by the importance given

10 faith and love in Christian doctrine and teachings.

Only in this conte:<t may we begin to understand Kierkegaard's claim that the truth is

gained subjectively or"truth is subjectivity." Kierkegaard is nol advocating a morose.

introspective period ofself-absorption. Taken out ofits conte.xt, such a statement might

appcar this way. Its intention is quite the opposite.

" Passion is a natural reaction to the realisation that the self
consists of two parts: finite. infinite; bodily. spiritual.
Kierkegaard, in Siçkness UDtO peath, also terms tllis despair. An
individual's passion occurs as suffering in his realisation of tbe
brokenness or abrogation-- the "infinite qualitative differ~ce

between time and eternity" --of his relationship witb God. The same
passion occurs as desire to mend tbis brokenness through a leap of
faith. an act of the will. a condition where tbe human may reeeive
God's graee.

19 Kierkegaard writes that. " [t]he idea of philosophy is mediation
Christianity's is tbe paradox" lKierkegaard.1946:141 •
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from "what" to ·'how" =0

Kierkegaard. having argued against the system. procceds to turn the que:-tion of

"whal" we know into a methodological one: "how" we know. His fervent answer- \ve

know subjeclively- is one that may mistakcnly he understood as an endorsement of

relativism. In the above section 1have attempted to show how Kierkegaard's daim that

wc know subjectively. or the more strongly-worded "truth is subjectivity." may he

eontextuaIised by his protest against the system.

What does it mean to know subjectively? ln answering this question we come

full-cireie. in a sense. by returning to the notion introduced at the very outset ofthis study:

choice. The very notion ofchoice is built upon ambiguity. either/or. Things are not

aIways dear. yet the individuai must chose. This choice is most radically a task made

inwardly by the individuai. The selfweighs and considers options; it wresties with moral

dilemmas.

To reeapitulate. Kierkegaard champions the act ofchoosing itself. This is true to the

extent that an iadividuai engaged in a passionate and heart-felt comminnent to that which

may he misguided is. in Kierkegaard's view, far superior to a lackadaisical, disengaged

comminnent to what may he genuinely true. An act devoid ofpassionate intensity and

inwardness is IOlmd wanting. The e.'tlÙtation ofthe act and the actor gripped by bis

decision is reflccted through and through in Kierkegaard's prose.

ln the case of Abraham. choice can he the most life-changing and heroic ofacts.

Abraham exemplifies the most radical ofchoices. He leaves himselfopen to the

possibility that. no matter the circumstance. bis God will provide. Abraham bas faith.

This is no smai1endeavour. "truth is an equivaient expression for faith. Without risk

'0 "The objective accent falls on WHAT is said. tbe subjective
accent on HOW it is said" (Postscript. 213) •
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there is no faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between the inlinite passi<'n of the

individuaI's inwardness and the objective uncertainty" (Kierkegaard. 1<)46: 215). In short.

Kierkegaard takes Hegel and the objective system to task on ilS o\\n grounds. His

argument in Conc!udjng Unscjentjfic Postscript works dialectically with one important

exception. Resisting the tyranny ofwholes. Kierkegaard's diaIcctic never loses sight of

the one who is engaged in the dialectic itself: "the knower is an existing individual. and-- -
the task ofexisting is his essential task" (Kierkegaard. 217).

To exist. then. mcans to occupy the space ofboth uncertainty and possibility.

Moreover. to have faith in such a world means one must n..'Sist anything too certain. Can

such a world. such a faith he articulated directly?

The Ncccssity of Indircction

Here. it is necessary to examine Kierkegaard's argument !Tom a ditTerent vantage

point. This inquiry will in tum lay the important groundwork for his indirect

communication. To he explicit: the following section will hegin to introduce Kierkegaard

as a stylist whose technique is a direct outgrowth of his philosophical disposition.

Moreover. 1 hope at this carly stage to show that. given Kierkegaard's proclivity to express

the incongruities ofan individual's existence indirectly. a meraphorical reading ofhis

psychological slUdy of faith. Fear and Trembling. is uniquely appropriate to the task at

band.

The impulse behind indirect communication cornes from what might he called the

heresy of direct communication. As William Schweiker notes,

"direct communication" would assert that existence could he reduced
to conceptual terms and easily communicated to the reader: that
heing in love. for example. could be communicated by ta1king about
one's being in love. The possibility ofdirect communication would
signal the primacy oftheoretical reflection over the practical task of
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thought and life (Schweiker. 1990: 140).

Direct communication. then. is contrary to Kierkegaard's philosophy that life cannot he

rcduced to a system. By undertaking his indirect communication. Kierkegaard

underscores that life is an e."istcntial task: it is to he lived. He accomplishes this task

through v:trÏous 1iterary tools we shall presently discuss.

The view that Kierkegaard is a bold and innovative Iiterary stylist is weil

established;21 however. the inquiry into the extcnt ofhis technique is a field ofstudy that

is quite n.-cent22 With regard to the subject ofthe present study we may ask the following

two questions: what does Kierkegaard mean by "indirect communication:" what role does

Kierkegaard's "indirect communication" play in Fear and Trembljm;?

Wbat does be mean?

The question ofwhat Kierkegaard means by a certain term is sure to bring a smile to

anyone interested in Kierkegaard's use ofpseudonyms. The joke (at our expense) is that

Kierkegaard himse/fdoes not mean or say anything in bis "aesthetic" te.xt5 ofthe 1840'5,

:n See Louis Mackey 1 s seminal study Kierkegaard· a. Sind of Poet.
Pittsburgh: University of Pennsylvania Press. 1971.

" "The history of reaàing Kierkegaard is unfortunately an almost
uninterrupted series of attempts to look in the mirrors of the
aesthetic texts and to find there Kierkegaard's view of X....But.
after the events of the last decade. in which philosophy bas been
taking rueful account of the extent to which it is itself a rhetorical
art of persuasion...• it could be tbat there will be sorne openness to
reading Kierkegaard as a philosopher who uses all the major tools of
deconstructive theory long before before they were given a location
and a name by Derrida" (Poole. 7). In addition to the work of Stanley
Cavell and Christopher Norris cited on page 7 of Poole's KierkegaArd'
Ihe Indirect ÇommppiçatiQD, see a1so: Mark C. Taylor's alterity.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1987; Louis Mackey's Pointa of
yiew, Beadings of Kierkegaard in Kierkegaard and postrngderniam series.
ed. Mark C. Taylor. Tallahassee: University of Florida Press. 1986 •
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let alone give a direct. single explanation of such an amorphous concept as the identity.

IndeecL the motley cast of as50rted characters who. in a sense. hosl thcse intdk-ctual

excursions. opine and lecture. grandstand and complain. ail the while detlecting a reader's

attempt to say Kierkegaard means this when he says that! Why does Kierkegaard do this"?

A1though a reader's experience ofthe indirect communication cao indeed he

maddening and potentially traumatic. the aims ofthe device are quite noble. At ilS mos!

basic level the indirect communication bas various functions: to defer meaning and elicit

the reader's participation in the construction ofa tex"1's meaning: to diminish the role of the

author and elevate the ideas presented: to issue a built-in corrective to the former

contention. never sanctifYing any idea or proposition. as ;t is the product ofa human

mind. This helps to e.xplain the stream ofcharacters who run throughout Kierkegaard's

aesthetic writings- Hilarious bookbinder. Johannes de Si/enlia. Victor Eremila. etc: none

supply finaI readings. they supplement and stand in for diffèrent opinions. The impulse

hehind this latter function is to underscore the fallibility ofhuman reason.:3 A twentieth

century correlative to Kierkegaard's notion may weIl he Paul Tillich's "Protestant

Principlc." Although Tillich does not cloak this idea in any literary manner. the impulse

is similar. To paraphrase Tillich. no idea may he 50 assented to as to override that which is

heing thought about. namely God (Tillich. 96).

While a discussion ofirony. supplement. and deferred meaaing would each he

appropriate to an investigation of Kierkegaard's indirect communication. 1hope that the

general outline and a briefnod to Kierkegaard's pseudonymous authorship will he

sufficient to develop a causallink hetween the indirect communication and bis use of

:> The pseudonymous authorship of Kierkegaard is but one llllIOng

many àevices which contribute to the bod.y of his inàirect
communication•
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metaphor.

ln Kierkegaard's scenario. we may read the indirect communication as a further

polemic against Hegelian phiIo5Ophy: no system may be erected 50 as to diminish the role

of faith. or for that matter. God. It is now appropriate to take a closer look at this feature

of Kierkegaard's thought

The question of Kierkegaard's "indirect communication" has been given book-length

treatment in Roger Poole's recent study ofthe same name. Poole argues that ifwe begin

with the assumption that Kierkegaard. in full command oftextual devices.24 had

prescience enough to be aware ofthe power ofsuch literary tools, then the "aesthetic

writings"- those writings of the 1840's in which Kierkegaard used an easily-penetrable

pseudonymous voice- become less frustrating to read. An awareness ofplanned and

deliberate obtuseness on the part of the author lets the reader know that the traditional

elements commonly associated with instructive or exegetical texts. moral counsel and

enlightenrnent. do not apply. The mould is cast yet is unfamiliar as "Kierkegaard

progrcssivcly denies us any secure position from which we could make a judgment"

(Poole. 8). ln the adjustments we make to understand the text, a clear message is sent

forth. Stylistic cul-de-sacs tell the reader that the author is unwilling to take a final

position. to commit to an objective system.

Antagoniscd and dejected. the reader of Kierkegaard's pseudonymous works is.

happily. not without recourse. Kierkegaard provides. His provisions. rarefied and

elliptical. can be a great deal more "existentially nourïshing" (Vanhoozer. 59) than the

50metimes meagre farc served readily to readers in more "approachable" books. That is to

say. whereas many readers come to expect objective and certain answers readily attainable

,. devices such as "difference" and "supplement" associated today
with Deconstructionist thinkers such as Jacques Derrida .



•

•

20

by following a book's linear narrative. readers of Kierlœgaard are cha/lenged into the

answers at which they arrive. The answers- or at least the questions asked- are ofa son

to which only a reader. "gathered in as a potential ally. seduced and intrigued by the

typographical and rhetorical waylayings of the text. and then involved in a kind of

detective work" (poole. 9-10) could arrive.~s So. Kierkegaard provides in a manner that

lets the reader know what resources are available to that individual. There are no easy

answers to important questions. This provides a window ofentry into what Kierkegaard

may have intended by the following: "[i]fthe concept ofexistence is rcally to be strcsscd.

this cannot be given direct expression" (Kierkegaard. 1946:205).

The reasons for this are myriad. First. the manner ofexpression must bc appropriate

to that which is expressed. Today. in a world that has long accepted the popular teachings

ofMarshall McLuhan, irnbued with notions ofrcception theory. we are highly aware of

the impact of the medium on the message: the packaging counts. In this light. we may

understand Kierkegaard's argument that. "[a]n actual emphasis on existence must bc

expressed in an essential form: in view ofthe elusiveness ofexistence. such a form will

have to be an indirect form. namely the absence ofa system" (Kierkegaard. 1946: 205).

This indirect manner of communication. ponraying rcallife furled in ambiguity. resisting

absolutes. is derived from a deeply ingrained philosophieal stance of humility. This may

seem an odd daim to make ofa thinker so intellectually daring. so brash and brilIi~nt as

Kierkegaard. He was ail these things and knew it! Yet. his humility is a position assul~ed

in the face ofthat which cannot be direcdy expressed: God. Directness. while it cenai nly

has many attributes, seems to place a cenainty on things mutable or not wholly attainable.

25 In Kierkegaard and Kant; The Hidden peht, Ronald Green employs
this same metaphor of detective work to the task of reading F~ar and
Trembling .
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That is not to suggest that God is changeable; rather. il is the manner in which we receive

this knowledge that changes. The point ofhis rhelorica1 technique. or perhaps the

assumplion underiying the lechnique. is that directness does not necessarily yield clarity.

While the above example is applicable to the ambiguities ofexistence and a knowledge of

God. for the purpose ofthis study 1shaH focus on the matter offaith.

ln CQncludjng UnsçieDlific Postscript. Johannes Climacus announces the central tenet

of indirect communication:

Inwardness cannot be directly communicated. for its direct expression
is precisely extemality, its direction being outward. not inward.
The direct expression of inwardness is no proofofpresence; the
direct effusion offeeling does nol prove its possession. but the tension
ofthe contrasting form is the measure of the intensity of inwardness
(Kierkegaard. 1992: 232).

The link made 10 inwardness by indirect communication may aIso be made by faith. Put

anolher way. as a quality offaith. inwardness must be communicated indirectly. Nancy J.

Crumbine explains that "[f]aith is a dimension of the relation between self and world that

cannot he comprchended in any linear account because it constitutes a contextuai fullness

that underlies ail possible lincar directions."26 Therefore. communicating inwardness is a

paradox which Kierkegaard recognises to be at the centre of the faith experience and the

task of theologians and biblicai scholars alike. The problems raised by the Genesis 22

story exemplify this situation.

. 2' Nancy Jay Crumbine. "On Faith," Çritjçal Perspeçtiyes· Reading
Kierkeqaard'§ EPar and Tremblinq. ed. Robert L. Perkins. Alabama:
University of Alabama Press, 1981, p. 189 .
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Gencsis 22: Past interpretations and Present in\'cstigations

The Genesis 22 story raises innumerable and complex theologicaI questions. Gcrhard

Von Rad writes that. "one must trom the first renouncc any attcmpt to disco"cr onc basic

idea as the meaning ofthe whole. There are many levels of meaning. and whoever thinks

he has discovercd virgin soil must discover at once that there are many more layers below

that" (Von Rad. 243). Walter Brueggemann concurs. calling the tale "a story ofanguished

Faith.." which is. "notoriously difficult to interpret. Its difficulty begins in the aversion

immediately felt for a God who will command the murder of a son"(Brueggemann. 185).

The text explores the "contradiction between the testing ofGod and the providing of

God..." (Brueggemann. 192). The story ofepic emotions "is rightly admired as a

masterpiece ofeconomy. psychology. and artistic subtiety."21

1wish. in this briefsection. to highlight sorne ofthese problems. showing how. in

isolated but representative cases. they have been dealt with in the past and how they are

trcated by Kierkegaard in Fear and Trembljne. Further still. we may note how

Kierkegaard's interpretation ofthe story has becn interpreted. So as not to lose our way or

the reader's confidence in the unity of this proposai. 1will remind the reader that the

purpose of this section is to establish that- through metaphor-- Kierkegaard addresses

problems fundamental to the biblica1 text while concurrcntly providing his readers with a

compelling interpretive path through his own text.

" Jack Miles. God' A Bjography. New York: Knopf, 1995, p.5a.
Miles, challenging conventional readings, makes an interesting
observation that further attests to the dramatic ambiguity of the
story: "we never learn whether he (Abraham) would actually go through
with the sacrifice,· and later, "Abraham goes as far as he possibly
can without actually doing the deed, and God cbooses to be satisfied
with this much" (Miles, 59) .
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Ronald Green finds the "established view" (Green. 1988:123) or normative rcading of

fear and IrembHm: holds that Kierkegaard.

was csscntiaJly cspousing a suprarationaJ, supramoral understanding
ofChristian ethics. a view that makes the revea1ed divine eommand.
not conscience, the supreme guide for Christian life. If rational mor
aJity brands Abraham a criminaJ and if Abraham rcally is the father
offaith, then rational morality must be rejectcd or at least subordinated
to the higher norm ofrevelation (Green. 1988:123).28

Whether or not this reading of Kierkegaard's interpretation is a correct one (Green, siding

with Louis Mackey,29 believes it is misguided). it serves to underscore the centraiity

Kierkegaard gives to the difficult question ofethics and religion. The question is

"difficult." because rcason seems pitted 'lgainst revelation. lcamed moral imperatives

against God's divine command: such was not always the case.

The splintering ofethics and religion would have been unthinkable to the Jewish

rabbinic tradition. As Green notes.

Christian thinkers devcloped the idea ofan ethic independent of
of revelation known to human beings on the basis ofrcason aJone:
the ethic of natura1law. Others opposed this emphasis on human
autonomy in ethics and set forth seemingly uncompromising de
fenscs ofa divine command morality that would equate morality
with whatever God willed. Neverthcless...the divine command
was almost aJways interpreted to support the deepest rcquirements
ofhuman moral and religious reasoning (Green. 1988:103).

:. The brief historical sketch of the manner in which Genesis 22
has been interpreted by Christian thinkers is heavily indebted to
Ronald Green's Chapter 5, "Revelation and Reason in Biblical Faith:
Genesis 22 and Christianity,1I in Religion and Moral R1=:ason" A New
MethQd fgr Comparative Study. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988.
p. 103-129. This first-rate and accessible chapter provides a more
detailed analysis of the interpretations which preceded Kierkegaard's
reading of the Abraham saga.

:. Green cites Mackey's reading of Abraham and Isaac as poetic
"type,"--a character who stands for or represents some identifiable
other-- in Mackey's Kierkegaard' A Kind of Poet. See Green,1988: 123 .
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While Judaism does not entertain the notion ofa separation ofethics and revelation. the

separation is not as radical as one would suppose.)O It is tenable that the divine eommand

eould be articulated through reason. It should be made cIear that this type ofthinking is

not made to support the verity ofeither approach. but rather to suggest the feasibility ofa

mutuai shared space between reason and revelation.

Isaac's wood and Christ's cross

The shoek of the implications ofGenesis 22 were absorbed by New Testament. carly.

mediaevai. and Reformation writers; eaeh aIigned the Akehdah (indicating ehild sacrifice.

but more strictly referring to the "binding"ofIsaae) as it is known in Jewish Iiturgy.31 with

Christ's passion on the cross. "Akehdah became the prototype ofthe Christ event" (Green.

1988:104). To read the Genesis 22 saga through this interpretive lens is forever to suggest

a Iink with God's forgiveness and. tacitly. "the apparent suspension ofjustice this

invQlves" (Green. 1988: 104).

It is evident from the minute New Testament gloss on the story of Abraham and Isaaen

that Christian writers have paid little attention to the story's moral signifieanee. Straw

JQ The argument l am making here is not a methodological one,
rather it has to do with the complimentary conclusions which are
arrived at by natural theology and revelation.

JI For an excellent consideration of the role of Akehdah in this
context see Louis Jacobs's, "The problem of the Akehdah in Jewish
Thought," in Kierkegaard's FeaI and Trgmbling· Critiçal Appraisals.
ed. Robert Perkins. Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1981. p.1-9.
In this article raises an enormous problem in Jewish thought: "lh]ow
could God have ordered a man to murder his son? The problem is
aggravated by the fact that in no less than sixteen other passages in
the Bible ... child sacrifice is condemned as an abomination before God"
(Jacobs, 1).

" See James 2: 21-23; Hebrews 11, 17-19 .
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man or not. James expresses the significance ofthe passage in terms of 'Justification by

works;" Hebrews upholds the story as exemplifying the doctrine ofresurrection (Green.

1988: lOS). Writers from Origen (Homilies on Geoesjs) to Augustine (City ofGod). to

Luther (Lectures 00 Genesjs) and Calvin (Commenlaries 00 the Book ofGeoesjs) have, to

varying degrees, followed orthodox biblicaI teachings which. expurgating its unsavoury

aspects. tend to view the s,ory through New Testament eyes (Green. 106-118c). Reason 

subsumed under God's grace- maintains the possibility ofarticulating and understanding

God's revelation ~o humankind.

Kierkegaard's message would appear to be markedly different from the preceding

interpretations. His aim is not to align reason and revelation. but rather to remind his

readers ofthe nearly unfathomable difference between God's ways and our own normative

moral standard. Gerhard Von Rad advocates a similar reading when he exhorts exegetes

who seek properly to understand the story to "Ieave to the statement in v.l its entire

weight...and that one does not try to resolve it bY:1 psychologising explanation" (Von

Rad, 238).33 However, the purpose ofthis study is not to bolster this well-entrenched

view of Kierkegaard's wode; nor is the intention to offer a new interpretation of the work

as Ronald Green has done.34 Rather, 1wish to show that the way in which Kierkegaard

" Elsewhere Von Rad writes that, "Abraham had to eut himself off
from his whole past in ch. 12.I f.; now he must give up bis whole
future" (Von Rad, 239). The story is bighly dramatic and should not
be rendered otherwise.

" Challenging the standard reading of the text, Green argues that
Kierkegaard's "focus is on the very different 'transnormative' or
'transmoral' religious question of whether we can count on God's grace
and forgivenes~ to help us fulfil ~ur moral destiny. " If l am right
about this," Green supposes, "Eear and Tremblinq is not the
idiosyncratic moral treatise it seems to be but, despite its
misleading surface argument, a very traditional work of
Pauline-Lutheran theology" (Green, 123). Green goes on to build a
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communicates- indirectly. through metaphor- invites the reader to co-habit the textuaI

world; to participate in the dilemmas which the Genesis 22 story mises. to feel the amdery

which bespeak the story.

This method is one which is particularly well-suited for dealing with the ambiguities

ofthe Genesis 22 text. Both Von Rad and Brueggemann agree that the Genesis 22 text is

multi-Iayered and is thus. "presented to permit free play of interpretation. The intent is

not c\ear. It requires sorne decisions by the interpreter" (Brueggemann. 185). Exegete

and author agree: the reader must act upon the text. ordering and wrestling with the

nuances of its meanings. The reconstructive act of metaphor-making broaches a possible

world, stretched between the biblical world and our own. It is a world in which we view

the movements of faith (Kierkegaard. 34); not going further (Kierkegaard. 5) than faith.

but content to be sojourners on Abraham's "journey". It is a1so a world set apart from the

chatter of secular spaces. full of "silence." These two extended metaphors allow the

reader entry into Kierkegaard's often confusing, frequently disturbing textua1 world. We

must work to understand this text

Work out your own salvation with fcar and trcmbling.
For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to

do his good pleasurc (Phil.2:12-13).

To return to Kierkegaard: the questions that need to be answered in the following

section are: what is the role of indirect communication in Far and Tremblin~. and how

very strong case for this argument which l do not have space to
elaborate upon in this essay. It is, however, well worth mentioning
because any interpretation of Kierkegaard that settles toc comfortably
in the mind risks losing the point of Kierkegaard' s thought. We are
to look at the Genesis story anew, each time. We must he disturhed by
its detail and the profundity of faith .
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does indirect communication hclp Kierkegaard grapple with the difficult theological

questions raised by the Genesis 22 narrative? Here, 1hope to show that the indirect

communication functions deliberately as a cali to faith.

Ostensibly, fear and Trembling is, as Edward F. Mooney notes (Mooney, 2), an

exegesis of the Genesis 22 story of Abraham's response to God's command that he

sacrifice his only son, Isaac. Il is. in fact, a great deal more. The narrative, in itself, raises

immenscly difficult theological questions that lodge in our psyche and lay claim to a

visceral response. We react in shock. recoiling at the notion that God would ask a parent

to harm, let alone kill, a child. Kierkegaard, attuned to the sweeping drama ofthe story

and its ability to hold the reader's imagination, pushes the account further: the story

b..'Comes a platlorm for an investigation ofthe nature offaith.

This psychological examination is made possible through Kierkegaard's indirect

communication. How is the indirect communication helpful? Kierkegaard compels his

reader into an active participation by denying the reader's expeetations. Gone is the

simple preface; there are four. The linear narrative is counterposed by a stream of

consciousness·like prose. Pseudonyms replace reIiable narrative guidance. Each device

conspires to prod the reader into surviving by her own wits. The active role the reader

must take in making sense of the narrative mirrors the act offaith a beIiever must make.

The indirect communication affords the text and its subject matter an intimacy that

ref1ects the faith journey itself. In a marked contrast to current deconstructive

sensibilities and reading strategies. the act ofreading Fear and Trembling is an act of

construction as we. following Abraham. stand before a word.

Walter Brueggemann, in his study ofthe book ofGenesis writes that, "the narrative

(Genesis 22) locates Abraham before a word" (Brueggemann. 189). Notice the use ofthe

word "Iocates." Brueggemann's spatial metaphor is an apt one: it underscores the
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Judaeo-Christian tradition's spiritual invesnnent in the Word. It is. thcrefore. appropriatc

that Abraham. the father of faith. should stand before a word.

He is addressed. He answers immediatelv and faithfullv. His
response to Isaac in the second speech is Ïhe same as bis responsc
to God in the first and third speeches...He understands fully that he
is a creature ofthe word (Brueggemann. 189).

Fear and TrembUng propels the reader though numerable visitations with a host of

characters occupying different stages or spheres oflife. We encounter these individuais

and in so doing question our own motivations for attempting to understand who thcy arc.

The paramount example ofthis in Fear and TrembUng is. ofcourse. Abraham.

Yet Abraham is never portrayed directly. His image is cast and recast through frarncd

narrative; his image is conveyed by other characters' descriptions of Abraham. We peer

into possible outcomes. possible choices Abraham may have made in the absencc of faith.

In this void and emptiness we come to realize the importance ofa direct engagement with

faith. Therefore. Abraham's story is not delivered to us in completion. We must work to

und~rstand the Genesis 22 account and in so doing come to reaiize attraction and

repulsion; the beauty and the absurdity that is a life of faith.

Yet Kierkegaard does not totally abandon his readers: there are "clues" placed with

exacting deliverance throughout the text. My contention in this study is that the central

metaphors found in Fe.'\T and TrembUng are thcse clucs.

The Motive for Metaphor

By its very nature. the metaphor is a microcosm ofthe larger text: a problem to unfurI.

Concrete and indisputable meaning is postponed tbrough and in favour ofa plethora of

meanings. The reader must sort out which meanings are appropriate and pursue these

imaginative avenues to their logical extent. The metaphor is highly effective in this text
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because it functions in a manner that never pins down meaning. The possibility ofseeing

anew is ever present.

The strategy behind Fear and TrembljD!j: goes well beyond poetic device and skilful

Iiterary technique. The refusai to conform to systematics. to accept identily as a

preconditioned. cohesive unit. to present faith as easily attainable undergirds

Kierkegaard's authorship. Therefore, it is necessary here to provide something ofa caveal

emplor. The study ofhow Kierkegaard uses metaphor in fear and Tremblin~ is not

primarilya Iiterary study. Rather. the intention ofthis study is to show that the metaphor

is a tool used to draw attention to his hypothesis that faith demands that one be involved

in its attainment: there ;s no such thing as a passive investigation ofthe nature of faith.

Faith cannot be discussed in a passive manner because it is based on choice. Indeed, as

Kierkegaard asserts in his journals. "faith. surely. implies an Act of the will" (Kierkegaard,

1946: 2). Chcice is an Act of the present that anticipates the future: it contains an

esehatological component. This component is important for our study because it

underscores the appropriateness ofmetaphor to the language of faith. Just as faith deais in

the language of possibility- not actuality- so. too. does metaphor. The relationship of

metaphor to possibility. and by extension to faith. is a fundamental component ofthis

study.

We have introduced severa! key aspects ofKierkegaard's philosophy which will

permeate the remainder of this study. Chiefamong these are the idea ofchoice and the

method of indirt."Ct communication. both ofwhich inform our reading of Paul Ricoeur's

theory of mctaphor in the next chapter.

We have seen that choice is deeply embedded in Kierkegaard's theory ofstages. is

crucial to a Iife offaith. and is significant in textua1 reconstruction. Choice is indeed a

key componcnt of the metaphoric process. Open to new meanings, a reader will choose a
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possible meaning to help make sense of a text.

In choosing to articulate that meaning. a reader may do 50 indirectly. though metaphor.

It is equally important that the reader of the present study understand that Kierkegaard's

project is steeped in indirect communication. This indirect communication is evidenced

through his use of metaphor. which we will now tum to consider via the metaphor theory

ofPaul Ricoeur.
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Chaptcr Two: Ricoeur and Mctaphor Thcory

Stephen Crites has \\TÏtten tbat "human beings have a fonn ofconsciousness capable of

entenaining possibilities...they remember. they anticipate. they scheme. they fear. they fantasise:

they ventilate their loealised reality with myriad fonns of possibility" (Crites. 1991: 185). A central

claim that 1make in this study is that Kierkegaard's language offaith embodies a sense of

possibility. Put clearly. the language of faith is the language ofpossibility.3S "The language of faith

must speak of things beyond our actual situation. and therefore beyond the reach of literai or

descriptive language" (Vanhoozer. 73). That being said, l wish to present Ricoeur's theoty of

metaphor as one which provides the philosophieal grounding for this claim.

ln what follows.1 will present seminal arguments made by theorists ofmetaphor and the

response to these arguments made by Ric<'Cur in bis demanding tome The Rule ofMetaphor. Yet. l

am conscious that metaphor theory is an enonnous field unto itselfand, alone, merits an entire study.

The danger is. then. that the complexity ofthe theory threatens to ovcrwhelm that to which the

theory is applied. In order to help prevent this occurrence, l will begin by situating Ricoeur's theory

ofmetaphor in the context ofthe language offaith.

" In Heb. 11:1 faith is said to he "the assurance of things hoped
for. the conviction of things not seen." Although this definition
does not encapsulate all the Bible bas to say about faith, it does
indicate the main thrust of faith to he that of a holding fast to
possibility.
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Ricoeur and the Language of Faith.

ln order that it be detenninable. thought net.-ds to be grounded through signs.)o Language is the

primary example ofsuch a sign. In this capacity. language bas a medialOl)' function. Yet. the vel)'

thing which language hopes to attain- detenninability (by a shared community) ofthought- is.

ironically. denied because ofthe inherently polysemic nature of the medium. A word may have

multiple meanings. Instead ofproffering stability.language postpones mediation. Language does

indeed convey meaning. but this meaning is never complete: it is forever in a Slate ofevolution.

This being the case. language occupies a state ofconstant possibility. Through various avenues of

e.'Cplanation. this chapter will endeavour to show that this is the case.

Ifit is indeed sa that language itselfoccupies the space ofpossibility. creative language

-specifically metaphor- is chiefin e.'dùbiting this quality. By looking at one thing in terros of

another. a metaphor changes the way wc think about a thing and. by extension. the way in which we

communicale about that thing. Faith.. il would seem. is one such subject that would benefit from Ihis

inlerpretationai approach. "Because ofils capacity to express and creale possibilities.. metaphor is

ideally suiled to be the discourse ofa theology that is oriented to eschalology" (Vanhoozer. 57).

Both metaphor and faith deal with what is incomplete and strive for completeness. for meaning. The

travails ofAbraham- both in anticipation of Isaac's birth and the unflinching hope that God will

somehow. return Isaac to him- display this ordeal offaith. The story ofAbraham. in Kierkegaard's

telling ofit. is a story ofpossibility. This possibility is rendered through the use ofmetaphor.

Showing that this is sa will be the burden ofthis study.

3' See Leonard Lawlor's lmaqinatigD and Chance- Th,. pjffcD:nec
between the Thoygbt of Ricoeur and perrida. Albany: The Scate
university of New York Press. 1992. p. 1-6 .
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Past TheoriCli of Metaphor

1. Substitutionary: ln tbe beginning was tbe Word._

From the Greek metapherein. metaphor is understood as a process w~ereby meaning is "carried

o.cr" from the actual term to one possibly Iike it (Ricoeur, 17). Yet. to be sure, metaphor is

conceived ofsolely in terms ofa single word. Aristotle, the tirst to offer a theory ofmetaphor, uses

the term in the above sense in his Poetjcs and Rhetoric. but rather than accentuating the aspects of

movement, transfer, or process, he focuses on the word: he categorises metaphor as special kind of

word. The emphasis c1assical rhetoric bestows upon taxonomy is reflected in AristotIe's detinition

ofmetaphor. In poetics the metaphor is said to be "the application to a thing ofa name that belongs

to something cIse, the transference taking place from genus to species. species to genus. from

species to spccies, or on grounds ofanalogy" (Poetics 1457 b 6-9; Ricoeur, 13). Why, we might ask,

is it wrong to view metaphor as a special kind of noun. as a phenomenon of naming? Examining the

presuppositions which lie bchind this influential detinition will help answer this question.

The first presupposition that Aristotle makes in his detinition is that each word has a singular

extant meaning accepted by a particular community and determined by common use. The second

presupposition. following from the tirst, is that a metaphor challenges and deviates fr'lm this

ordinary- and therefore correct- use. To employa metaphor, then, shades c10sely to solecism and

constitules intentional misspeak. This act ofdeviation is predicated upon the substitution ofa

commonly accepted word for another word that appears foreign or seemingly wrong. This may he

termed a deviation ofope. In Aristotle's analysis. the metaphor is reduced to that ofan omament

that exists solely for entertainment.

The association bctween omamentation and metaphor persisted weil into the nineteenth century.

Ricoeur, in fact, argues that the residue ofthis distrust stilllhgers today. The word "distrust" helps

to answer the question of why is it wrong that Aristotle accord such weight to taxonomy? The

answer to this question is that, as a type of language, the metaphor is relegated to a secondary -
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almost inconsequential- position in language. Ricoeur charges the logical positivists (Locke)" with

prolonging this distrust and misinformed understanding of metaphor. lt is they who state that. "ail

language that is not descriptive. in the sense ofgiving information about/acts. must he emotional."

(Ricoeur. 227). From this. the logical positivists equate the emotions as "\vithin the subjcct" and

therefore. "not related in any way whatsoever to anything outside the subjcct" (Ricoeur. 227).

Already one can detect the bias of sueh thinkers have in favouring the impulse toward the universal

and external?8 In the face of the distrust modem philosophy displays toward creative language.

Ricoeur urges his reader to reconsider the role ofcreative language in the creation (lf mcaning in

language.39 The argument. an import from philosophy. rather than Iiterary study. is discussed in

section three ofthis chapter. Ricoeur argues that the world existing outside a Iiterary text- what

Rieoeur terms a text's reference- is ofequaI if not greater importance to the working ofa text.

termed the sense. lt is precisely philosophy's misguided focus on sense alone that has eaused the

disturbing tendency to view the metaphor solely as a piece ofomament. carrying no cognitive

significance.

J" In his "Of the Abuse of Words" (Op Huma" Understapdj Dg) Locke 1s
view of metaphor epitomises the empiricists' dis trust of creative
language: "all the artificial and figurative application of words
eloquenc'e hath invented, are for nothing else but to insinuate wrong
ideas, m~ve the passions, and therby mislead the judgment; and so
indeed are perfect cheats ... in all discourses that pretend to inform
or instruct wholly to be avoided." As quoted by J. Soskice. Mptaphor
and Reliaigus tmnquage. (Clarendon Press 1985) 13.

,. Kierkegaard and Ricoeur are united in their challenge to tbis
universalising tendency.

,. For a defence of poetry's contribution tbe tbougbt process see
"Poetry and Possibility" in A Riçoeur Reader p. 448. Ricoeur is, of
course, not alone in making association between the creation of
meaning in language and creative language.. The OXford Englisb
Dictionary takes great pains to illustrate tbe meaning of ward and bow
tbat meaning bas cbanged over time tbrougb citation of bow tbat
particular ward is used in a specifie literary text.
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While the definition of metaphor given in the poetjcs is retained by Aristotle in Rhetorjc. its

function appears significantly different in the case ofthe latter. On this account. Ricoeur cautions

the rcader to proceed carefully: not only docs this thcory offigures ofspeech come from a discipline

no longer in existence. "but amputated as weil" (Ricoeur. 9). That is to say, of the thrce parts which

form the foundation of rhetoric- argument. composition. and style- it was peculiarly only "style"

which remained under consideration. Once lively and vibrant. rhetoric "became an erratic and futile

discipline" (Ricoeur. 10) devoid of philosophie sensibility and reduced to mere ta.'Conomy. Alone.

style implied severa! things- the notion that what was being expressed hid. disguised. augmented

and manipulated what was pure. unadomed. and normal. This emasculated rhetoric. condemned by

Plato as an art of illusion and deception. was indeed dangerous and worthy ofskepticism according

to Ricoeur.

The response to the potential havoc which rhetoric could create was to "draw a line between use

and abuse (of language). and to establish philosophical connections between the sphere ofvalidity of

rhetoric and that of philosophy" (Ricoeur. II). Embellishment and indireetion in language.

therefore. were viewed as the enemy ofclarity and precision: the metaphor- as we have seen in

Locke- becarne the primary candidate for such condemnation. This. says Ricoeur, is how metaphor

became so inextricably bound with the notion ofomamentation.

Although the function of metaphor differs significantly between Poetjcs and Rbetoric- the aim of

the latter is persuasion. the aim ofpoelry is "to compose an essential representation ofhuman action"

(Ricoeur. 13)- the two vastly different approaches are united in the emphasis which is placed upon

the single unit. the noun.

The noun. made explicit by Aristotle. is accorded a pivotai function in the creation ofmetaphor

whereby a single term is substituted for another on the basis ofa pereeived resemblance. While

Ricoeur feels that it is misguided to analyse a metaphor solely as word, disregarding its context arnid

other words in a phrase or sentence, he applauds Aristotle for an incisive breakthrough: Aristode



•

•

36

argues that resemblance is a key component of metaphor. Aristotle saw this ability to pcrceivc

!ikeness in things normally unrelated as a mark of genius. Yet. the notion ofresemblance remains

today "an idea faIlen on hard times"; it is a basic feature that. caught in the turgid prose of

contemporary metaphor theory. has lost its voice.

2. Interaction Theory

Their language is vitally metaphorical; that is. it marks
the before unapprehendcd relations of things. and perpetuatcs

their apprehension•.• (Shelley).'"

Interaction theorists of metaphor regard the demarcation between literai and figurative language

made by cIassical rhetoric to be wholly misguided. Whereas Aristotle cIaimed the metaphoric

process was one by which resemblances hetween things were recognised. interaction theorists

contend that this skill is a fundamental component ofal/language. Could it be that language itscIf

is. as Shelley contends, "vitaliy metaphorical" (Ricoeur, SOl?

The answer to this question is entirely dependent upon whether or not language is said to he a

cIosed system whereby a word's meaning is as hedrock. firm and unchanging. TIle central dilemma

with this position. prevalent il" cIassical rhetoric. is that it accords the metaphor !iule more than an

omamental function. This is so hecause there is no cognitive weight given to its use: its ability to

change the way one thinks is neg!igible.

However, ifone takes the altemate view that language is ever changing and mutable. there is

much to he considered here. By seeking to understand metaphor heyond its omamental eapacities,

the tensive or interaction theory of metaphor issues a challenge to substitutionary theory on several

fronts. This section will address four specific cIaims which interaction theorists make: 1) words do

., Percy Bysshe Shelley. "A Defence of Poetry," The Norton
Anthology of English Literature. vol. 5/2. ed. M. H. Abrhams. New York:
W. W. Norton & Co., 1986, p. 780 .
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not have primary meanings; 2) the sentence. not the word. is the locus of meaning; 3) the tension

brought about by mctaphor is a matter not simply oftwo competing terms. but rather oftwo

interpretations ofthe metaphoric statement; and 4) resemblance is insufficient in addressing the

dynarnic of metaphor.

The first of these claims is predicated upon the notion that it is utter nonsense to insist, as do

substitutionary theorists, that words have correct or primary meanings. I.A. Richards is the first of

the interaction theorists to attack "the cardinal distinction in classical rhetoric between proper

meaning and figurative meaning" (Ricoeur, 77). "Words have no proper meaning. because no

meaning ean be said to 'belong' to them; and they do not possess any meaning in themselves.

because it is discourse, taken as a whole. that carries the meaning. itselfan undivided whole"

(Ricoeur, 77). However, this is not to suggest that a word can meaning anything. The issue at hand

here is where. might we say. is meaning in language created; what is its source? With this in mind

we ean concede that ofcourse words 'stand for' something. What they stand for, however, is neither

atomic ideas nor missing atomic things. Rather. words abbreviate parts ofcontext" (Schaldenbrand,

67).

The word's relationship to the sentence is one ofreciprocity: it derives its meaning from the

larger context of the sentence yet it functions on behalfof that sentence. In this light we may

understand the daim made by Richards that, "what a word means is the missing parts of the contexts

from which it draws its delegated efficacy" (Ricoeur, 77). This give-and-take dynamic. perhaps

dialectic. is for the interaction theorist centraI to a proper understanding ofmetaphor.

The third claim of interaction theorists is that to read a metaphor properly it is necessary to

address the tension which exists between interpretations of words; not the words alone. Simply by

using the term "interpretation" in the context ofa word's meaning indicates just how far removed

interaction theorists are from substitutionary theorists. Interpretation is an irrelevant term in the

latter's case.
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A good interpretation ofmetaphor. in this theory. must he sensitive to howa given word appears

in a phrase or sentence. To give an example. when we say "God is good." our notions ofwhat God

might be and what we perceive goodness to he intersect with the metaphor constructed ofa

henevolent deity. "God," in this case. is contextualised by "good" and conversely "good" byour

conception of "God."

The idea which the above illustration intends to explore is the notion that metaphor includes both

a concrete image which it "presents" and an underlying meaning evoked by the presenting image.

Moreover. the example leads into a discussion ofwhat might he called the interaction theorists'

disdain for the poverty ofresemblance. I.A. Richards. Max Black. and Monroe Beardslcy- cited by

Ricoeur as proponents ofthe interactionist "school"- each find the idea that metaphor is a work of

resemblance to he grossly vague; for this single descriptive ailment there are. not surprisingly. threc

different remedies.

Predicative Structures41

I.A. Richards describes the "tension" insufficiently articulated in substitutionary theory in terms

of lenor and vehicle. The tenor is said to be the "underlying idea" of the metaphor statcment while

the vehicle is "the idea under whose sign the tirst idea is apprehended" (Ricoeur. 80).42 Yet why.

asks Ricoeur. is it necessary to employ such conspicuously raretied terminology? Could not the

same idea he conveyed by using easily understandable terms such as an "original idea" and

"borrowed idea" or "the idea" and "its image"? (Ricoeur. 80-81). Ricoeur's response to the question

41 See The Rule of Metaphor, p. 99.

" As noted on page 336 of Ricoeur, Richards, in fact, borrows the
term tenor from Berkeley who implores his readers not to "stick on
this or that phrase, or manner of expression, but candidly collect my
meaning form the whole sum and tenor of my discourse, and laying aside
the words as much as possible, consider the base notions themselves."
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i~ measurcd. The argument made in favour of Richards' tenninology is that esoteric language is

impcrativc becausc it is wholly necessary to resist any suggestion that a word has a fixed or proper

mcaning.

Tenor and vehicle are neutral tenns with regard to ail these
confusions. But above ail, they prevent one from talking about
tenor apart from the figure, and from treating the vehicle as
an added ornament The simultaneous presence ofthe tenor
and the vehicle and their interaction engender the metaphor;
consequently, the tenor does not remain unaltered, as ifthe vehicle
we nothing but wrapping and decoration (Ricoeur, 81).

Perhaps Richards compcnsates too much for the inadequate fonnulations ofAristotle and, in

doing so, loses something quite central to the make-up ofmetaphor. Moreover, it can be argued that

the tenns tenor and vehicle are too ambiguous and are destined to cause confusion rather than

clarity. In his now famous article "Metaphor," Max Black notes this pitfall and improves upon

Richards' tenninology, introducing the idea offocus andframe. "The advantage ofthis

tenninology," as Ricoeur rightly notes, "is that it directly expresses the phenomenon offocusing on

a word, yet without retuming to the illusion that words have meanings in themselves" (Ricoeur, 85).

This corrective is highly important. Black employs his tenns by advocating what he calls a "system

ofassociated commonplaces" (Ricoeur, 89) whereby meanings which are not based upon common

use are filtered out.

Recalling the binary methodologies of Richards and Black, Monroe Beardsley joins in offering

his theory of signification between the primary. what a sentence says, and the secondary, what is

suggested therein (Ricoeur. 90). The first is explicit, the latter implicit. This secondary mcaning,

what is connotcd, is contingent upon the context in which the word is found. The word will.

therefore. interact with other parts of the phrase to suggest new meanings. These tacit suggestions

are referred to by Beardsley as a "range ofconnotations" (Ricoeur, 91). Beardsley's theory, raised

by Ricoeur, is important to the present study because Beardsley is a theorist of Iiterature primarily

and is sensitive to the fact that "Iiterature precisely does confront us with discourse where severa!
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things are meant at the same time. withoutthe reader being required to choose bctwecn them"

(Ricoeur. 91 ).

A work's implicit meaning is. then. centralto a literary composition (Beardsley 126: Ricoeur. 91).

The problem remains in articulating or explicating how this work cornes to "mean" these secondary

or implicit meanings. According to Ricoeur. there are IWO senses to mcaning. The first. deals with

"the world of the work" and asks about "the projection ofa possible and inhabitable world"

(Ricoeur.92). Yet. from a Iiterary approach. meaning has a great deal more do with "verbal design"

and other technical malters. Ricoeur argues that these IWO extant views of mcaning nced to bc hcld

in tandem and not divided. as is olten the case with Iiterary critidsm (Ricoeur. 92-3).

What Beardsley brings to the discussion ofmetaphor and what Ricoeur champions is the notion

that metaphor has within itthe ability to "project and reveal a world" (Ricoeur. 93) Beardsley brings

into conflictlWo "modes of understanding" ( Ricoeur. 93) beIWcen the projections made by the work

and the work itse1fas an arrangemcnt of words.

Yet, with regard to the creative work. the question remains: "[h]ow do wc know which potcntial

meanings should be attributed...and which should be disclaimed?" (Ricoeur. 94). Monroe Beardsley

altempts to answer the abave question. approaching il in quite a different way than does Black.

Beardsley concentrates on the role of "logical absurdity." (Ricoeur. 94) conjceturing that absurdity

has an emancipatory function in "Iibcrating the secondary meaning" (Ricoeur. 94) ofa phrase. Free

to decide on a plethora of meanings. [ogical and illogical. the reader ovcrsces what Beardsley tcrms a

"spread ofconnotations" (Ricoeur.98). For an absurdity to pcrform. it necds something to react

against: the absurd will a1ways be in the face ofsomcthing. Thus. Beardsley's absurdity is akin to

bath Richard's tenor/vehicle and Black's focus/frame in that "metaphor is a kind ofattribution.

requiring a subject and a modifier" (Ricoeur. 95).

The central problem ofail three accents to this one school of thought is that by castigating and

excoriating the role of resemblance from their approach. the imagistic nature ofmetaphor has becn
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side-stepped. Why is it important to remark upon the image? The image is wholly bound up \\ith

the metaphorical proccss for it is the foundation of metaphoric invention.

Aristotle suggests that the use of metaphor evinces genius in the ability to sec likeness in things

unrelatcd: simply. resemblance precedes metaphor. In contrast. the interaction theorists daim that

rescmblance is. in facl. the result of metaphor. not the motivation behind il.. While the interaction

theorists provide Ricoeur \vith a linguistic frarnework from which to work. hc parts with thcm over

thc devalued status given to rcsemblance.

3. Ricoeur

Thus far. we havc covcred key components ofmetaphor theory as espoused by proponents of the

substitutionary and intcractionary schools. In this section 1will prescnt Ricoeur as a corrective.

nuanccd voice to these theories. demonstrating why his approach is helpful in providing a way in

which to rcad Kierkegaard's metaphors in Fear and Tremb!jn~.

Polysemy

A n:curring motif in The Rule of MetallhQr is a challenge to the notion- discussed in section one

ofthis chapter-- that there is a univocal. correct. nonnative. and immutable meaning to all words.

Ricoeur. building upon the findings ofthe interaction theory ofmetaphor. posits that polysemy is a

fundamental featurc oflanguage.'3 We cannot deny the plurivocity oflanguage. That is to say. an

" "That polysemy is not a pathological phenomenon but a healthy
feature of our language is shown by the opposite hypothesis. A
language without polysemy would violate the principle of economy, for
it would extend its vocabulary infinitely... we need a lexical system
that is economical. flexible. and sensitive to context, in order to
expr~ss the spectrum of human experience" (Ricoeur. 115). l believe
this quote not only encapsulates the foundation of Ricoeur's
philosophy of language; it will be instructive wben we consider the
metapbors of journey and silence as artieulations of the buman
experience of faith .
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attempt to harness meaning through singular denotations is an affront to the self-rcnewing capacity

of language. Paul Ricoeur expounds upon this view:

one basic feature of the language is this polysemy. the fact that for
one word there is more than one meaning. So there is not a one
to-one relationship hetween word and meaning. And so it's a souree
of misunderstanding, but it's also the soure.:: ofall richness in lang
uage. because you may play with this range ofmeanings which
accompany one word (Ricoeur. 1969: 449).

It is telling that Ricoeur remarks upon the both potential for misunderstanding and the richness of

expression which arc products of the polysemy oflanguage. Il would seem that the two arc

intimately related. The richness of language is utterly dependent on the fact that meaning is not

pinned down. Terms shade into one another: meanings change. We arc able to "play" with a

plethora ofmeanings. none ofwhich may he called actual: sorne. however. arc possible. Vanhoozer

explains this dynamic. suggesting that. "by making words and sentences mean all they cao mean.

Ricoeur hopes to bring back to language its capacity for meaningfulness. Though scientifie

language is clear and precise. it is not existentially nourishing" (Vanhoozer. 59).

If. as Ricoeur claims. words sharc the capacity to have multiple meanings. then Aristotle's

taxonomy (in which the metaphor is classified as a deviant type oflanguage) ceases to he of

relevance. Instead ofa classification ofwords based on binary opposition (proper/deviant:

primary/secondary). Ricoeur exhorts his reader to consider the metaphoric impulse germane to ail

language. He writes that the "idea of an initial metaphoric:11 impulse destroys these oppositions

hetween proper and figurative. ordinary and strange. order and transgression" (Ricoeur. 23). Why is

it ofhenefit that these categories he destroyed?

If the metaphor is a mere after-thought to proper words, a substitution of the intriguing or novcl

for ordinary, then the metaphor cannot he accorded any importance other than that ofomamentation.

Wrest from heing merely an omarnent to append to "normal" words, a deviant trope ofsorts, the

metaphor cao finally he appreciated for its innovative capacity.
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Metanhar as a Work of Diseouc;e

The plurivocity of language is an idea which Ricoeur borrows from interaction theorist of

metaphor. However. the foundation behind this claim. as S.H. Clark notes. sets Ricoeur apart from

th::se theorists. In her study of Paul Ricoeur, S.H. Clark plies beneath the dense argumentsof~

Ryle of Metallbor and finds that,

something in language aIlows, perhaps compels, the disclosure of
new meaning. This underlying dynamism conforms to the structure
of Ricoeur's other underpinnings of faith...the renewai ofa promise
of future abundance here becomes a kind offorward-directed confidence
in the human capacity for creativity" (Clark, 121).

What Clark is tapping into here is the connection Ricoeur makes between language and those who

use language. This relationship, then, provides the context in which a metaphor is created. Its

context is not limited to the single word; nor is it accurate to suggest that context is limited to the

sentence. Instead, Ricoeur posits that the metaphor is a work ofdiscourse. aIive and referring to a

world beyond the text.

The metaphor, viewed as a work ofdiscourse, becomes a potent force in the creation ofmeaning

and understanding. Whereas the contexts for metaphor proposed in sections one and two limit the

metaphor's reach, discourse seems to advocate an open system. Ricoeur's aphoristic claim that "the

dictionary contains no metaphors: they exist only in discourse" (Ricoeur. 97) leads him to the

following assertion. Metaphors are not only innovative (in their semantic impertinence), but also

rcfer to a world. It may be help to understand this claim as a response to the lexically closed system

of Structuralist linguistics.

Hermeneytjçsi Fjndjng Meanjng Seyand the Text

Structura1ists view language as a closed system ofsigns arranged as both an atemporai (langue)

and a temporal message (parole). Structuraiism focuses on the deciphering ofthese atemporai codes

in order to arrive at what a particular text means. In dealing with the internai dynamics ofa text-
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the placement of phrases. words. their cognitive and Iinguistic relationship 10 each other

Strucuturalism is concemed with the sense ofa text. In modem Iiterary criticism. 'fHZ.. Roland

Barthes's painstaking (for reader and writer) dissection of Balzac's novella. Sarrasine. surcly stands

as the pinnacle example ofsuch Structuralism. While Ricoeur admin:s the view that a text is a work

oflanguage. bis interest extends beyond the sense ofa lext to its reference. When one refers to a

text's reference it implies that there is a world beyond the text to which it refers. Theretore. unlike

Struetura1ism. there is a beIiefthat a text's meaning is nourished by the extra-linguistic features of

!hat teX!.

It is here that Ricoeur introduces the idea ofhermeneutics. He writes: "[h]ermeneutics then is

simply the theory that regulates the transition from structure ofthe work to world of the work"

(Ricoeur, 220). While it is true that hermeneutics has in the past attempted to accommodate a

reading ofa text with authorial intent..... Ricoeur views hermeneutics as a necessary bridge which

aids in the transition that Structuralists were unable to make. Language is not the closed system

which Structuralist thinkers believe it to be. Because this is so. Ricoeur postulates that reference is

applicable to literary works; there is a quality in the sense (think ofthe tools used to make Iiterature

come alive: metaphor, simile, hyperbole etc.) ofa Iiterary work which "calls for reference or

denotation" (Ricoeur, 221). Moreover. "the Iiterary work through the structure proper to it displays

a world only under the condition that the reference ofdescriptive discourse is suspended" (Ricoeur.

221).

In its concerns for the reference ofa work. hermeneutics attempts to account for the diverse ways

•• "in another publication, l contrast this postulate with the
romantic and psychologising conception of hermeneutics originating
with Schleiermacher and Dilthey, form whom the supreme law of
interpretation is the search for a harmony between the spirit of the
author and that of the reader. To this always difficult and on
impossible quest for an intention hidden behind the work. l oppose a
quest that is displayed before the work" (Ricoeur. 220) .
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in which bcing is expressed. Such interpretation must recognise similarity. novclty and the points

of connection bctween the sense and reference ofa te.'Ct: between the work and world ofa text.

A central feature which distinguishes Ricoeur from the preceding interpreters ofmetaphor is the

place in which he locates the act of interpretation. Whereas the interaction theoriSlS hold that

metaphors and te.xts are extant and are in need ofinterpretation. Ricoeur conjectures that

interpretation itselfstands in front ofand before the text. That is to say. before we encounter the text

we approach it as an interpreter: we act upon the teX!. The idea is central to hermeneutics: ail

thought is interpretation:s

A consideration of hermeneutics gains a sharper edge ifwe recali the section entitled.

"The Necessity ofindirection" in chapter one ofthis study. Indirection for Kierkegaard

\Vas a stance ofhumility taken in order both to comprehend and to communicate concepts

beyond the reaches ofa direct approach. The focus becomes the manner in wbich this

information is filtered. Kierkegaard's concern with indirect communication finds a modern

day echo in Ricoeur's hermeneutics. In bis engaging essay "The Creativity ofLanguage,"

Ricoeur argues that. "[c]onceptualisation cannot reach meaning directly or create meaning

out of itselfex nihilo: it cannot dispense with the detour ofmediation tbrough figurative

structures. This detour is intrinsic to the very working ofconcepts" (Ricoeur, 1974: 469).

The above contention helps clarify Ricoeur's position with regard to bis claim that

metaphor "redescribes" reality. Janet Martin Soskice is deeply critical ofthis kind oftalk,

4' This should not be confused with what Ricoeur sees as the task
of hermeneutics. He writes that. "the task of hermeneutics. as l have
said. is a double one: the reconstruction of the inner dynamic of
texts and the restoration of the ability of the text itself to point
from itself to the idea of a world in which l can dwell" (William
Schweiker. 90) "Erzahlung. Metapher. und Interpretationstheorie."
Zeitgçbrift fur Theologie und Kirçhe 84 (1987),248. See the
following footnote for a contrast between how Ricoeur views previous
notions of hermeneutics and his own .
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finding it evasive. "Ricoeur's language ofredescription." Soskice \\'rites. "inevitably

suggests ontological tension. it implies that there is sorne definite. pn:existing thing...that

the metaphor is about and simply redescribes" (Soskice. 89). She goes on to write that

redescription. however radical. is always redescription. The
interesting thing about metaphor. or at lcast about sorne metaphors.
is that they are used not to redescribe but disclose for the first time.
The metaphor has to be used because something new is being
talked about. This is Aristotle's "naming which has not name"
and unless we see il. we shall never get away &om a comparison
theory of metaphor (Soskice, 89).

Soskice's complaint is perceptive and helpful in that it raises important questions which

pertain to metaphoc's genuine innovativeness. Yet, the term "redescribe" seerns fitting in

light of Ricoeur's beliefthat a metaphor refers to a world and that metaphor has its

grounding in that world. The lang~e ofredescription is, therefore. in accordance with

metaphoI's referentia1 function. Moreover, the appropriateness ofRicoeui's language of

redescription is exemplified in our study ofKierkcgaard's metaphors. Ccrtainly. the

metaphors "journey" and "silence" used in describing the ambiguities of faith will not

strike the reader as particularly new. Rather. it is the way in which Kierkegaard employs

them to redescribe faith that is of significance. These metaphors are used because

phenomena such as faith cannot be described directly: a detour through metaphor is

needed.

A consideration of this intellectua1 "detour- its problems and its insights- is taken up

in earnest in Ricoeur's essay. "Metaphor and the Main Problems of Hermeneutics." There.

Ricoeur's aim is to note the connection between the problems raised in hermeneutics and

those raised by metaphor. Put in the form ofa question: "to what extent may the

hermeneutical problem oftext-interpretation be considered as a large-scale expansion of

the problems condensed in the explication ofa local metaphor in a given text?" (Ricoeur.

1991: 305). From the vantage point ofour study. both find common ground in
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Kierkegaard's advoeacy ofan indirect communication.

RCllcujng Rcsemhlancc

Ricoeur's theory of metaphor rescues the much-maligned attribute ofresemblance in

the task of metaphor making. Noting resemblance betwecn things which normally bear no

relation to each other is. surely, one ofthe primary characteristics ofmetaphor. Yet. as

was shown in section two. somehow resemblance came to be perceived as outmoded and

primitive. In The Rule of Melapho[, Ricoeur champions metaphor as a work of

resemblance, coopting Aristotle's insight and extending its implication. The significance

ofresemblance ceases to be an identification betwecn two terms- a phenomenon of

naming- and becomes in Ricoeur's work "a tension betwecn identity and difference in the

predicative operation sct in motion by semantic innovation" (Ricoeur. 6). Ricoeur's

gambit is that resemblance be understood in tern.s of the imagination. projecting the

possible via language. To "image." to "sec-as." is to project onto an abject an analogue of

that abject.

Readers of the Bible will be familiar \Vith such a device. ln the task ofarticulating the

relationship between the divine and earthly realms. we tell staries, Iisten to parables; wc

work by analogy, thmugh symbol. via metaphor. We communicate distance and

proximity through the tools ofresemblance. Although the distance is never bridged

betwecn Gad and the human be:ng, "the symbol gives rise to thought" (The Symboljsm of

fill)....

.. Throughout the New Testament parables are told and metaphors
used. describing God and the spiritual world; each implicitly point
the way without ever aspiring to define --and thus limit-- its object.
In each of the parables. the unknown is described in terms of a known
quantity; we stretch mentally to imagine the texture of what is
described. Giving the believer a sense of the numinous. the parables
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Ricoeur attributes the decline ofresemblance in Anglo-American philosophy to a

disregard for image in general.47 Schaldenbrand concurs: she observes that.

in their disregard for image and its role in the metaphoric process. interaction thcorists

1I0t only lose the key to metaphoric invention: they abandon metaphoric logic"

(Schaldenbrand.68). We "sec" things not apparent but inherent and relate these properties

to objects with an accepted association with otherwise unfamiliar attributes.

A key ingredient in perceiving such similarity involves the act .,ftransposition. Wc

are familiar with this idea having discussed the Greek roots of the word metaphor.

Ricoeur considers the role oftransposition in light ofhis contention that metaphors

involve semantic innovation. He writes that

metaphor destroys an order only to invent a new one: and that
the category mistake is nothing but the complement ofa !ogic of
discovery...[M]etaphor bears information because it 'redescribes'
reality. Thus the catcgory mistake is the de-constructive inter
mediary phase between description and redescription (Ricoeur. 22).

This concept., metaphoric logic. is an elusive one and requires consideration.

Recognition ofrelationship between two normally unrelated things has within it an aspect

of image association. In his chapter. "Metaphor as a Knowledge Process" in A Coenjtjve

ThcoO' of Metallhor. Earl R. MacCormac writes:

Images offer an a1ternate method ofrelating the leatures of the re
ferents of metaphors to !hat ofpropositions. Sometimes the compre
hension ofa metaphor depends on a visual image rather than on a
Iinguistic understanding ofthe referents (MacCormac 140-141).·8

of Jesus attest to the kingdom of God being like a mustard seed or
like yeast mixed with flour.

4' See his section "Icon and Image" in The Rule gf Metaphor
p.207-215.

cl MaeCormae's ehapter goes on to deal with some competing views
of the nature of image and its relation to memory and the eapacity for
thinking through metaphors. However, this citation provides enough of
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MacCormac'provides us with a reasoned. academic response to the place ofimage in the

metaphoric proccss. However, the reJationship may he expressed in a much more

forthright.manner. The familiar daim that a good metaphor will help one to "see things

differently" or osee things in a new light" bears out this daim. Ofcourse, "seeing"

itself-when used in this fashion- becomes a metaphor for understanding. Yet, there is a

sense that the understanding is marked by a freshncss and vitality that the metaphors of

"sight" or "vision" express sa acutcly.

It is interesting to note that the correlation between the visual and the cognitive proccss

is carried on by metaphor's common appellation as a figure of speech. There is a

physicalness about this phrase that makes sense to us: it seems to give us something to

hold on to. In a small way, this helps iIIustrate ilOW thinking is dependent upon externai

rcfercnces. It grounds what is being thought. Is not ail metaphor expressing the unknown

in terms ofthe known, the unfamiliar in terms ofthe familiar? When Ricoeur argues that

metaphor carries a genuine cognitive eomponent he is touching on prccisely this point:

we use images. born of new semantic combinations, to express what eannot be expressed

dircetly or in a normal fashion.

It is preciscly at this point that the image beeomes significant to the rnetaphorie

proeess. That Ricoeur champions the role ofresembJanee and image marks a significant

break with his interaction theorist predecessors. However, Ricoeur is not aJone in the

importance he accords to the image. Novelist Salman Rushdie contends that image

association is endemic in ail thinking in generaI: "our response to the worJd is essentially

imaginative: that is. picture-making. We live in our pietures, our ideas. 1mean this

an argument to show that image is a component of metaphoric logic and
perhaps thinking in general. lts relationship to resemblance is the
primary concern here .
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litera!ly. We first construct pictures of the world and then we step inside the frames. Wc

come to equate the picture \\ith the world.....(Rushdie. 377-78).

We sift through mental images in order to find resemblances. A reader's perception of

similarity in difference is basic to the metaphorical process. In The Necemry Ange).

Wallace Stevens concurs. writing that "[r]esemblance in metaphor is an activity of the

imagination; and in metaphor the imagination is Iife" (Stevens. 73a). In this imaginative

landscape we recognise something ofourselves.

Severa! facets of Ricoeur's theory of metaphor have been highlighted. The polysemy of

language. the role of resemblance. and the constructing ofa metaphor's meaning in context

lead Ricoeur to foreground the act of interpretation. Ricoeur recognises the metaphor's

ability to al10w the speaker to articulate what is beyond his or her immediate

circumstanees. Metaphors allow one to project the possible. Like Kierkegaard. whose

fragmented narrative structure invites the reader to reeonstruct the text. Ricoe:.:t's theory

champions a reader's involvement in the shaping ofa metaphor's meaning. Both Ricoeur

and Kierkegaard display a confidence in the human capacity for disceming meaning. for

interpreting. In this fashion. the depiction of the world offaith is made possible through

the work of metaphor.
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Chapter Three: Journey

Tomas did not realize at the time that metaphors are dangerous.
Metaphors are not to be trifled with. A single metaphor can give

birth to love:'

This chapter will investigate the root metaphor of "joumey" as it is used by Kierkegaard in

depicting a life of faith in Fear and Trembljoll. The central question which this chapter poses is this:

how does the metaphor ofjourney bring the reader closer to understanding the nature oHaith? To

answer this question wc must tirst consider how ils past use in teXls whieh pre-date Fear and

Trcmblinll affects how this metaphor performs in the text presently under consideration. What

should the reader be awarc of in fashioning metaphor to text?

ln the previous chapter. wc have looked at how good metaphors cao jar rcaders out of

complacency by making them realize new relationships between things. new possibilities. It is often

the case that this new way oflooking at a thing becomes so eompelliog that the metaphor undergoes

something of a change in status. becoming a model or an interpretive guide.so The reason why

Ricoeur's analysis is so persuasive is that he addresses himselfto a fundarnental question: if surprise.

4~ Milan Kundera. The Unbearable Lightness of Being. New York:
Harper & Row, 1984, p.ll .

•, On the place of models in theological language, Sallie McFague
writes: "[tlo envision theology as metaphorical means, at the outset,
to refuse to the attempt to denude religious language of its concrete,
poetic, imagistic ... terminology. It is to accept as one of theology's
primary tasks remythogozing fo~ our time: identifying and elucidating
primary metaphors and models from contemporary experience which will
express Christian faith for our day in powerful, illuminating ways."
Modela of Gode Tbeology for an Eçological. Nuclear Age. Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1987, p. 32. Although l do not use the term
"remythologize" in this study, hy engaging his contemporaries through
the metaphors in Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard was certainly
preforming an act of "remythologizing" in his day. This will he
demonstrated in this chapter hy discussing the way he treats the
metaphor of journey.
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freshness. vitality and other such attributes are what make metaphor such a compelling and useful

device in articulating a concept. how maya metaphor sustain itsclfwhen raised to the \cvcl of

modeI?SI Ricoeur's argument is that there is a self-renewing capacity in mctaphor derived from its

ability to refer to a world beyond the text. a world ever-changing. prepared to reccive in a ncw \Vay

and thus sustain the metaphor's ability to captivate the imagination (Ricoeur. 92). In tum. wc cmploy

root metaphors in shaping the way we think about certain things. It is as H. Richard Niebuhr. in~

Rcsnonsjble Self. contends: "[w]e are more imagc-making and image-using creatures than wc

usually think ourselves to be..." (Niebuhr. 151).

Journey: A Well-Trodden Path

It is my contention that the metaphor of"journcy" is givcn a fresh treatmcnt in FCjlr and

TrembUng and shapes the way in which we think about the nature of faith. For Christian theology

and similar literature. the use ofthe "joumey" metaphor to dcscribc the dynarnics of faith is now

entirely farniliar. ifnot hackneyed. Indeed. in the New Testament Jesus spcaks ofhimselfas the

Way to God and says that the believer must fol1ow him in leading a faithfullife (John 14: 6). St.

Augustine confessed, "[o]ur hearts. 0 Lord, are restless till they find their rest in thee." (Augustine.

21) thus beginning his fourth century joumey from the city of man to the city ofGod. In 1386

Geoffrey Chaucer recounts with delightfuI irreverence. a

piIgrimagel To Canterbury with fui devout corageJ At night was come
into that hosterlryel Wei nine and twenty in a compaignyel Ofsondry
folk. by aventure yfallel In felaweshipe. and pilgrmes were they aile"
(Chaucer,~5).

....

51 Ricoeur writes of the "baffling fecundity of dead metaphor"
(Ricoeur, 292); "dead" because its use is no longer regarded as
uncommon. Ricoeur argues that "[tlo revive dead metaphor is in no way
to unmask concepts ... above all because the full genesis of the concept
does not inhere in the process by which metaphor is lexicalized"
(Ricoeur, 292) .
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Wc can sec. thcn, that "joumey" is a well-troddcn metaphor. Pcrhaps the most popular allegory of

joumey as description for a life of faith- from sin to saIvation- is Bunyan's PUgrim's ProgreSS

(1675). The protagonist, named Christian 50 as to not leave any doubt about the taIe's symbolic

meaning, wades through the mire of the River of Death, past byways, and arrives at the Celestial

City. The editors in The Norton AntiJOJo~v ofED~ljsh Ljteratyre (voI.1/5ed.) remark that:

[5Juch objects have the immediacy ofdaily experience, a quality that
recaIls the equally homely parables ofJesus, but Bunyan's allegorising
ofthesc details charges them with spiritual significance. Moreover. this
is a tale ofadventure (Norton, 1857-58).

Bunyan's is an interesting tale from which to hegin to think about the place of"joumey" in

Kierkegaard's text: not 50 much for its similarity. but for its difference.

Thesc two claims- that the "joumey" metaphor resonates with our common experience and that

the tale has a sense ofadventure about it- made by the Norton editors would seem to be a point of

comparison with Kierkegaard. The editors' claim that "joumey" resonates with a reader's ordinary

life experience is a valid one: its validity is due to allegory's ability to elicit comparison with the

everyday and t~e ordinary. However, Kierkegaard's Feal' and Trembljn~ is something ofan

anti-allegory5~: his aira is not to provide a comfortable distance from which to view a life

of faith, rather his aim is to advocate uncomfortable involvement. It is a desperate exhortation to the

reader to reaIize- almost to fcel-- the pain which accompanies a life of faith.

Kierkegaard reinvents the metaphor ofjoumey to address this very problem. He does 50 in two

ways which will constitute the structure of this chapter and the next chapter dealing with the

metaphor of sUencc. The metaphors ofjoumey and silence will he analysed at a micro and a macro

., This claim is made in contrast to the thesis of Naomi
Lebowitz's Kierkegaard- ~ Life of alleqory. Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press. 1985. While l am in agreement with Lebowitz
in that, "the purpose of Kierkegaard's literature is to stimulate the
reader to make his own movements of faith" (xii), l part with her
interpretation of the structure of this method•

:
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leveI. The first analysis will investigate the textua1 examples of the speeific metaphor as they are

found in Fear and Trembling. The second method will consider thesc metaphors as extra-textual

models which serve to shape and guide a reading ofthis tex!.

Textual Concerns: .....the shudder of the idea"(Kierkegaard, 9).

A proper interpretation ofFçar and Trembliog must never Jose sight ofwhy Kierkegaard wrotc

this teX!. To what was Kierkegaard reacting? il is a good question to ask because it helps the reader

understand that by using metaphor. Kierkegaard gives response in both the forro and content ofhis

book. This cIaim will be borne out in the following section which. for the sake ofcIarity, will

proceed logically through a consideration ofthe three following questions: What was Kierkegaard's

complaint: what or whom did he blame for this problem: what solution docs he give?

The Complaint: "Something's rotten in the state of Denmark" (Hamlet, I.IV.90).

Kierkegaard's complaint is this: faith has been made too easy. That is to say. faith has becn

stripped of its profundity-- an individual person can enter into a relationship with God-- and is

attained like goods bought and sold amid the Danish market-place (Kierkegaard. 5). When faith is

had at such a low cost. without work or carc. it is not faith at aIl. In the language of Dietrich

Bonhoeffer (The Cost ofDjscjpleshjp). Kierkegaard is fighting on behalfof cost(v faith. A keen

measure of faith's deeline in nineteenth century Denmark is the value accorded to Abraham's trial of

faith. More precisely, there is no sense oftrial, of vexation. or anxiety in the manner in which the

story is conveyed in the sanctuaries and seminaries ofCopenhagen. Becausc Abraham's Iife is

depicted with no particular struggle. the reader of the story attaches no meaning or life-changing

significance to faith. Faith is a nice thing: so is a sweater on a cold day.

For Kierkegaard, the graphic details ofAbraham's story cannot be swept aside; they stand

inconveniently between the teX! and reader. between thought and understanding. The story is a
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complicated one bccause we are forced to deal with these unsavoury details. By underscoring their

importance does Kierkegaard tacitly condone religious lunacy, killing for one's God?

Kierkegaard. writing in the 1840's. was as aware as today's reader of the disturbing implications

altached to this issue.

Is it possible to speak unreservedly about Abraham without running
the risk that some individual will become unbalanced and do the
same thing? IfI dare not. 1will say nothing about Abraham. and the
last thing 1will do is to scale him dOml in such a way that he thereby
becomes a snare for the weak (Kierkegaard. 31).

The rcader will no doubt find Kierkegaard's retort brash and difficult to accept.'3 We

would argue today that this advice sets a "dangerous precedent" and is simply too great a risk. Yet,

at this very juncture we enter the door Kierkegaard bas opened for us. He might respond by saying:

"quite correct. rcader; faith involves risk." Through empathy with Abraham's situation we enter into

his dilemma: we are engaged by faith.

Il is in this involvement. this stripping away ofhesitancy and embracing what a life offaith

implies. that Kierkegaard finds the key to understanding the text. The reader must he involved with

the text. Kierkegaard's plan to involve the reader is two-fold. "In an age when everyone was trying

to make things casy. Johannes de Si/entio...sees his task as making things more diffieult. Faith is

achieved only when the individual has passed through an anterior 'stage ofinfinite resignation'

(Thompson. 127).'·

" Bradley Dewey writes that. "to affirm that it could happen
again (even to oneself!) is to live forever on the brink of the
Abrahamic possibility that something like divine telos ...might be
imposed on you" (Dewey, 41). This possibility, claims Kierkegaard,
must be nurtured in each individual believer.

" The notion that work is rewarded in "the world of the spirit is
found in the section entitled "preliminary expectoration." SK
writes, "Here. it holds true that only the one who works gets bread.
that only the one who was in anxiety finds rest. that only the one who
descends into the lower world rescues the beloved. that only the one
who draws the knife gets Isaac" (Kierkegaard, 27) .
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Kierkegaard's complaint. then. is that faith is a task requiring \York and humility.

Fear and Trembljnc has its Biblical source in Phillippians 2:12. wherein Paul implores: "my

beloved. just as you have always obeyed me. not only in my presence. but much more now

in my absence. work out your own salvation with fear and trembling." The passage is

significant as it instructs its reader in both what to do and how to do it. What are wc to do?

We work out (our) own salvation. The passage strongly suggests that salvation cannot be

attained passively. but requires assiduous effort and struggle. This exhortation is followed

by a recommendation to work with fcar and trembling. Commentators ofThe New Bible

Dictjomuy (1962 cd.) suggest that the primary value ofthe Pbilippians letter is that it will

"remain as a tribute to the apostle's attitude to his suftèrings. By the grace ofGod he is able

to rejoice under the most trying circumstances ofbis captivity and impending fate"

(Douglas, 988). Therefore, the ideas ofwork, fcar and trembling have a firm Biblieal

association with building relationship with God: it is reaiised in work. characterised in fcar

and trembling. Kierkegaard commented on this relationship in bis private journals.

Fcar and trembling (see Philippians 2:12) is not the primus motor
in the Christian life, for it is love; but it is what the oscillating balance
whecl is to the clock-it is the oscillating balance whecl of the Christian
life <.œ III 2383. Eeb. 16. 1839; Hong. 239).

Fear has a number ofconnotations in the Bible.~~ With his interpolation of

"Mysterium Tremendum," Rudolf Otto cornes closest. 1believe. to the sense in which

Kierkegaard employed the term. In The Idea of the Holy. Otto writes that.

"it may become the hushed. trembling. and speechless humility of the creature in the

presence of-whom or what? In the presence ofthat which is a myslery inexpressible and

55 "The most common of these ... are Heb. yir'a, Il reverence Il ; Heb.
pahad, "dread," "fear;" Gk. phobos, "fear," "terrer." Theologically,
four main categories can conveniently be suggested": Holy fear.
slavish fear. fear of humans. fear as the object of fear. see The Npw
Bible piçtionary, p. 419-420 .
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above ail creatures"(Otto, 13).

For Otto, this fcar is received by the believer as something ofblessing. The experience

of fcar is that ofapprehension ofGod's presence. It is a feeling engendered by a God who

in spite ofthe "infinite qualitative difference between time and etemity"- draws ncar to bis

creatures. Fcar and trembling is an experience oflove and an expression ofreverence.

Otto's suggestion of"mysterium tremendum" is in keeping with Johannes de Silentio's

claim that understanding "the prodigious paradox that is the content ofAbraham's life" is no

small matter (Kierkegaard, 33).S6 1raise this point here for it is my contention that fcar and

trembling provide the metaphor ofjoumey, wbich we will saon explore, with its

dominant characteristic.

TheBlame;

Abraham's story cannot be underslood when sanitised ofaspects wbich may shock the

reader's sensibilities. Fear and Trembli0l: is, most directly, Kierkegaard's reaction to the

myopie interpretations wbich the Genesis 22 text received al the hands of his

contemporaries: clergy, cager not to disturb or upset their flock. A revisionist enterprise,

an etiolation ofsorts, extracting the aspects of the Abraham story which might offend or

disturb. courts a distortion ofthe story's message. The unsavoury details are not peripheral

to the saga; they are as integral to the story as they are difficult for the reader to encounter

and imbibe. Kierkegaard registers this point early in the text. When the man of "exordium"

(Kierkegaard, 9), reflecting upon the story ofAbraham told to him as a chiId, awakens to

the story's message. he does so not by dwelling in "the beautiful tapestry ofthe

•• Johannes claims later that ,"I cannot think myself into
1U>raham; when l reach that eminence, l sink down, for what is offered
me is a paradox· (Kierkegaard. 33). 1U>raham oceupies a religious
sphere, an intimaey with God beyond his comprehension .
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imagination." To understand the story is to feel its sting. In turn. the man's epiphany is

received through "the shudder of the idea" (Kierkegaard. 9): God demands a ehild sacrifice:

religion supersedes ethics: Abraham. the paragon of faith. displays unfailing willingness to

ascent to God's command. to murder. Such aspects are certainly horrific.s1 Entertaining

the thought ofa helpless. blameless child heing hurt burrows deeply in the psyche ofevery

parent and any persan.

This shudder intensifies as the reader witnesses the collision hetween Christian teachings

oflove for another human and the equally important teaching of faith in God. Can

antinomy be avoided? Such irreconcilable facts demand that Abraham's story he conveyed.

and perhaps understood. with fear and trembling. For Kierkegaard. grappling with the

Genesis 22 narrative

is a matter of whether or not we are willing to work and he burd
ened. But we are unwilling to work. and yet we want to understand
the story. We glorify Abraham. but how? We recite the whole story
in clichés...What is omitted from (the way in which we recount)
Abraham's story is the an.xiety" (Kierkegaard. 28).

To read Fear and Trembljn~ is to understand that Kierkegaard believes the Genesis 22

account takes its reader into the very core of the nature of faith. Fear and Trcmb!inl: was

written immediately after and publishcd concurrently with his book Repetition. Both books

are imbued with the trials ofa life of faith. In Repetition. Kierkega.lTd honours the figure of

Job. In a stirring tribute. Kierkegaard writes:

In the whole Old Testament there is no other figure 'lne approaches
with so much human confidence and boldness and tmsl as Job. simply
because he is so human in every way. he resides in a wnfinium
touching on poetry. Nowhere in the world has the passion ofanguish

,7 Sad1y, such incidents occur with a frequency that threatens to
numb us to the repugnancy of such actions. Perhaps Most recently in
the double murder/suicide case of Manon Maher and her two children.
Susan Semenak. "Model mother kills 2 kids and herself, " Montreal
Gazette. January 25, ~996, p. ~ •



• 59

found such expression (Kierkegaard. 204:firsl sel ofitalics mine).

Thcre are two decisive points which necd to be underscored. The first is that Job is praised

equally for his faith as he is for his frailty. Job is decply human: he fecls pain and

eommunicates this pain so c1early it breaks the heart.s, Indecd his boldness lies

in the conviction that he must. above ail cise. be honest to bis God.

Abraham is distinguished-in fact. markedly different-from Job in that he "initiates a

new religious experience. faith."(Eliade. 109-10). \Vhereas Job's sufferings are intelligible

and stirring to the human mind. Abraham's situation is utterly different. his story almost

unintelligible.s9 Could he really have sacrificed Isaac. bis only son? We are told so. In the

pause that aceompanies this profoundly disturbing situation there can only be shock. It is

pn.'cisely this shock that Kierkegaard finds missing in contemporary considerations ofthis

ùeepest ofnarro.ltive insights into the nature offaith.

The Solution; Metaphor

Thus far. wc have discussed the problem and its source. Kierkegaard's kecnest tool in

rcsponse 10 the spiritual malaise whieh he encounters is the metaphor. After considering

briel1y thrce ways in whieh the metaphor is an appropriate tool of redress. the discussion

wiII turn to consider the way in which Kierkegaard uses the specific metaphor ofjourney.

If faith ha3 been insoueiantly cast about as something easily accessible. Kierkegaard's

,. Job's sincerity of expression was felt by others. In 1902, in
Paris. living in penury, German lyric poet Rainer Maria Rilke is kno~n

to have read the 30th chapter of Job before going to sleep each night,
saying it clearly "expressed his own state. Il Letters to a Young Poet.
trans. M.D. Herter Norton. London: W.W. Norton Co., 1934, p. 92.

•
" For this reason, Abraham remains silent.

enormous role in Kierkegaard's exegesis and will
metaphor in the following chapter .

Silence plays an
be analysed as a key
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response is to present a life of faith in as obstructive and O<',:lusive a manner as possible.

His prose. at times uncompromisingly turgid. stands as a challenge 10 the perfunclory way

in which he heard tàith described. Indeed. Kierkegaard's reputation as a consciously

difficuit thinker precedes him: reading Kierkegaard is a perilous (yet rewarding) joumey

itself: following his argument can he difficuit. Edward F. Mooney notes that. regardless of

Fear and TrembUng's "underlying unity of theme. Johannes's work darts &om image to

daim. &om question to paradox, from lyric to parable to argument" (Mooney. 19).

Explaining the method hehind the madness. Mooney offers the following as a reason for thc

book's structure: "too quick or abstract a reconstruction willleave a fulse sense ofordcr.

system or finality" (Mooney. 19). Mooney's admonition to scholars is a good onc and

appropriate in a reading of Kierkegaard. The subjcct matter is utterly profound, conveyed

ID uner bleakness: direct or immediate comprehension of its meaning is too great a task for

the reader. It carmot he systematised. We understand in fragments: life appears to us

unmitigated. Like the roving eye !hat passes &om interiority to e.xteriority throughout the

streets and minds of Dublin and its people in Joyce's Ulysses. Kierkegaard's te:oct is otrcred

in fragments which testifY to a whole. The stance is one ofdeep humility and reverence for

a life of faith.

The text's fragmentation elicits the response ofa reader; we search for a way to picce

together the text in an alternative manner. The metaphor helps us make sense ofthe tex!.

With the metaphor ofjoumey. Kierkegaard has an extremely difficuit task ahead ofhimself.

If the guiding motivation hehind the te:oct is to stir the pallid denizens ofthe Copenhagen

marketplace from their spiritual slumbers, surely the metaphor ofjoumey is too common to

accomplish such a feat. Perhaps not.

Kierkegaard f,.-::ed a dilemma with which writers ofeach age must grapple: how to

convey ideas which transcend temporal concerns and fashion them in a languagt: suitable to
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their time. What does a writer do when once-powerfu1 symbols lose their impact?

Twentieth century pocts have addressed themselves to precisely this imbroglio. T.S. Eliot

proffered the notion ofan objective correlative, wbich champions "precise and definite

poetic images evoking particular emotions. rather than the effusion ofvague yeamings"

(Baldick. 154): vague. because oflost contemporary relevance. In bis later poetry, W.B.

y cats imbued an Irish tower with symbolic meaning. later offering an e1aborate system of

signs and symbols in his difficult and ambitious. A Vjsion. Wallace Stevens considers this

problcm mos! dircctly in a poem that captures the task Kierkegaard faced in conveying

Abraham's story. with its myriad anxieties and struggles. to his contemporaries. In "Of

Modcm Poetry" (The Palm AI The End orthe Mind: Selected PQemS and a Play). Stevens

writes:

Thc poem of the mind in the aCI of finding
What will suffice. Il has not always had
Ta find: the scene was set: it repeated what
W'IS in the script.

Then the theatre was changed
To something else. Its past was a souvenir.

Il has to bc living. to leam the speech of the place.
Il has to face the men of the time and to meet
The women of the time. It has to think about war
And it has to find what will suffice. Il has
To construct a new stage. Il has to be on that stage...

Surcly Kierkegaard. living between the Romantic and modem world-views. must have felt

that "the theatrc had changed." Ifhe were to speak to the hearts and minds of the people. to

testify to verities ofa life offaith. he had to engage his audience in a fresh and eomnelling

manner. The following metaphorica1 consideration of joumey will address this question,

while eoterminously bearing in rnind the issues raised in the Iwo preceding chapters.

A Danish Sojourn
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ln chapter one. the switch was made from examining what Kierkegaard says to the

manner in which he communicates. Hoping the reader wiII not grow tired ofthis method. 1

wish to employ it again in this section. The anterior argument of the present chaptcr has

focussed on the "what" in the above equation. That is to say. we have looked at

Kierkegaard's passionate attitude towards a life of faith- with ils "dialectical struggles...and

its gigantic passion" (Kierkegaard. 32)- and his admonition !hat intelIectual distance will

not suffice in unders' . ,.•:"~ faith. Faith demands participation.

This section wiII il. :us on "how" Kierkegaard's exhortation is realised in his study of

faith, Fear and Trembling. 1contend !hat Kierkegaard. through indirect communication.

skilful1y reinvents the time-honoured m!."taphor ofjoumey to describe a person's faith. The

folIowing paragraphs examine the context in which this "rcinvention" takcs places. The

discussion then moves to understand the "reinvention" through Paul Ricoeur's ~ontention

that metaphors refer to a world beyolld the text.

The Conrexl for Reinventing

ln ehapter one ofthis study, Kierkegaard's theory ofstages was discussed. The central

contention behind this theory is that the self is never fulIy deve1oped. but always in the

proeess ofbecoming: it is constantly choosing. In his book Sources ofthe Self, Charles

Taylor contends that, "in order to have an identity, we need an orientation to the good.

whieh means some sense ofqualitative discrimination. of the incomparably higher" (Taylor.

47). Kierkegaard's stages stand as a process by which one orients oneselfto a good beyond

the measure ofhuman capacity, namely God. The selfis transfigured by choice: "ail finite

things get their value and significance frem this ehoice" (Taylor, 450).

With the above e.lDtention fresh in the reader's mimi, 1wish to make the folIowing IWo
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daims. which will he discussed in the remainder of the chapter. Firsl, 1assert that this

method of identity formation in the world, expressed-or better, revealed- through

metaphor in fear and Trembling. bears a deep connection with what Kierkegaard termS the

"movements offaith." To be clear, what 1am proposing here is to interpret the

development of the self, articulated through Kierkegaard's stages. in narrow and strict

manner, 50 that- in the conteX! ofFear and Trembling- self-development and the fosteri"!:;

ofone's faith are interchangeable ideas. Both are rooted in choice.

This proposai is Iimited to an interpretation of fear and Tremhljng. It is not my

intention that the abave formula applies to Kierkcgaard's other writings or oth~r general

theories of the self. Edward F. Mooney terms Fear and Trembljng a "Socratic calI to

selthood" (Mooney. x) ira that it marks thejoumey ofa faithrid Hfc. ofan "individual with

depth and integrity. tempered by suftèring...undergirded by a saving relationship to an

absolute good" (Mooney. ix). Reading the text in this manner will. then. draw attention to

the rolc ofmetaphor in Kierkegaard's theology.

The second contention is that the joumey metaphc>r. as used by Kierkegaard. uniquciy

expresses the a'CÎoms or impulses behind these two concepts and is therefore worthy ofour

consideration. The rr.ctaphor ofjoumey- Mark C. Taylor has called it the joumey lo

selthood (sec bibliography)-- gains new poteney wh!"n considered in light of Kierkegaard's

tbcory of the stages.

The Method for Rejnventjng

Paul Ricoeur's daim that metaphors gain their meaning beyond textuai interplay and, in

facl, refer to a world bcyond the teX! helps reinvigorate the metaphcor cofjoumey. The

structure of Kierkegaard's text is that ofa circularjoumey: the strueture ofthe book mitrOrs

its content. Howe\'~r, !Gerkegaard's dialectical application is 50 successful because he does
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as Wallace Stevens counseIs ("it has to he living"). His eye is trained on how to relate the

power ofthe Abraham story to modem-day people. Through the use of the metaphor

"joumey" Kierkegaard succeeds in bis task.

Therefore, 1wish to propose the following method by which to analyse how the joumey

metaphor \\<orks and is worked upon in Far and Tjemh1jng. With a nod to Kierkcgaard's

theory ofstages let us state that the joumey of faith is indeed ajoumey to se1fuood.

Second, let us realize the significance ofindirect communication in the use of metaphor: it

demands participation ofthe reader, it is a calI to faith. The joumey may be discussed in

three ways via Abraham, Johannt's, and the reader. The focus on three joumeys is

predicatecl upon the notion that it requires multiple metaphors, vicwed from multiple

vantage points, held in tandem to hegin to depict the movements of faith. In an analysis ot

the multi-layered world that is presented in Fear and Tremhling. wc wiII bcgin with

Abraham's joumey.

80 Abraham•••went to the place in the distance that God had shown him (Gen.22:3).

The following words appear at the end ofProblem l, in Fear ar:d Trcml>~.

When a person walks what is in one sense the hard road of the tragic
hero. there are many who can give him advice, but he who walks
the narrow road offaith has no one to advise him--no one under
stands him. Faith is a marve1. and yet no hu.'l1an bcing is excludcd
from it; for that which unites ail human life is passion, and faith is
a passion (Kierkegaard. 67).

Incantations to the resilience of Abraham's faith appear as hypnotic throughout the tex!.

The refrain, "but (sometimes "yet") Abraham had faith" (Kierkegaard, 20-21) eomes like a

swift answer to other possible avenues AOl-aham might have explored. The above quote

gives evidence ofthe difficulties associated v.'ithjoumey. Thcrc is no confidant with whom

he can share bis burden; no viaticum which may case bis sufferings. Yet Abraham, we are
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told. sulTers gladly: he has faith.

What is particularly compelling about the above passage is the contrast set up between

individual and collective experience. Perhaps "contrast" is not the right word here; there is.

however. an attractive aspect to the idea that ail persons may take ajourney, but expressing

the essence ofone's own joumey is futile. That is to say, the metaphor ofjoumey embodies

qualities associated with the selfs journey of faith. In the Christia.'l tradition. ail persons are

ealled ID faith. but ultimately, the ehoice (as discussed in chapter one) is the individual's

alone. The individual is alone with her faith. Abraham, the hero offaith. is Lie singularly

perfeet example ofthis journey whieh. alas. cannot be artieulated by the poet Johannes. It

may only be witnessed.

A second aspect of Abraham's journey is that of leaving behind the known. the familiar

and ordinary and entering into the unknown. Kierkegaard deseribes this eomponent in the

following passage.

By faith Abraham emigrated from the land ofhis fathers and
became an alien in the promised land. He left one thing behind.
took one thing along: he left behind his worldly understanding.
and he took took along his faith. Otherwise he eertainly would
not have emigrated but surely would have eonsidered it unreas
onable. By faith he was an alien in the promised land...
(Kierkegaard. 17).

Leaving behind the known for the unknown is. as Kierkegaard writes. to leave open the

"wounds of possibility."60 To journey. then. involves a sense ofrisk. We

ask ourselves. full ofdoubt.. whether Ihis ehoiee or that one is correct. Journey is sueh an

apt metaphor in the reprcsentation offaith as it involves ail this: ehoiee, risk, doubt..

indecision. Indeed. the self "lives in never-ending tension between the uneertainty ofhis

.0 Although l do not know the source of this quote, George Steiner
~ttributes it to Kierkegaard on page 173 of bis Real Presençes.
Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1989 .



•

•

66

own situation and the awareness of the cenainty ofGod's demands and his own action. You

cannot reach an immediate cenainty about whether you have faith. for faith is a dialectical

suspension which constantly involves fcar and trembling" (Sontag. 32). With the figure of

Abraham. the reader is given a model ofhow a faithfullife is lived. The journey is

undenaken without hesitation because Abraham is secure in the belief that. abovc ail e\sc.

God will provide.

Therefore. the journey metaphor. as it is applied to Abraham. acts as a modcl of faith.

Kierkegaard's. or more accurately Johannes's. depiction ofAbraham as the father of faith

may be seen as a rhetorical technique. That is to say. Abraham's Iife is expressed. but it is

never explaim:d in full. This technique is an ironic one because a considerable portion of

the book articulates Abraham's significance above the din ofJohannes's protestations that

Abraham cannot be underslood. Abraham's Iife and joumey is dcpicled in fragments that

we the reader must string logether.

This point cannot be over-stressed. Abraham is. without doubt. a modcl of faitll. Yet,

this model is viewed with the humility ofa poet. not the strength ofa hero offaith. That

faith is mediated through language means thal its essence cornes to us only in part. We

must reconstruct the rest. This reconstruction is. howevcr. not abnormal: nor is il without

merit.

But Abraham is not illusion, he did not slcep his way to rame,
he does not owe it to a whim or rate (Kierkegaard, 31).

As a successful journey is contingent upon choosing wisely the righl path to folio'-\'. wc

the reader must construct and choose when presented with a metaphor. As Ahraham before

God's word, we the reader stand before the author's word. Our imaginations cncounter th~

possibility offaith as cast in the drama of the Genesis 22 narrative. We s.."'C the saddIcd
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donkey. the gleaming knife, the terror in Isaac's eyes. The route Abraham chooses to

ascend Mt. Moriah is not our own, We must choose our own path and, in so doing. hcad

Kierkegaard's pIca: faith is subjective."' With metaphor. we are caJled to summon possible

alternatives to ils meaning. measuring ils context. We must say with Ricoeur that,

[m]etaphor is living not only to the extent that it vivifies a constituted
language. Metaphor is living by virtue of the fact that it introduces the
spark ofimagination into a 'thinking mo~' at the conceptualleveI.
This struggle to 'think more,' guided by the 'vivifying prineiple' is the
'sou\' of interpretation (Ricoeur. 303).

How. then. does Fear and Trembling solieit and implore ils readers to "think more?" Thus

far we have Slated that the paradigmatic figure ofAbraham functions as a model to inspire

the reader, to trigger the imagination as to what a faithfullife might he. Moreover, we have

noted the inherent fragmentation ofthe text. Further stiJl, we have discussed the inherent

"functional" quality of metaphor which bids the reader to participate in the construction of

ils meaning. However. Fear and Trembljng compels ils reader to "think more" through the

figure ofJohannes de Si/enlia and the joumey which he undergoes.

Johannes and theology's change<! face.

In the schemata of Kierkegaard's stages Johannes might fall in the inters:ice hetween the

aesthetic and the ethica1. He is a poet, yet recogniscs the inadequacy of immediacy. He

writes:

" "It is clear that in [Kierkegaard'sl writing the language of
Christian theology is turned into the service of drawing the reader
into the intensification process itself, for the sake of the spiritual
truth inherit in it for the reader." See James E. Loder & W. Jim
Neidhard. "The Journey of Intensification" in The Knight tg Moye; The
Relational Logiç of the Spirit in Tb@oloqy and Science. Colorado
Springs: Helmer & Howard, 1992, p. 275-276 •
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Recent philosophy bas allowed itselfsimply to substitute the im
mediate for "faith." If that is done. then it is ridiculous to denv that
there bas always been faith. This puts faith in the rather common
place' c?mpany of feelings. moods. idiosyncrasies. vapeurs [vagaries].
etc. (Kierkegaard. 69).

That Johannes occupies this space between aestheties and ethies is of tremendous

significance. The joumey by which Johannes documents Abraham's trial of faith allows for

a reader to receive Abraham's joumey. That Abraham's story is rendered in fragments stirs

the reader to undertake her own joumey. It is through the eyes ofJohannes that the journey

ofAbraham is told. In this sense. Johannes is responsible for the structure of the narrative.

for plot, for setting the book's interpretive tone. A walk through this text will show that this

joumey mirrors the joumey offaith. Johannes' role. as a bridge between Abraham and the

reader, may be discussed via narrative.

Paul Ricoeur has written that, "[i]n the end. 1do not know what man is. My confession

to myself is that man is instituted by the word. that is. by a language which is less spoken

by man than spoken to man...Is not The Good News the instigation ofthe possibility of

man by ~ creative word?" (Ricoeur. 1973:237-238). Our response to the biblical word is

foundational in the development of faith. When wc interpret wc are. in a small sense.

telling a story. Johannes is keenly aware of the power of narrative in Fcar and Trembling.

ln his essay "The Narrative Function." Ricocur has written that.

[t]o follow a story. then. is to understand the successive actions.
thoughts. and feelings as having a particular directedness, By this
1mean that wc are pulled forward by the development and respond
to this thrusl with expectations concerning the outcome and the
ending ofthe whole process (Ricoeur. 1978: 182).

When Ricoeur speaks of the particular directedness ofa story he is most simply spcaking

about the plot ofa stOI)'. Responding to Ricoeur's project in an essay entitled

"Hermeneutics. Ethics. and the Theology ofCulture." William Schweiker remarks that,

"[t]he making ofa plot is. then. a synthetic act of the productive imagination in the face of
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the diversity of Iived time. It is creative ofmeaning by displaying a possible world in

which a reader can dwell. Reading is a1so a synthetic act that relates a narrative and its

world to actuallife" (Schweiker, 1993: 304). Because story-making and story-interpreting

are in essence acts ofsynthesis, Johannes knows that a story, Iike the metaphor, must be

acled upon by the rcader outside the text in order to be complete or at the very least make

sense. The possible outcomes in possible worlds Schweiker speaks ofare readily apparent

in Fear and Tremhlin~,

Although spacc does not permit an in-depth discussion ofthis heightened awareness of

possible outcomes, we may note an example ofthis carly in the text. After a rather jarring

preface. Johannes guides the rcader into a section called "c,xordium" in the Hong edition of

the text and elsewhere referred to as "attunement" The latter, as Edward. F. Mooney notes,

is suggestive of the tuning ofan instrument and is in fact closer to the Danish stemning

(Mooney. 25-26). The idea oftuning is highly appropriate at this early stage in the text.

The four sketches ofthejourney to Mt. Moriah. as told by a man recalling the stories told to

him as a boy "highlights. by what it omits. an essentil!! feature of the faithful version ofthe

story" (Mooney. 14). Therefore. these briefsketches are incomplete and need of

adjustment: they need tuning. "Each is slightiy offkey" (Mooney. 25).

Perhaps Kierkegaard's most famous quote is that. "life must be Iived forward. but it can

only be understood backwards." We may read the preface (exordium) in light ofthis quote.

There is a bid for recollection. Although these stories. indeed these memories. are flawed,

there is. nonetheless. something deeply compelling about each ofthe sketches. Ofthe

child's recollection. Louis Mackey suggests that.

[T]he increase in ycars brings about a dissociation ofsensibilities.
Maturity separates the passion and the reflcction that are
united in the pious immediacy ofthe cbild, and the man
finds the greater his enthusiasm. the less bis understanding
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(Mac~;c:y. 41).

In "View from Pisgah: A Reading ofFear and Trembling." Louis Mackey speculates that

the young man ofthe prelude is. in facto Johannes de Si/enlia. If Mackey is correct in his

view. Johannes would bear a strong association with the notion ofpossible outcomes which

a reader must act upon.

eitherlOR

We hav{' said that Johannes is something ofa bridge betwecn Abraham and the reader.

Yet. in many ways. Johannes functions as a foil to Abraham. This is not to suggest a simple

goodlbad diehotomy by which to understand the text; the world depicted in Feur and

TrembHnll is eertainly a grey one filled with charaeters ofcomposite natures. Yet. ifwe can

suggest. figuratively. that Abraham provides a sense ofdistance in the text -- a sense that

faith is sueh a demanding struggle that il is as distant to our eyes as was Mt. Moriah to

Abraham's at the ineeption ofhis journey- then Johannes lends an air ofattainability or

proximity to the journey oHaith. Johannes. ironie poet. is. at base. decply human.

In a sense Johannes guides us through the story. with its highly unusual terrain: unusU:l1

beeause it appears devoid ofeharaeteristics the reader cornes to expect on a narrative

journey. In its innurnerable allusions. its metaphors ofcommerce injectcd into theology and

its perplexing structure, there is an uncanny sense of playfulness about the book. In

modem literature an author such as Italo Calvino knew the fun and profit ofthis type of

play. Displaying an unsettling awareness of reader (and the reader's joumey!), Calvino

writes in the first chapter of If On A Winler's Nillht A Traveller:

Are you disappointed? Let's sec. Perhaps at first you fecl a bit lost,
as when a person appear; who, from the name, you identified with
a certain face, and you try and make the fcatures you are secing tally
with those you had in mimI, and it won't work. But then you go on

"
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and realize that the book is readable neverthe1ess, independently of
what you expected of the author. it's the book in itselfthat arouses
your curiosity; in fact, on sober reflection, you prefer it this way.
confronting something and not quite knowing yet what it is.
(Calvino, 9).

The prcsumptions made ofan author, as Calvino notes, couid weIl be made in a similar

regard to those presumptions a student of theology brings to a theological or exegetical

work. Because the reader of Fear and Treroblin~ is so intimately engaged with the task of

making sense out of the book. the reader cornes to contront prior assumptions made about

this well-known tale ofsacrifice and faith. Johannes, the poet, has lcd us on such ajoumey.

The Reader: an invitation to joumey.

From p..~::"e to epilogue. the structure of Fear and Trerob!in~ is that ofa joumey which

begins and ends at home. Writing much as Schleiermacher did to the "cultured despisers"

ofreligion, Kierkegaard directs his writing to the areligious denizens ofCopenhagen's

financial district. Rather cryptically it wouid seem. Kierkegaard's supposed Iyrical exegesis

begins not with any Miltonic summons ofa heavenly muse. but with the following

dec1aration:

Not only in the business world but also in the world of iÜeas, our
age stages...a real sale. Everything can be had at such a bargain priee
that it becomes a question whether there is finally anyone who will
make a bid (Kierkegaard. 5).

Likewise. the epilogue recalls that

[olnce when the price ofspices in HoIland fell. the merchants had a
few cargoes sunk in the sea in order to jack up the price. This was
excusable. perhaps even l1ecessary, deception (Kierkegaard. 121).

The opening image ofa clearance sale and the closing one of spice dumping are odd ones to

begin and end a theological work. What couid these things- business. sales. bargains and

bids or spices sunk into the sea- possibly have to do with Abraham's joumey of faith? The
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purpose behind mis opening passage is to appeal to the people ofCopenhagen with words

and ideas which are familiar and easily grasped. Kierkegaard transposes these notions of

staging a sale and dumping ofspices into. as he says. "the world of ideas." Have we not.

Kierkegaard barbs. done the sarne \...ith the world of the spirit?

Edward Mooney comments that. "in effect his dialectical and imaginative skills have

been employed to realise the price of faith...to make it lcss a eheap commodity available to

ail" (Mooney. 20). As one reads through the preface it becomes clear that it is a

thinly-veiled attack on the Hegelian system which. in Kierkegaard's opinion. devalues the

role offaith.

Even if someone were able to transpose the whole content of faith
into conceptual forro, it does not follow that he bas eomprehended
faith, comprehended how he entered into it or how it entered into
him (Kierkegaard, 7).

The dOlible use of "enter" in the above passage gives clear indication that Kierkegaard

wishes for his reader to leave the crude world ofthe market place behind momentarily and

step inside. enter into, the world of biblical narrative. He wishes the reader to consider

Abraham's journey of faith first-hand. For this to he so, the reader herself must go on

something ofa journey; she will be guided by one who claims that he is "by no means a

philosopher" (Kierkegaard. 7) but merely another traveller.

"In our age," Kierkegaard writes, "everyone is unwilling to stop with faith but goes

further" (Kierkegaard. 7). This metaphor of"goeslgoing fu-':,c,'" appears throughout the

text. He argues that faith itself is a journey and one need not go heyond it. In the epilogue

Kierkegaard provides a direct caveat to this claim. It speaks deeply and profoundly to a

dangerous attitude that modems may hold in light oftheir predecessors. It is an attitude

which. in the name ofprogress, skips over faith as something arcane; an anac~nism best

resigned to the pasto We are beyond it; it embarrasses our modem sensibilities.
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Condemning this attitude. Kierkegaard closes the journey with the following:

the highest passion in a person is faith. and here no generation bcgins
at any other point than wherc the previous one did. Eaeh generation
bcgins ail over again; the next generation advances no furthcr than the
previous one. that is, if that one was faithful to the task and did not leave
it high and dry (Kierkegaard. 121-22).

It would he wrong to g1ean from Kierkegaard's message that we are not bctter off from

having received the wisdom ofprior generations. However, in matters offaith.

Kierkegaard's message is quite c1ear: faith has a strong experiential component to it. We

the readcr are called to it.

Conclusion:

This chaptcr has Iimned the metaphor ofjoumey, giving e.'Camples from the text itself

and extrapolations from the text which signal a way in which to interpret Kierkegaard's

work. Whereas Abraham'sjoumey occurs at the level oftext, the reader'sjoumey

functions at an e.'Ctra-textuaileveI. Each vantage point is rooted primarily in the idea that

the individual's faith development is beautifully and imaginatively rendered as that ofa

metaphorical joumey in Fear and Tremblin~ .

73
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Chapter Four: Silen4:e

We will nov-tum to look at the metaphor ofsilence. As \\ith the previous metaphor ofjoumey.

Ibis metaphor is significant for the way it is usee! explicitly in the text and-- at a broadcr level- the

manner in which il functions implicitly as a root metaphor. guiding a n.-ading ofthis text. In the first

part wc will n:eo.~truct Kierkegaard's argument. showing that. in Fcar and Trembljnç. the meaning

ofsilence is mutable: its meaning is derivee! from its context. Only through an investigation ofthe

different meanings ofsilence will its relationship to faith he fully appreciated. The second St.'Ction

will examine how silence informs our reading strategy for Fear and Tremhlin\l. In this section. the

reader will recognise the familiar switch from invcstigating what Kierkegaard says to the manner in

which it is said.

Part One: Textual Examples ofSilenee

Silence pervades this book. Il is a metaphor with which to reckon. Mark C. Taylor helps us to

understand the extent to which Fear and Trerohljnç is steeped in silence. drawing to our attention the

irony ofour pursuit.

A book by Johannes de Silentio. about a person named Abraham
who cannot Speak. devoted te an exploration of the significance of
silence. There wouid not secm to be mueh to say. Indeed to tr)'
to say anything wouid sect!! !o land one in self-contradiction. But
perhaps that's the point, or one ofthe points (Taylor. 1981: 165).

Silence is. then. more than deserving ofattention. Yet, for a time this subject did not receive the

attention it merits.·~ This is much less the case today thanks. in part, to the KjerkeJlaard and

" Robert L. Perkins and Mark C. Taylor find that this aspect of
Kierkegaard studies has "comparatively" been ignored. See Robert
Perkins' s "Abraham' s Silence Aesthetically Considered" Kierkegaard on
Art and Communiçation. ed. George PattisOD. Great Britain: Ste
Martin's Press, 1992. p. 88-99. See also Mark C. Taylor's essay-
pre-dating perkins's bya decade--"Sounds of Silence," Ki@rkegaard'§
Peat and Trembling e Cribieal appraisals. ed. Robert L. perkins.

Alabama: The university of Alabama Press, 1981. p.165-188. While the
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Postmodcmism series cditcd by Mark C. Taylor, and authors such as Pat Bigelow and Peter

Fcnves!' To my mind it is hclpfuI to begin an analysis ofthis metaphor by drawing upon four

spccilic instances in which the reader of Fear and Trernbling encounters silence: the epigraph; the

multiple anecdotes of Problem III; Abraham; and the figure ofJohannes de Silentio. It is my hopc

that. as we move through these teX!ua1 examples, the reader will become aware that silence does not

mean the same thing in each plaet> (the differences are, in fuet, crucial to Kierkegaard's

representation offaith) and, further. that the teX! ha<; been "moving consistently tOwaNs silence."64

The exploration ofthese four areas ofthe teX! will constitute the burden ofsection one ofthis

chapter.

J, The Epïgraph

"What Tarquinius Supcrbus said in the garden by means of the poppies. the son understood but

the messenger did not." These clyptic words are the first the reader of Fear and Trembling will

qualifier "comparatively" rings true, the claims seems less accurate
at present. Perhaps this is due to Kierkegaard's "indirect
communication" receivi~g broader attention by Postmodern thinkers and
others such as Roger Poole (see bibliography) .

'J Both Bigelow and Fenves offer sharp, insightful philosophical
considerations of silence as a tool of communica~ion in the context of
Kierkegaard's "aesthetic" works. See bibliography for individual
citations .

•• Taylor, 165. These two arguments are made and carried out in
an excellent fashion by Mark C. Taylor in "Sounds of Silence" (see
bibliography). While l do not adhere as rigorously as does Taylor to
reading silence through the lens of Kierkegaard's stages, my reading
of tnis metaphor is., nonetheless, extremely indebted to Taylor's
article .
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encounter. Borrowed from Johan Georg Hamman.6S the epigraph appears to he rather odd: "is not

Fear and Trembling a study ofAbraham's faith?" the uninitiated rcader might qucl)'. The question

would certainly he appropriate. Mol'P. important. however. it marks the first instance wherein a

reader's expectation is challenged. Confused. the rcader may anempt to dissect or decode this

cryptic verse. Even without the knowledge ofthe source ofthe quotation. the rcader will he struck

by the phrase "by mear.: of the poppies." It adumbrates what lies ahead. The phrase suggests a

veiled, stealth-like manner ofcommunication and thus sets the interpretive mood of Kierkegaard's

text. The peculiar garden constitutional becomes a conduit of information.

ln his excellent study, "Chatter:" Language and Historv in Kierkegaard. Peter Fenves issues the

following daim: "[c]ommunication cannot not take place...Even noncommunication- whether as

silence, r..tuteness, or total passivity- is a negative mode ofcommunication, which. however,

remain~ a matter ofcommunication" (Fenves, 145). If Fenves is correct in his assertion regarding

the inevitability of communication, we may build on his argument to st:ggest that even elliptical

communication which takes place in less than an ordinary manner (such as speech, writing) signais

., See not~ on epigraph on page 339 of Hong/Hong edition of~
and Iremblinq. The editors speculate that it is highly likely that
Kierkegaard, ~ avià reader ct Lessing, drew on Lessing's allegorical
reading of Hamman's letter to Johannes Gotthelf Linder, March '-9,
1763. With the editors, Ronald Green speculates that t~e epigraph is
directed to a "secret reader," prob:"1Jly his erstwhile fianeee, Regine
Ols~n; possibly hi~ deceased father. The epigraph, "alludes to an
eve~t in the life of the Roman general, Tarquinius Superbus. The
general's son had seized control of a city and sent a mes~enger to his
more experienced father to learn how he mighr. best seCl're his tenuous
hold on power. suspecting the messenger might be a spy, the father
said nothing, but took him for a walk in the garden.. As they
strolled, Superbus periodically r~moved his sword from its scabbard
and cut off the tops of the highest poppies. When later told of this
strange behaviour by the uncomprehending messenger, the son understood
that he was to execute the city's indigenous leadership." Ronald M.
Green. ReligiQn and Moral Beason· A ,ew Method fgr Çgmparatiy~ Stydy.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988, p. 124. For an expanded
consideration of this issue see Green's essay, "Deciphering Fear and
Trembling's Secret Message, Il ReligiQYS seudits 22 (1987), p.95 .
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or draws attention to itsclf. In the example drawn trom Hamman. the security ofa

recently-conquered state demands that the type ofcommunication he appropriate ta its content.

This tacit eonneetion Kierkegaard makes between a subject and the manner in which this subject is

conveyed .'las its first instance here. If the reader reflects on what might simply be termed the

"appropriatencss" ofcommunication, she will note this to be a clue that will serve .'1er well in

interpreting Kierkegaard's language offaith. Kierkegaard's epigraph. then. is a striking example of

silence.

2. Anecdotes of Silence

Far from having abandoned the metaphor ofsilence, Kierkegaard brings this metaphor to its

highest pitch in Problem III when .'le poses the troubling exegetica! question, "[w]as it ethica1ly

defensible for Abraham to concea! .'lis undertaking from Sarah, from Elizer, and trom Isaac?"

(Kierkegaard. 82). Roughly a third of the entire text is devoted to answering this question,

which alone bespeaks the imponance Kierkegaard accords to silence. Yet, as Mark C. Taylor

notes, "[t]oo often this section...is read either as a repetition of points stated more precisely in

Problems 1and II, or as musings on Kierkegaard's personal experience that stray trom the

primary concems of the work" (Taylor, 1981: 165). The notion that Kierkegaard "strays" trom

the question .'le puts fonh is wonh commenting upon.

Therc are, perhaps, two reasons for the above misconception. First, Kierkegaard

chooses to embroider the question ofAbraham's silence with the language of hidden and

revealed. Stylistica1ly, this may open Kierkegaard, rather unfairly, to the charge of

discursiveness. He begins .'lis consideration ofthe problem by stating that the individual

occupies a hidden state and that ".'lis ethica1 task is to work himselfout of.'lis hiddenness

and to become disclosed in the universa1" (Kierkegaard, 83). Finding that the best means

to test this hypothesis is "dia!eetica1ly to pursue hiddenncss," (Kierkegaard, 85) .'le sets

77
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forth multiple anecdotes exaacted from myth and literature. The multiple scenarios put

forth by Johannes, which explore the merits and validity of silence, function as

counter-weights to Abraham's ordeal. From Agamemnon to Faust. the examples given in

thc twenty pages which follow may appear 10 be straying further from the task of

answering the question original!y posed. Is this simply a case ofequivocation? The

reader who has followed the argument. yet continues to be suspicious finds direct

explanation at the end ofthis trail ofanecdotes as to the method behind the madness.

For 1have not forgotten, and the reader will please remember,
that 1got involved in the previous discussion to make that subject
an obstacle, not as ifAbraham could thereby become more salient.
for, as 1said before, 1cannot understand Abraham -1 can only
admire him. It was a1so pointed out that none ofthe stages described
contain an analogy to Abraham: they were explained, while being
demonstrated cach ....ithin its own sphere... (Kierkegaard 112: itaiics mine).

Kierkegaard's direct admonition underscores a point made earlier in this chapter: the

metaphor ofsilence is used in varying capacities: silence means different things at

different stages. Here, we might recall Kierkegaard's reluctance to commit to a single

definition ofa term. As George L Stengren posits,

Kierkegaard does not give us a single unequivocal definition of
faith that we might convt"niently memorise or enshrine in a
catechism. Rather, he suggests a number ofviewpoints which,
when taken together, give us a richer view than any one
"objective" definition.66

Silence is not accorded a static meaning in Kierkegaard's tex!. The purposes of silence in

cach ofthe anecdotes provided, whether it be Faust, Agnes, or Agamemnon. are similar to

those of metaphor. B) lis 1mean to sugges! that there is a comparative basis in which the

reader may gain proximity to the situation. When Agamemnon deals with the travails of

" George L Stengren~ "Faith," lSierkpsaaxdiana 12, 1982, p. 86 .
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silence wc arc offered a key-hole look into the world ofAbraham's suffering. Yet

Kierkegaard is not one to give his reader l'aIse certainty. While his anecdotes do invite a

basis ofcomparison between the knight ofresignation (the hero ofethies) and Abraham

(the knight offaith), Kierkegaard u1timately champions their differences. That is to say,

Agamemnon, as the tragie hero. experienees silence in a profoundly different way than

does Abraham. Agamemnon's sufferings as leader and father respeetively can be weighed

and mcasured according to ethical standards. Abraham's case is wholly confusing to

ethical judgments. We may, in this Iight, understand Kierkegaard's c1aim that "nothing of

what has been said here explains Abraham" (Kierkegaard, 98). Each anecdote preceding

the discussion of Abraham, in a sense, illumines Abraham's very particular situation by

showing what it is not. The method. then, will he in a vein similar to that ofncgative

theology.·7

Silence and the Ethieal Sphere

Without ignoring the raIe of silence in the aesthetic sphere, 1wish to focus the discussion

direetly on the role of silence in the ethieal sphere. 1do so beeause Feur and Trembline is so

much a tcstimony to the clash between a moral eode as developed by cthies and a religious

code whieh supersedes that ethical standard. W!Jile this clash is perhaps best known in

Kierkegaard's infamous question. "[ils there a teleologieal suspension of the ethical?"

(Kierkegaard. 54). it is apt1y demonstrated by the way ethical silence is treated via the

anecdotes of Problem III.

" David Law interprets Kierkegaard in thi:; r.mmer in Kierkegaard,
as Negatiye Theolggian e Oxford: Clarenàon Press, 1993 .
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Essentially. ethics ....,cords silence a negative value. David J. Wren articulatcs the

concem in a logical. matter-of-fact \\'ay. He \\Tites:

[olne of the characteristics that we demand ofthose who daim to
be ethical is that their actions he done for good reasons rather than
haphazardly or as a matter ofpersonal whim. Ifsomeone borrows
our car and returns it damaged. explaining its somewhat modificd
shape by that he had a sudden urge to argue with a tree. we would
he entitled to consider his reasons suspect and his action irrespons
ible...On the other hand. ifwe are told that the car was darnaged
hecause running it into a tree was the only alternative to killing a
pedestrian. we would have to acknowledge that the action was
justified (Wren. 152).

Reasons help us to understand actions. Wren's e~ple highlights the importance we place

on c1iselosure and accountability. That these two concepts are joined together is instructive

for our present study. In our communities. we occupy something like a moral space in

which the verity ofO!lr actions is judged and judged extemally; we submit to a jury ofour

peers. For this reason, Agamemnon-the king who, Iike Abraham. must sacrifice his child

for a higher good-presents his dilemma openly to his people. The people of the city may

empathise with his plight and deem his situation tragic. Moreover, Agamemnon must

apprise his daughter, Iphigenia. of the tragic situation. In this Iight we rcad that "ethies

demands disclosure. The tragic hero demonstrates his ethical courage in that he himself. not

prey to any esthetic illusion, announces Iphigenia' fate to her. Ifhe does that. then the tragic

hero is ethies' heloved son in whom it is weil pleased" (Kierkegaard, 87).

Since disdosure appears to be the opposite ofsilence, it would he hclpful to Ilote the

philosophie:.," underpinnings ofthis compulsion tO disclose. To answer this question we

may look to both Hegel and Kant. Mark C. Taylor finds in Kant's categorical imperative a

touchstone with the ethical approach to silence. For Kant. "the mora;::ty ofa proposed action

is deterrnined by its ability to he universalised. Le. applied under any circumstancc" (Taylor,

179c). To extrapolate from Taylor's reacling ofKant. for a thing to he universalised, il mOlSt
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he accessible and available for all persons: then, it may he callcd moral or ethical. Language

and our ability to communicate is one such thing. ln facto it is a defining characteristic of

who we are and daim to he. ln all the case examples presented in Eear and Trembljng it is

only Abraham who. it is said. cannot spcak. What is the significance?

Johannes voices a Hegelian argument that language and thought share an intimately

connected space (Mooney. 115; Taylor, 1981: 170). ln "Sounds ofSilence." Taylor argues

that "thought and language are two sides of the same coin- thought intemalised language,

and language externalised thought" (Taylor, 170). The impact ofthis connection hetween

thought and language informs our reading ofethical silence.

Persans share common cognitive and linguistic structures. The
consequence ofthis position is that the attempt to bring rational
order to disordered ~1i.."C experience actua1ly is an effort to express
experience in universa1 terms which are, in principle, comprehend
sible to ail rational heings. Another way ofmaking this point is
10 say that the development ofcognitive and linguistic facility
establishes the possibility ofcommunicating with other persons
(Taylor. 1981: 171).

Speech, then. exemplifies the impulse toward the universa1. It honours a system which is

shared and understood by ail persans. To choose not to spcak is tantamount to a refusai to

participate in this system.

Through Abraham's silence the lirnits ofethical disc10sure are reveaied. Edward F.

Mooney's critique is excellent here. Mooney contcnds lhat Abraham's silence is a calculated

affront to assimilationist ideais: ideais in whose name a moral community "removes the

barriers that scparalc individuaI souls" (Mooney. 114) and engendcrs "civic responsibility

and farniliar intimacy. ofa common life lived openly"in the embrace of the universa1"

(Mooney. 115). As with Taylor. Mooney finds the proc1ivity towards the universal to have

ilS roots in Hegel. Ycl. the matter is not 50 rnuch a philological one. Mooncy cites the

Hegelian notion ofa shared destiny "involving reciprocity and commitment to common
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goods" (Mooney. 115) as the underpinnings of an ethics ofdisclosure. Responsibility.

ethical standards. a shared destiny: what could he wrong with such things?

The correct answer to this question would he to concede that of course these things are

good. They do not. however. help us to understand Abraham's actions. Ethical silence is

represented. in varying degrees. by Agamemnon. Faust. Agnes and the merman. and the

young lovers. What unites cach case is the single fact that the ordeal may he judged

ethically and understood by a community which shares this ethical system. In cach case the

individuals concerned cao and do speak. With Abraham the matter is entirely ditTerent.

Silence and the Religious Sphere

This briefsection is intended to be an introduction to a consideration ofsilence as it

funetions in Abraham's worlcl, the religious sphere. Its intention is to establish fuat Fear and

Tremb1inl: has. in faet. been working gradually towards the joining ofthe religious sphere

and the metaphor ofsilence. So, while the problem ofreligious silence is most directly

considered in Problem III of Fear and Tremblinll. this issue is hinted at earlier in the text.

We have already noted the epigraph wherein a message whieh is communicated in silence is

intended for a cireumscribed audience, and therefore not understood by the messenger. The

idea that silence as communication may indicate a place of privilege or intimacy between

sender and receiver of the message is suggested. In perhaps the mos! stark and surreal image

in the whole of the text.·· Kierkegaard builds on this sense of intimacy as characteristic of

religious silence by detailing the weaning of the child. OtTered on four occasions. this

image acts as something ofa refrain in the section entitled "exordium." Il is surreal hecause

its appearance- offset as a pseudo moral of the story- is unannounced and quite out ofthe

•• In the first of the four sketches the mother is said to
"blacken" her breast .
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ordinary; there is nothing which overtly prepares the reader for this image.

A striking image. the weaning ofa child- an act of intimacy and silence- is a peculiar

one appended to cach ofthe sketches in "exordium." As Edward F. Mooney correctly notes

ofthis refrain. "[e]xplicit allusion to mother and child is strangely absent in the remainder of

Fear and Trembling. But here Johannes takes the archetype ofmatemal nurturance to be

fundamental to faith" (Mooney.30). This image. the feeding and weaning ofa child,

illumines a profound and nurturing manner ofcommunication which provides a gripping

analogue to a life of faith Iived in relation to God. Suitably ironie, the weaning depicts 50

acutely the hope and vexation ofAbraham. patriarch offaith (Mooney, 30).69 It is important

to note that the mother too ois not without 5Orrow, because she and the child are more and

more to he separated. So they grieve together" (Kierkegaard, 13). This mutual grieving

underscores the bond which exists between mother and child, Abraham and Isaac. Abraham

and God. and God and the believer.

3. Abraham

Scholars such as Nancy J. Crumbine have deftly noted the appropriateness ofthe

•• Mooney speculates on possible interpretations of who the child
is: "If the child weaned is Isaac, then the issue is how to make Isaac
fr~e ...A1ternatively, the child in the morals of these tales might be
Abraham. In this case the test becomes his capacity to be weaned from
a potentially harmful misrelationship with God, a relationship that
would keep him unfree ... " (p. 30-31). While Mooney's suggestion are
certainly feasible, l would suggest that --in keeping with the
interpretative concerns of this essay-- that the child to be weaned is
the reader. My suggestion is predicated first upon the placement of
this moral-widget at the text's beginning; second, the fact that this
image (and ) the further "blackening" of the breast in IV, is not
sustained throughout. These "clues" would suggest the maturation of
the reader as independent interpreter, as engaged as the passionate
subject involved in the struggle of faith as independent. A Freudian
analysis would suggest that this pivotal moment of weaning --a moment
of terrer for the child-- is also a moment of self-realisation. l
exist independently, no matter how intimate the bond, from the
"other."



•

•

84

metaphor of silence to the Genesis 22 narrative. Crumbine \\TÏtes that.

Kierkegaard's sensitivity to silence and its interconnectedness to
faith is revealed in the very choice ofthe story of A.braham to convey
bis most serious concern. For the story is based entirely on background
and divine mystery, on the darkness and contradiction ofexperience
unrenderable in language. Abraham, the context of the story itself.
and the story's presentation are all hidden and forever unknowable
(Crumbine, 149).70

Crumbine suggests a number offacets ofthe Genesis 22 narrative- mystery. contradiction.

and biddenness- wbich are foregrounded by Kierkegaard through the metaphor ofsilence.

Resisting resolution helps the reader to understand the trajectory of Kierkegaard's argument.

This might accurately be considered an anti-Hegelian stance: "Abraham cannot be mediated:

in other words, he cannot speak" (Kierkegaard, 60). Abraham is sHent. Moreover. this

metaphor is wedded particularly weil to the previous metaphor ofjoumey. as the final part

ofAbraham and Isaac's waIk to Mt. Moriah is "traversed in silence" (Von Rad. 241). Von

Rad comments that, in Genesis 22, the effect ofthis silence is that "the tempo ofthe

narrative slows down noticeably...Ietting the reader sense something ofthe agonies ofthis

pathway" (Von Rad, 240). The metaphor ofsilence is. then. textually-based in this

partieular biblical passage.

Changing the vantage point slightly: in secular Iiterature. the merits of silence have becn

extolled in the past with great conviction. We may remember. for example. Hcnry David

Thoreau's deliherate venture into the woods and the book. Walden. or Life jn the Woods.

that was testimony to this event. Therein. Thoreau penned that "communication must he

more than loud talk or frequent chatter; it must he based on an inncr communication in

" Quoting Erich Auerbach. Walter Brueggemann suggests that
Genesis 22 is "fraught with bac~ground" and is therefore its "intent
is not clear. It requires sorne decisions by the interpreter."
Brueggemann. 185 .
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silence."" The phrase "inner communication" echoes our previous discussiol\.ofthe

subjectivity oftruth in chapter one. Further. we can begin to think about "inner

communication" as an embodiment of the metaphor of silence and the nature offaith. The

following ana1ysis ofAbraham's faith will be. in part. an articulation ofwhat "inner

communication" might mean.

"No one was as great as Abraham. Who is able to understand him?"n

To anempt to understand Abraham's situation is to know that his is an entirely different

one from that of the aesthetic hero. This is the case because aesthetics a1lows for silence if.

by remaining silent. a Iife may be saved (Kierkegaard. 112). Yet. Abraham is silent for

reasuns that transcend the sparing oflsaac's life.

Abraham remains silent - but he cannot speak. Therein lies
the distress and anxiety. Even though 1go on talking night
and day without interruption. ifl cannot make myselfunder
stood when 1speak. the.l 1am not speaking. This is the case
with Abraham. He can say everything.... (but] ifhe cannot
[communicate the essence ofhis struggle]...then he is not
speakjng (Kierkegaard. 113).

ln this passage it is made clear that silence is tantamount to not communicating. This claim

would. however. stand in contradiction to Peter Fenves' hypothesis that there is no such

thing as noncommunication (Fcnves., 145). In the pause that accompanies a consideration of

these antithetical claims we must be reminded ofwho speaks for Abraham here: Johannes de

" Henry David Thoreau's Walden is quoted from Nancy J. Crumbine's
"On Silence," Humanitas 11, 1975, p. 154.

" Kierkegaard, 14. In a footnote on this passage, a cross
reference from Kierkegaard' s journals is suppl;.ed. Kierkegaard writes
that, "[tlhe one who is able to understand him is already great." The
phrasing would appear to suggest that those who do not participate in
a life of faith can neither be great, nor understand Abraham •
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Silentio. As a poet. Johannes st"-lllds outside the religious sphere. He simply cannot

understand the nature ofAbraham's situation and therefore mistakenly conl1ates the inability

to speak with Abraham's silence (Kierkegaard. 115). While it is true to say that Abraham is

operaùng at a level of faith that a non-believer would not understand. it is incom.-ct to infer

an absence ofcommunicaùon. Yet. just pages later Johannes seems to be doser to the mark:

"[f]irst and foremost. he does not say anything. and in that form he says what he has to say"

(Kierkegaard. 118) and later. "he does not say anything. for he is speaking in a strange

tongue" (Kierkegaard. 119). Finally, Johannes concedes that "1 do not have the courage to

speak in this way. no more than 1have the courage to act as Abraham did" (Kierkegaard.

120). Perhaps Johannes' equîvocaùon mirrors the sense ofincomprehensibility we fccl in

the face ofthis mystery. Abraham's profound capacity for faith.

Indccd. silence bears witness to Abraham's tremendous capacity for faith. Kierkegaard

wishes for his reader to rccognise this facto He writes that Abraham. "suffers all the agony

of the tragic hero. he shatters his joy in the worId, he renounces everything, and perhaps at

the same time he barricades himselffrom the sublime joy that was so prccious to him..."

(Kierkegaard. 60). In ùmes ofpersonal despair and anguîsh, one desperately wants to

confide in another person feelings offear, anxiety, and pain. That Abraham does not break

his silence demonstrates. hoçe against hope, his confidence that the Gad who has asked that

he sacrifice his only son is the same God that will provide. In Abraham's silence. wc

rccognise that faith is so far removed from the pat and trite way in which it is depicted by

Kierkegaard's contemporaries in Jte preface to Fear and Irembling. Conversely, faith

requîres the wiIIingness to sacrifice absolutely everything. This is the message ofFear and

Tremb1jng. so acutely conveyed in the metaphor ofsilence.

Yet another matter to consider is the long-held relationship between silence and the

numinous. The still. small voice ofGod depicted in 1 Kings 19: 11-12, a lime ofprayer, the
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enormily ofa grcal cathedral: ail these things have strong mental connections with silence.

lndeed, silence has a central place in the mysticai tradition. St John of the Cross writes,

"[I]here is no way to catch in words the sublime things ofGod which happen in these souls.

The appropriale language for the person receiving these favours is that he understand them,

experience them within himself, enjoy them, and be silent"73 Put another way: "[i]f

someone who has experienced union with God becomes entangled in language, attempting

to describe his expericnce, he runs the danger of being turned aside from his true purpose,

knowing and loving God."7' ln both cases, the focus ofattention is not on conununicating

the expcricnce ofGod, but God alonc. The desire to explain the ways of God· • to use

language-. it seems, cao have a diminishing effect Instcad ofseeking to "justify the ways

ofGod to men," as did Milton,>; Kierkegaard champions the virtues ofsilence in God.

Abrallam. and the narrative of the story.76

The above may seem an odd, almost deflated, position to take in a paper which

supposedly champions the ability of metaphor 10 depict the nature of faith. By according

silence such a pivotai place with Abra.l)am are we suggesùng that there is no room for

speech or language'? To the contrary, speech prepares a unique place for silence. Pat

Bigclow comments that, "silence needs to be sealed by speech, otherwise it is as if nothing is

" St. John of the Cross, "The Living Flame of Love," ~
Col1eçted WOIks of St J9hn of the Crqss, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and
Otilio Rodriguez. Washington, D.C.: lCS Publications, 1979, p. 602.

~4 Jill Leblanc. "The ACt: of Silence." philp9ppby Today. Vol.
39:3, 1995. p. 32~.

'7S John Milton. "\?aradise Lost, Il Complete Pqf;ms and Major Prose.
New York: MacMillan, 1957, p. 212.

" The second section of this chapter will comment upon the role
silence at broader lt,vel in the way the reader reads Feal: and
Tremblinq .
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vouchsafed in the act of silence...Words spoken in the affinnation ofthe act of silcncc do not

repeal or revoke the silence; rather. they preserve it" (Bigelow. 105·106). In this contcx!. wc

can begin to understand the role of the voluble. deeply human figure ofJohannes de Si/enlio.

4.•Johannes de Si/enfie

Consider the name. Johannes de Si/enfio. The laner part of the name might indicate a

mental condition. a physical place. or unresolved ambiguity. The connecting "de" seems to

lend to the name something ofan aristocratie cache. suggesting something possibility

regal.n However one interprets the name. Johannes betrays his description through the

verbosity offear and Trembline. There is little that is silent about this figure. our narrator.

Fenves writes that Johannes may "descend from a region entitled Silentio. but as the tcxt

itselfbears witness. he has abandoned his homeland and ventured into a foreign region of

discourse. into the domain ofwriting to be more exact" (Fenves.. 165).

Johannes, then. is a stranger in the land in which he inhabits; he is on uncertain ground.

This issue has becn considered to some degree in chapter thrce. Like Abraham who round

himselffour days travel from his home, Johannes occupies a space which is quite foreign to

him. Fenves remarks upon the unity between Johannes and "this lonely man who climbs

Mount Moriah" (Kierkegaard. 61). He writes; "[t]he movement from homeland to alien

domain is moreover the very topic of the text...undertaken as an ordeal whose specific tenns

ofcomprehension are unerly inaccessible to Johannes himself: these tenns belong to silence..

his estranged provenance" (Fenves. 165).

lronically. it is the silence ofJohannes which sounds at a higher pitch than all bis poctic

" This "aristocratic· reading of Johannes is given by Louis
Mackey in "View from Pisgah: A Reading of Fear and Trembling,· POint!!
of yigw· Beadings of Kierkegaard. Florida: united Presses of Florida,
1986, p. 41 •
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musings. That is t(' say. his silence communicat~'S to the reader the incommunicability oÎ

Abraham and of a life of faiL!l. Johannes is a ligure who views the spt.'CtacIe which takes

place atop Mt. Moriah from a distance. bleary-eyed. Although details are givcn in vivid

images. these do not abate the central thrust of the a.xiom that faith demands that one he

intimately involved in the ordeals of faith. As is stated and restated throughout

Kierkegaard's tell:t: the paradoll: of faith caMOt he mediated. Here. we come to understand

Johannes as the mediator par excellence. He provides detail and ell:ample. interpretation and

insight. Yct. because tàith caMot he mediated. Johannes fails to convcy the nature of faith.

Armed \\ith a panieular blend ofSocratic irony (knowing that you know nothing). Johannes

points the way to faith- what it involves- yet does not cIaim to have faith. The following

passage he1ps cIarifY his position:

Ha\Ïng spoken thus. ha\Ïng stirred the Iisteners to an awareness
of the dialectica1 struggles offaith and its gigantic passion. then 1
would not become guilty ofan error on the part oithe listeners. 50
they would think. "He has faith to such a degrec that ail we have
to do is hang onto his coat-tails." l would add. "By no means do l
have faith. By nature l am a shrewd fellow. and shrewd people aI
ways have great difficulty in making the movement offaith..."
(Kierkegaard. 32).

Johannes' confession as to his lack offaith and profession ofthe necessity and verity offaith

point the way for the reader to he involved. apart ftom mediation. with the text: to ask

themselves. "who is Abraham?" Johannes's silence is a stance ofpathos in the face ofthat

which cannot he understood. Thus "le can understand Kierkegaard's bold assurance that,

"[olnce l am dead. Fear and Trembling alone will he enough to immortalise my name. It

will he read and translated into foreign languages. People will shudder at the terrible pathos

which the book contains" (Journals)."

,. Cited by Edward F. Mooney on the coyer page to bis Knightn of
Faith and Resignation- Reading Kigrktgaarg ' § Fcar And Tremb1inq •
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Part Two: The Role ofSilence in Reading the Text

Having discusscd the rolc of silence as it appcars in the actual contcxt of Kicrkegaard's

argumcnt. it is now possible to consider how this metaphor truly engagcs the reader. guiding

a rcading of Fcar and Trembljng. [n chaptcr two. which served to introduce mctaphor

thcory. [ suggested that metaphor has \vithin it the capacity to sec things anew. to express

idcas in innovativc ways. and. in shon. to entenain new possibility. This theme of

possibility has undergirded the discussion offaith'" in our consideration ofthe metaphor of

joumey. Possibility a1so plays a signifieant part in the metaphor ofsilence.

As the readcr will rememher. the role ofpossibility figures prominently in Ricoeur's

work. [n his study Bjblical Narratjve in Paul Rjcoeur. Vanhoozer affirms the Iink made by

Ricoeur that connects the language offaith to possibility. asserting that "[b]ereft ofthis

access to the possible. hurnanity [oses passion and must rcsign itselfeither to the aetual or to

the necessary. to what is or what must he -not to w!lat might he "(Vanhoozer. 61). Nancy J.

Crurnbine finds evidence ofthis sense ofpossibility in the way in which the Genesis 22

narrative is rendered by Kierkegaard. She mites:

silence ofthe divine. ofAbraham, and ofthe narration function
together to portray the relation ofthe hurnan and the divine as one
of infinite possibility. But silence also suggcsts multi-Ievel signif
ieance and richness which provides an actualised background of
meaningfulness to this infinite possibility. This background is most
c!early understood in the faet that it invites the reader to recollect
and forcsee. to attempt to relate its mystery to something one knows
and understands...[allowing them] to stand forth in their relation to
the individual and thus provide a continuity not only ofevents but
ofmeaning (Crurnbine. 152).

Both Vanhoozer and Crurnbine accord possibility an important place in a Iife offaith.

" While Kierkegaard describes faith in many ways he does insist
in his jeurnals that "faith is essentially this ..• te held fast te
possibility .. " Journals and panera 11, 1126; as quotee! in George L.
Stengren's "Faith," Kiertegaardiana 12, 1982, p. 87.
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Holding Crumbine's daim that Kierkegaard's lise of silence generates possibility against

Vanhoozer's assertion that the perception ofpossibility is a necessary foundation Illr passion.

we arrive at the follo\\ing question: ho\\" does Kierkegaard's silence elicit the rcader's

participation and. ultimately. challenge her to a life of faith? The ans\\"er to this question is

found in an examination of silence at the level of narration.

We have discussed the variegated forms ofsilence that appear in the text. Of the thn:e

areas of silence which Crumbine mentions- the divine. Abraham. and narration- it is the

las' to which we will tum our attention. The narrative structure and narrative voice ofEm

and Tremh!jne prepare a type ofsilence. This silence. in tum. directly affects the way in

which the te),."! is read. In his introduction to Pat Bigelow's Kierke1!33Id ;;nd the prohlem of

Writjne. Mark C. Taylor. waxing particularly Derridian. articulates the logic bchind

Kierkegaard's narrative.

The strange shapes ofKierkegaard's texts are.. in effect. various
folds ofdiscoursc written to solieit an Other that can never bc
represented. The pseudonymous authors of the works Kierkegaard
evenlUa!ly attempts to daim or reclaim are obsessed with the
impossible. Repeatedly returning to the impossible task ofconcept
uaiizing that which resists conception.•.Long hefore the current
preoccupation with écriture, Kierkegaard insisted that the impos
sibility ofphilosophy can only he e.xposed in and through certain
styles and strategies ofwriting.80

Kierkegaard announces the irany ofhis task- depicting a life offaith through language- by

employing the voice ofJohannes de Si/enlia. Ifwe pay attention to the book's narrative

structure, the movement from language to silence. we can see that Kierkegaard was keenly

ao Kierkeqaaxd and the Problem of Writipg, V111. Roger Poole,
Kierkegaard· The Indirect Communication, agrees: " [v]ery little
attention has been paid to Kierkegaard's writing ... The aesthetic
devices ha~e been largely brushed aside as mere irritants as if.
without those. Kierkegaard's meaning would be easily recuperable"
(p.1-2). "Kierkegaard. writing a century before Derrida. worked out
for himself a rhetoric...which he could oppose the Danish Hegelians"
ip.5-6) .
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awan: as 10 the irony of using language to di5':reditlanguage itsclf.

Structuraliy. l'car and Trcmhljm;: opens amid the chattcr of the Danish market place. As

Edward F. Mooncy notes. "[tlhis is the world wc arc assumed to inhabil...and are invited. or

perhaps promked. to vacate for the duration of our reading" (Mooney. 20). We arc then 100

through a series of false beginnings (there arc. de facto. four prefaces) by the ultimately

unreliable narrative voice ofJohannes de Si/entio. With his words and misrepresentations

Johannes gives empirical evidence of the problem of language. This problem. as Pat

Bigelow observes. shares affinities with the task oftheology.

The problem oflanguage has sorne connection with the problem of
the numinous. The connection is further strengthenOO whcn the
poet is addressed as the spokesman for the numin:>us...the poet
secks the divine. a sensitivity to the divine and a sacred participation
in ilS mysteries. And the poet does so by seeking to inve5t language
with an clement ofthe divine" (Bigelow. 98).

As Bigclow is weil aware. Johannes is unsuccessful in bis attempt to understand Abraham.

His words aceentuate the diffcrence between the Ituman and divine spheres. "Language." as

Bigclow later comments. "draws out and reinforees this distinction" (Bigelow. 99). The

philosophical underpinnings ofthis distinction have been addressed previously in our

consideration ofdisclosure- the use oflanguage- and ilS relationship to assimilationist

(Mooney. 114) ethics.al As the reader peers more deeply into the text, a dichotomy

between ethics and language on the one band. and religion and silence on the other- begins

to take shape. By denying the reader ofFear and Tremblinv a linear narrative structure..

Kierkegaard exposes the IimilS of language. He underscores the folly ofover-wrought

confidence in the system oflanguage through the paradoxical figure ofa poet who bears the

name "silence." Wc move no doser to understanding what faith is by accepting Johannes

" The discussion is found in the section entitled. "Silence and
the Ethical Sphere."
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uncritically. Il is only when the rcader pays attention to the làults of Johannes that she is

able to undcrstand what a life oftàith might entai!. Amid the uncertainty. the narrative

inches its way along to arrive at a testimony to Abraham's silence.

It is my contention. then. that the text bas two eotcrminous trajcctories. The tirst

trajectory hegins \\;th the ehatter of the Danish market place and a concern tor language: it

then recedes into a still. gaping awe al Abraham's silence. whieh is a depiction of his faith.

Although Johannes insists that Abraham attains his faith "by virtue of the absurd."

(Kierkegaard. 119) Abraham's faith is not. in faet. absurdo Rather. it appears absurd to the

unprosyletised Johannes who shrinks from the paradox of faith. without eomprehellsion.

The second line of development. running in tandem with the first. is a move from the

everyday world ofskepticism.li::! contemporary mores. and the championing ofphilosophy to

a world of faith. It is a trajectory from unheliefto helief: one which moves past drcad and

entertains possibiliry. It is petbaps not too great a claim to make !hat Abraham is the

example e.'l:ample par excellence ofone who holds fast to the possible. He aiways helieves

that he will get back Isaac. He is the futher of faith. The crux of my argument, then. bas

becn this: to follow Kierkegaard's use ofsilence- perhaps to succumb to it- is to he witness

to the nature of faith. Kierkegaard represents faith through the metaphor ofsilence both

textuaIly and extra-textually. In the first. we sense the pain and cornmitment !hat is involved

in a Iife of faith through Abraham's silence. Ethics may not he able to defend Abraham's

choice: Kierkegaard exposes the limits ofthe ethical at the textuaI level through the figure

" This is evideneed b:;' Kierkegaard' s vitriolie attaek on the
Danish Hegelianism of his day. He excoriates the "world of ideas"
which, like the world of business, "stages a real sale" (Kierkegaard,
6). lt is an age of skepticism in which faith is a primitive notion;
Oit can probably be taken for granted that they have doubted
everything, sinee otherwise it eertainly would be odd to speak of
their having gone further" (Kierkegaard, 6) •
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of Abraham.

Using the Abraham and Isaac talc as a scalpel. Kierkegaard deftly
scparates the conditional laws of society from the unconditional
autonllmy of God. 1f God is God. then hc can (purport to) set aside
(even his O\m) laws. IfGod is God. then he can break into human
time and space in unexpected and incomprehensible "'<lYS whir.h
command that we radically alter our normal ways ofdoing things.
1f God cannot so acL then he is no longer God. and culture has usurpcd
the sovereign's throne (Dewey. 40).

God's ways. however unpaiatable. cannot he circumscribed to the laws of ethics: silence

allirms this. Further still. the metaphor of silence functions as an invitation. nay

exhortation. to the reader to participate. to he involved in a life of faith. One cannot

understand faith without this involvement.

ln discussing the epigraph to Fear and Trembling ncar the heginning of this chapter. we

noted that it is important that a type ofcommunication he appropriate to its content. We

have come full circle. The language ofsilence. to he sure. is the language of faith. Set apart

lTom speech., it is marked as something special. In Kierkegaard's Fear and TrembUng silent

places become holy places.
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Chapter Fin: Drawing Conclusions

We hegan this study ""ith the simple proposai to analyse Kierkegaard's FeN and Trcmbling by

way of Ricoeur's theory of metaphor. The impetus hehind this r.:ading strategy was that the argument

made in Kierkegaard's text is not a linear one and is difficult to decipher: by paying attention to the

metaphors \vithin the tell.... and those that function to to guide a reading of it. wc could negotiate our

way through Kierkegaard's argument.

In aid of this interpretative approaeh. chapter one dea1t with backgrour.d information necessary t"

understand Kierkegaard's e.xamination ofthe nature of faith. Specifiea1ly. we inquired into the role ,,1'

choice in his theory ofthe selfand stages ofe.xistence. Moreover. we diseusscd Kierkegaard's indin.'Ct

communication. primarily to underscol'e his intellectual disposition. but also to set the stage for a

consideration ofthe role of metaphor in Fear and Trembling. Chapter two examined metaphor theory.

demonstrating that Ricoeur's partieular corrective to the tradition ofmetaphor theory is weil suited fm

the present reading of Fear and Trembling. Dea1ing primarily with The Rule of Metanhor. l presented

Ricoeur in reaction to bis predec~rs in metaphor theory. Most important. we began to think about

the shared space metaphor and faith occupy: they exist in a sphere of"possibility."

Now that we have had some time to digest Rieoeur's theory and sec how it applies to Kierkegaard's

te.'<t, we cao reconsider what has been accomplished.13 Believing subjective idea1ism to he impossible.

Ricoeur champions the externalising ofthought through signs.language being the primary examplc. In

order that thought he determinable, objective or universa1, thought must :nediate itsclfthrough

Il See Leonard Lawlor Imaginatign and Çbance- The pifference
Bcçween the Tbqygbt of Riçoeur and Derrida, p.1-S .
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language. The irony hchind this mediation was fully explored in our discussion of silence in chapt<:r

four. That is to say. although this mediation i., crucial te the thought process. the pclysemic nature of

language itsclt: "postpcnes the end of complete mediation" (Lawlor. 2). Linguistic mediation is

nccessary but not sufficient: while it providcs continuity it occludes completion. We are left in astate

of constant pcssibility.

ft is my hopc that this sense of pcssibility \Iias conveyed in the present study of Kierkeld-aard. first.

in the discussion of Kierkegaard's theories of the selfand of the stages ofexistence. The reason why

thcse two interrclated thcories were considered was to show that pcssibility is not simply rosy.

unthinking optimism in spite ofdire eircumstance. Possibility is actualised through a diall:Ctic between

pastlpresentlfuture (in his thcory of the self) and aestheticsfethicsfthe religious (in his stages or spheres

of existence). Both thcorics espcuse the sense that life is not handed to us in completion: we think and

choose. ln thinking new thoughts wc entertain new pcssibilities: yet sorne things- God- are beyond

the cognitive eapacity ofhuman beings. In ehoosing to orient one's selfto the good wc embraee the

pcssible. In these instances. Kierkegaard :ldvoeates stepping. or more accurately leaping. beyond

understanding into faith: understanding does not aid Johannes when thinking through Abraham's life:

he is in need of tàith. A life ofFaith is an experience ofcommunication with the diwle. Kierkegaard's

metaphor of silence draws upcn this very idea.

It is in the realm ofpcssibility that the metaphor- an act ofdiscourse- gains relevance. Ricoeur

writes that "we are in qUe5t ofa language whieh wouid be appropriate to the kind of imagination which

expresses [the) most characteristie e:<istentiai pcssibiIities...it is this opening ofhuman pcssibility. this

anempt of my projects by which [ advance toward my being" (Ricoeur. 1973: 219). In projecting

bcyond the immediate. the metaphor functions as a bridge between our loeaIised reaIity and that to

whieh we are oriented. Ricoeur's jargon might. at times. seem unnecessarily rarefied, yet possibility in

metaphor is not the abstraet concept wc might think it to be:
:~

[B)ecause discourse originates in the worIei. aIl expressions are -----=
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about or refer baek to the world. Thev retum to our bclonl:im~-to

the-world. to thought. to spirit. 10 bcing. [ ·en novcl eonsiruètions
such as symbols and metaphors refer [back to our o\m bcing in the
world] bccause they arc expressions ofnew experiences of the world.
...Rel1ection and sclf-understanding can bc maintained as a task
(Lawlor.3).

Indeed. Kierkegaard's metaphors orjoumey and silence arc reconstructions or. in Rieoeur's teml.

redescriptions of the biblical world of Abraham. In turn. they relkct something of our 0\\11 expcrience.

1have tried to show that Ricoeur's thcory of metaphor is compellingly demonstrated in the narrative

structure ofFçar and Tremhljng. Kierkegaard firmly believcs life is prescnted to us as a task. \V1lat.

then. is the nature ofthis task?

The nature of the task is for the individual to become a sclf-intcrpreter. As life and expcrience come

before us unmitigated. it is up to us to make sense of them by constructing a narrative.... In fur and

Tremhling Kierkegaard notably stresses the subjectivity of faith as a life-altering. life-affirming

decision. in reaction to the cerebral intellectualism that characterised the social milieu ofwhich he so

painfully found himselfa pan. His task. thell.. was to make sense of the gripping drama of faith as

prcsented in the Genesis 22 narrative. Kierkegaard knew the autobiographical nature offense-making.

ln this light. we cao understand Kierkegaard's passionate confession that

... [w]hat 1really lack is to be clear in my mind what 1am to do. not
what 1am to know. e.xcept in 50 far as a certain understanding must
precede every action. The thing is to understand myself. to sec what
God really wishes me to do; the thing is to find a truth which is true
for me. to find the ideafor which 1can live and die (Kierkegaard. 1946: 4-5).

Note the delineation Kierkegaard makes in this passage between "what 1am to do" and "what 1am to

know." Kierkegaard does not long for answers. wmch he knows are unattainable. 50 much as for a

.. " ... to construct a coherent na=ative out of the scattered
events of one's life. is to interpret those events as part of a
significant plot with an overall meaning." T.R. Wright. "Religious
Autobiography: Writing God and The Self." in Theology and Lit"ratun:.
Oxford: Blaekwell. ~988. p. 92. See also Stephen crites. "The
Narrative Quality of Experience," JOUrnal of the Amtriean &çademy of
Religion. Vol. xxxix 3. September ~97~. p. 29~-3~~•
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fram.:work or a way in which h.: may ask these questions. Like the olà man in the final chapters of

Eli.: Wi.:sd's Th.: Town Revond the Wall. Kierkegaard knows that "[t]he essence of man is to he a

qucstion. and th.: .:ssc:nce of the qucstion is to he \\;thout answer...The dcpth. the meaning. the very salt

of man is his constant dcsire to :,~k the question ever dceper \vithin himself. to fcel ever more

intimaldy the existence of an unknowable answer.os "

Ecar and Tremblin!:. with its complex structure. is a work that demands interpretation. In re3ding it.

we not only becomc interpreters of text. but -because of Kierkegaard's literary strategy

self-intcrprelers. as weil. Indeed. because the te.'Ct functions as an attestation to the verities ofa lire of

faith. Eear and Tremblin!: is about interpreting that life. becoming a self. working out one's salvation

with fcar and trembling (Philippians 2: 1:-13). It is ofparamount importance for the reader to

understand why Ricoeur's hermeneutical project is 50 aptly suited for dealing \vith this te.'\"!.

Hermeneutics then is...the theol)' that regulates the transition
from structure of the work to worid ofthe work. To interpret
a work is to displ.lY the world to which it refers by virtue of its
·arrangement.· its 'genre' and its ·style:....the issue in the present
discussion is...the right to pass from the structure to the world of
the work... (Ricoeur. ""0).

Lawlor puts the matter in a sightly different way.

Hermeneutics. for Ricoeur. attempts to construct a system out
of the diverse ways being is said. This would not he a cIosed sys
tem which would reduce the multiple meanings ofbeing down
10 strict univocity. bllt an open system that places diversity. novelty
and surplus within an analogical unity. It would he a 'regulated
polysemy ofbeing' (Lawlor.3).

With its multi-pronged applicability to Abraham.. to Johannes. and most importantly to the reader• .Eeai:

and Trembling is in need ofan interpretational approach that not~nly guides the reader through the

logic ofits argument. but also offers a way to pass from the structure ofthe work to the worid ofthe

\Vork. This is accomplishetl in part. by insisting that meaning he an open-ended pursuit. By thinking

85 Elie Wiesel~ tbe Tpwp Beygnd the Wall. New York: Schocken
Books.~964. p.~76 .
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through metaphor we invest notions with ncw meaning. Ricoeur's th~"ory of mctaphor illumines thc

task set forth by Kierkegaard.

Moreover. because of its dialectical argument. F~)lr and Tremhljnl,l is highly responsive to a

metaphoric reading. The movements in the text betwccn yes and no. atlirmation and denial. possihilit~

and corrective arc each gesturcs which would indicate a l\."Cct>tivity to a metaphoricaI approach.

Nicholas Lash notes mat.

[i]fit is true mat one of the most important featurcs ofany metaphor is
mat we must denv its literai truth ifwe arc to understand its meta
phorical significance•...then it is perhaps not fanciful to suggest that
the dialectic ofaffirmation and denial. which is 50 striking a feature
of the history ofChristian spirituality. amounts to a practical recog
nition of the metaphorical status ofthose narrative forms which i
have described as paradigmatic for Christian religious discourse."

By interpreting Kierkegaard's structure through metaphors which both give the book its interpretivc

texture and rcsonate with a reader's e.xperience, Ricoeur's hermeneuties helps clari!)' what Ricoeur

terms the "world" of the work. Therc is a connection made between the reader and the text. The

reader's act ofappropriation is "Iess the projection ofone's own prejudices inta the text mat the 'fusion

ofhorizons' -to speak Iike Hans-Georg Gadamer- which occurs when the world of the reader and the

world of the text merge into one another" (Ricoeur. 319). In reading Fear and Tremhling • this shared

"world" is a world of faith. We might now turn to consider the metapbor's appropriateness to theology

and religious language in general.

Metaphor and TheoiQP,y; general appraisal

ln "The Language of Faitb." Paul Ricoeur comments upon the intellectual concems which he shares

with Kierkegaard. Ricoeur writes that. "the hermeneutical task is a1ways to overcome a cultural

.. Nicholas Lash. " Ideology, Metaphor, and Analogy," !!Ir!
Narratiye? Readinqs jn Narratiye Theoloqy. ed. Stanley Bauerwas and L.
Gregory Jones. Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1989, p.123 .
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dislanœ. Il is Ihis prohlem which Kierkegaard posed when he asked. 'How does one become

conlempor.meous with Chris!'''' (Ricoeur. 1973: 213). Overcoming cultural distanee-between the

world of the Danish marketplace and the biblical world-is. we should add. a dominant eoncem in.Em

and Trçmhljng. Ricoeur takes Kierkegaard's question. posed at the level ofwhat Ricoeur terms

"individual allirmation." (Ricoeur. 1973: 213) and investigates it &om "the centre ofunderstanding. of

ianguage. of the articulation of Christian discourse" (Ricoeur. 1973: 213). What then. we should ask.

should bc the lorm of Christian discourse? Or, to recall again Wallace Steven's "what will suffice?"

("Of Modem Poet!}''').

Part diak-ctic. part lyric. Fear and Tremhling has the quality germane to ail good literature. To read

Fear and Trcmhljng is to have the sense tholt you have gone some place other than that &om which you

hcgan (rcmembcr the book's structure ofmarketplaeelbiblical worldlmarketplaee).87 Indeed. the

sel f-conscious "once upon a time" refrain in the books' opening pages beckons the reader through

narrative technique. It is a eompelling deviee used in considering the nature ofa life lived in faith;

"once upon a time" asks us to eonsider the possible. In this light wc can understand Ricoeur,

discussing biblical hermeneuties, when he writes that "another way ofmaking us eontemporaneous

with the text ofanother time is opened to us: it consists oftrarsferring ourselves into another universe

of meaning and thereby putting ourselves at a kind ofdistance with regard to our actuaI discourse"

(Ricoeur. 1973: 213).

Il has "'--cn the contention of this study that the metaphors ofjoumey and silence have done this

very thing. Through Kierkegaard's metaphors wc are transported into another cognitive space, one

appropriate in which to consider the nature of faith.

A theologian is a bit like Johannes in Fear and Trembling, the poet who cannot capture in full that

which he S<.-cks to describe: one who bears the name silence but cannot resist speech. WhiIe theology

.. This mave might De saià to parallel the mave from philosophy to
faith; the secular to the sacreà,
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asserts that God cannot be adequatcly described or summed up in language \ I<'r tl' dl' Sl' wl'uld he to

reduce God). theology cannot seem to hclp l'rom declaring what God is or wh:1l (llld is like. In dl'ing

theology. wc relish the paradox of practice. Perhaps this is not such a bad thing.

The metaphors in Fear and Trcmhling arc used in much Ùle same làshion. While they arc ahle to

articulate Abraharn's struggle to sorne degrce. they arc in no way an appropriate substitute for a IiI\: of

faith. In using metaphor we arc reminded that theology is donc arnid an extrcmcly important tension.

When describing God or a life offaith we do so by \Vay of Ricoeur's split-rcl\:rcnce. the "islis not"

eomponent of metaphor. Metaphor. it seems. is partieularly valuable in the service of d,:scribing that

which cannot be adequately described. By asserting what God is in consciously non-literai language.

we are reminded of the limited nature ofour tools.

Although the metaphor is a tool oflimited means. 1have tried to show that the metaphor has the

ability dramatically to shape the way in which we think about a certain thing. Sallie McFague has

reminded her audience- not all ofthem reeeptive.... of the closely held relationship between thcology

and metaphor. Janet Martin Soskice. in Metapbor and Religjous Language. explores the relationship

in a different. perhaps more nuanced. fashion. These scholars and many more preeeding and fol1owing

aa Janet Martin Soskice, Colin Gunton and Donald Wiebe, among
others, contend that McFague's project is fraught with contradiction.
See Soskice (in bibliography) p. 105. Gunton writes that, "Soskice
has alluded to the fact that may theologians working in this area
[metaphorl present a confused picture. Drawing on recent philosophy,
they begin by advocating a realist use of metaphor and other symbols
--in science, for example-- but end in subjectivism when tbey come to
theology (Gunton, 41). In the related footnote, Gunton cites McFague
"collapse into idealism" as an example of Soskice's complaint. Donald
Weibe characterises McFague ' s Speakinq in Patables, a study of
Metaphor and Theology as a work which "seems te be a complete
rejection of academic theology, " later calling tbe findings of her
general project in metaphorical theology "bewildering in the
ambiguity created by its repeated affirmations and rejections,
submissions to and transcending of botb metaphorical and conceptual
thought." See Donald Wiebels study Th@ Amoy of Tbeo1ogy and th,:
Nature of ReligiQu§ Thought. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen's
Press, 1991, p. 22-25 .
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them have grappled with this long-held rclationship: the intended application to "God-talk" is never

too far in the distance.

This project is ofa slightly different nature than McFague's or Soskice's: yet. it does have points of

similarity with these projects worth noting. McFague's task "necessarily involve[s] significant

departures from past metaphors and concepts."lI'l The reason for this is that past metaphors bear the

marks l'f an age which did not have the same sensibilities or concerns as the one in which we live.

While the debate is weil outside the scope ofthis project. we can stand with McFague. Ruether90 and

others coneemed with the issue in making that simple affirmation that the language we use in depicting

Gad reflects our understanding ofGod. We stand on similar ground here. However it be expressed.

the way in whieh we describe the nature offaith, the models from which we work. the lens through

which we look- each gives credence to the notion that our understanding of faith is deeply influenced

by the way we think through and express this understanding. Kierkegaard and Ricoeur have proved

stalWart allies in this regard.

By its very nature faith dwells beyond what is immediate and readily attainable. This idea was

artieulated through the metaphors ofjoumey and silence. To have faith is to hold fast toward the

future. to believe. like Abraham. that God will provide. This future orientation is present also in the

metaphor. We redirect known quantities into a space that is new and yet unthought. We might assert,

then. that to "metaphorize" (Rieoeur) and to have faith are analogous acts ofbridge building- however

inadequatc- between one's localised situation and beyond. between identity and difference.

The metaphors ofjoumey and silence.limned respectively in chapters three and four ofthis study.

are metaphors steeped in possibility. They allow to think about faith in light of the possible. Mark C.

•, Sallie McFague Models of God; Thco1ogy for an Eçologiçal,

Nuclear Age. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987, p.29.

90 perhaps Ruether's most recent contribution to the debate is,
"The Image of God's Goodness" in so;ourners vol.25, no.l,
Jan./Feb.1996 p. 30-31 .
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Taylor contends that "Kierkegaard consistently held that hope is a neeessary eondition ofauthcntic

selfhood" (Taylor. 226). In undertaking his journey. Abraham the paragon offaith ncvcr givcs up thc

possibility that God wiIl pro\;de: he does not despair but has hope. In this sense. Abraham tcaches us

how to he hurnan.

In this study of Kierkegaard's Fear and Tremb!ing. we have explored the potential of metaphor to

examine the nature of faith. Metaphor engages the reader's participation to make the movement of

faith. As the language of faith recedes from public diseourse. and as the Genesis 22 narrative

increasingly upsets modem sensibilities. Kierkegaard's question- "1 wonder ifanyone in my

generation is able to make the movements offaith?" (Kierkegaard. 34)- is surely relevant
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