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INTRODUCTION 

S~ren Kierkegaard, in Fear and Trembling, describes the inadequacy of 

1
ethics through the Biblical story of Abraham and Isaac. Kierkegaard pro­

poses three stages in man's life: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the re­

ligious. He sees man as having the ability to freely choose, and the ul.­

timate need for a 'faith leap' decision from the ethical to the religious 

stage. Kierkegaard sees in man a cause for him at-certain times to go 

beyond the ethical law of the universal for the good of a higher. 

Before one can answer the question: Was a teleological suspension of 

the ethical involved in Abraham's decision?, several considerations must· 

first be made. First, Kierkegaard's writings were based on his own inti­

mate personal life. Consequently, we must briefly consider his personal 

life. Secondly, before one can specifically judge Abraham's case, we must 

know what a telological suspension of the ethical is. To do this one must 

be familiar with Kierkegaard's 'three stages- of life'; and his meaning of 

truth, choice, faith and 'faith-leap.' -And thirdly, consideration:also 

must be given to the question whether Abraham's or forthat,·matter anyone's 

action is!ethically' justifiable. 

The first two chapters of this thesis deal with the above considera­

tions. Having thereby· been given the necessary background, Ch~pter Three 

deals with the title question: Was a teleological suspension of the ethic­

al involved in Abraham's decision? , . 



CHAPTER ONE 

A. A short biography of S~ren Kierkegaard. 

Kierkegaard was b9rn in Copenhage~Denmarkin 1813; the son of a pros 

perouswoolen merchant. He idolized his and spent his ".'early years 

close at his side 0 From his fath~r he received and took to heart the idea 

that life should be not only intelle;ctually" satisfying., but dramatic and 

encompassed devotion. Kierkegaard did his preparatory studies at the 

Latin.school and Wl1en he graduated at the seve"nteen, , he was des­

cribed by his as!! ••• late in coming to maturity, possessed of an 

almost inordinate desire for freedom and independence, having excellent na' 

tural gifts, but lacking in seriousness of purpose. 112 He entered the Uni­

versity of Copenhagen and studied philosophy and theology. However after 

a short period of time he found himself rejecting both the prevailing He­

gelian system of philosophy and contemporary 

the university and became a socialite indulging 

sure, playing the of the rich man's son. 3 

Luther apism,,, He left 

in a life of plea-

On May 19,1838 at 10 a.m., Kierkegaard rece,ived a "revelation II which 

drastically changed the course of his life. This was also strength­

ened by the death of his father in the same year. is not clear just 

what the "revelation ll involved, but out of it came an intense religious-

philosophical quest which took him back to the and his studies. 

In 1840 he became a candidate in theology and the of Regina Olson. 

During this period of time Kierkegaard became convinced that 'he, had a 
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unique vocation. Although he wasn't sure what this vocation entailed, two 

things had become certain. First, he would be unable to totally give or 

share his life with anyone person; and secondly, he could not live out 

the role of a conventional Lutheran pastor. In November of 1S41, he broke 

his engagement wi~h Regina. It is at time that he launched his writ­

ing career. He described his situation thus: 

I need to understand my place in life, what God really wants me to 
do; I must find. the truth ~hich is ~hectruth for me; I want to find 
the Idea for WhlCh I can llve and dle./ 

In light of this personal Kierkegaard's life is found inter­

woven throughout his the construction of any 

systems and saw philosophical inquiry as the expression of individual exis 

6tence. His early rejection of Christianity was due to the lack of conti 

uity between faith and reason, but through his'llexpression of individuali­

ty," he was able to them. He had sought for an "Idea If and he 

found it, he discovered that he was free. 7 

In the end, Kierkegaard was much more than a Lutheran preacher; he 

was a thinker and a great one. Contrary to his Latin School evaluation, 

that very desire for freedom and independence was the fuel to his fire. 

In October of 1855, he in Copenhagen, and less than a month later 

died at the of forty-two. 

Kierkegaard's purpose in preaching and writing was to clarify 

and stress the importance on what it meant to be a Christian. S He saw in 

the nineteenth century a civilization once Christian that was no more. 

Once it was centered Christ but now it was,in Nietzche's image, 

n••• like a planet detaching itself from its sun," and the real tragedy was 

that this wasn't even'aware of it.9 Kierkegaard1s was 
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to see individuals become Christians. His theology was that of a revival­

ist: "repentance .and conversion, turning to Christ for salvation, the gift 

lllOof faith, new birth and the life of grace. 
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B. What is a teleological suspension of the ethical? 

one can decide if the case of Abraham involved a"teleolo 

suspension," one must first understand the question: What is a teleologica 

suspension of the ethical? The word ' , has the general significance 

in of 'end' in the sense of purpose, or a fulfillment that is being 

11sought. It is also assumed that teleological purpose is not some-

arbitrary or whimsical. 

Suspension is seen here not as an abrogation or abolition, but as an 

t " I I t f h" h 12ac supersedlng one eve or s age or a 19 er~ As understood by Kier­

end in a conformity with universal law. 

man's supreme perfection an 
. I 

However, Kierkegaard saw that such:. 

kegaard, the prevailing Kantian ethics 

things as 'virtues' were not ends in themselves and that universal moral 

themselves refer back to the author of the law. 13 What is es­

to the ethical is its universality; it applies to everyone and at 

all times. The task of each individual is to learn or realize this uni­

versal even to the point of suppressing his own particularity.1 4 An lteth­

suspension" appears when an individual finds himself no bound 

the ethical universal; in essence he becomes superior to it. 15 Ethic-

the individual is his own end and aim. The question here, 

then, is whether Abraham's case is one of going beyond the universal law 

of man, for a higher law. 



is 

CHAPTER TWO 

A. The Three Stages of Life. 

One of the reasons Kierkegaard is cons an 

found in his subject matter. He undertook the problem of and di­

recting the course for the IIlife of the spirit, the subject of the e­

motions and the will. 1I16 · .Kierkegaard thought it necessary for a man to be 

aware of the alternatives in human freedom, especially when approaching th 

core of his own existence. 17 He held that there were three succes 

vels of existence: the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious. In the 

aesthetic stage the,' per,son' avoids making decisions .He can not discover 

various ideas and options on his own. He is unable to distinguish""~'lo,_~~ 

from the world that he experiences. His motivating factor is desir.e or 

pleasure. He seeks the goal or object if it's pleasurable, and he avoids 

it if itt s painful. The aesthetic, stage lacks simply the basic. 

reflection toward the ideal principle. He avoids any relation 

himself and either the standards and laws of society or the demands of 

God. In the second stage, the ethical, man develops the ' , within h' 

as the center of h~s decision making. Before he can make any , 
he must first be t self-conscious.' Self-consciousness involves two basic 

aspects;lIthe distinction of the self from its surroundings, and the dis­

tinction of the self from itself. 1I18 The ethic person knows 

He accepts this responsibility and he becomes indepe~dent in making 

own decisions. He uses the moral standards of his society for 

6 
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in his decision making. In other words he has subtituted his basic satis­

faction of pleasurable desires for the good of society or the universal.
/' 

19 

The main objective of the ethical stage or reflection is to make man aware 

of eternity as the goal of freedom and the measure of his -moral striving}(D 

Thus far we have seen man move from the satisfaction of the self to 

the good of the universaL In the third stage, the religious, man's rela­

tionship to God takes priority over his relationship to the universal good 

Man must now strive for a parallelism between an ttabsolute relationship to 

the absolute end and•.. a relative relationship to relative ends. J,21 It is 

this stage, which we shall discuss later, that one may be called upon to 

make a suspension of the ethical for a higher good. Each religious indi­

vidual has his own 'Isaac,' an ethical good that he may be called upon to 

22give up for the sake of his religious calling. In coming to this stage 

Kierkegaard thinks that !tone invariably becomes something other than he 

wishes to be; and the real and the ideal seem never to coincide. In the 

life of every self, there are elements which one would like to disown.J/23 

A fundamental characteristic of the religious stage is man's belief that 

his sins are forgiven, and in accepting this he.can freely move from the 

present into the future. 
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B. ,What is Truth? 

The, next area we must survey Kierkegaard's conception of truth e 

He truth as "an objective uncertainty held fast in an appropria­

tion of the most inwardnesse n24 A clarification is needed here on 

the of 'objective uncertainty. I I contemplate nature in the hope 

of discovering God, and I see omnipotence and,wisdom; but at the same time 

I am aware of much that disturbs my mind.and arouses my anxiety•. The 

sum of this is known as my objective uncertainty.25 The difference 

between a I rational r and I uncertain I truth is the, same as the difference 

between objectivity and subjectivity. In this case the criterion of truth 

precisely the opposite of what is found in science. Science appeals to 

the sense-datum which can be perceived, therefore, in our case truth be­

comes subjective. 26 One may now ask: What is subjective truth? There is 

answer to this. much lS clear': (a) it is practical because 

directly conce:rns actions, and (b) it unfinished because its 
'. 

subject, man, is always creating h:unself, hence it never found once an 

for in some finished system; flnally (c), is paradoxical because 

such a truth, infinite and eternal in itself, is contained in a finite 

mind. 27 

Kierkegaard believed that subjectivity is the essence of man, and tha 

freedom and responsibility are the essence of subjectivity.28 Truth 

then comprised of both the objective (existing outside and independent of 

the mind) and subjective (relating to" or within one1s or 

mind).29 Subjective truth is'f:more important to man because of its ethico­

religious nature. must have value for the individual. It furthermore 
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must be something to which he can devote himself and his life.30 Subjec­

tive truth is also seen as existential truth in that it doesn't just statE 

a need for an honest relationship between man and God, but specifically 

gives the individual direction. It is not so much the doctrine itself as 

the individual application of doctrine to himself or his own life. 31 

In short, Kierkegaard is saying "that truth is--not the truth, but . 

-the individual's relation to the truth--not objective, but subjective~ 1132 

Existential truth is "a progres'sive realization of the human measure in a· 

individual life, so that man can be said to live the truth and be made 

free in it and by it. Jl33 
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C. Doctrine of Choice 

Kierkegaard's doctrine of choice can be summed up in two words: 

nChoose thyself.1I To choose ethically means to choose in an,unlimited way 

Man must assume complete responsibility for the task of his own self-dev­

elopment.34 For Kierkegaard the 'chooser' could only be the 'absolute 

self.' The chooser (man) through an act of freedom (choice) selects an 

object or makes a decision. The individual however, in making a choice, 

must keep in mind that he has an obligation in any decision that he makes 

to perfect his own nature, according to moral law. 35 
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D. What is Faith? 

Faith is far higher than any emotion; it is not some instinct of the 

heart , and 1. has a presuppos1. 1.on 0 f reS1.gna 1.on. 36 Faith is" t 	 "t" " t" 

lithe contradiction between the infinite 	passion of the individual's in­

37wardness and the objective uncertainty. 11 Faith thus becomes this 

case, identical with subjective truth. Kierkegaard's implies an lla 

ceptance of something neither given by reason nor deducible from a previ­

ous content of consciousness. n38 .If a person knows something by reason he 

can not say he believes it. Likewise, what one by faith he can 

not know by reason)9 . Through reason ·an individual realizes that he can 

not relate to the Absolute in the way that the Absolute requires. It is 

at this point that man feels a sense of Man realizes that 

his relationship between himself and the olute has been broken by sin-

he seeks to remedy this--to be saved. Man receives salvation through 

faith. "Faith is a miracle, and· yet no man is excluded from it;.for that 

in which all human life unified is passion, and faith is a passion. 1r40 

The act of faith is "a total break with the rationality of the immediate 

and requires the into a sphere which is absolutely incommensurabl 

with that of the man even though he be the most gifted geniuson41 

For the unbeliever may seem. absurd, but for the believer, the ma 

with faith, it is not s For by virtue of faith his criterion is God, IIfor 

2whom all things are possible 0 ,,4

For Kierkegaard man is free either to reject or·accept, ITto 

as well as to know, .to know the good and yet choose the evil. rr43 Thus 
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proposes a 'leap I beyond reason. J'Faith is not a pure act of the will, 

but it involves the will in so fs.ras it concerns an impetus to transcend 

reason by means the 'leap. ,44 Rather than simply a reasonable transi ­

tion from one stage to another, there :is a series of leaps, where "the 

degree of commitment goes beyond any possible reason for making the leap,JJ.J.5 

lilt only when the thinker 'lets go of a proof' that he can make the lea 

of faith. J,46 "The act of faith is a 'leap' which fa.ith alone can make, 

thanks to the 'choice' provided by freedom. 1147 
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E. Can an action be ethically justified? 

Ethics usually refers to the moral life and customs of individual 

men, tribes, people, etc. For Kierkegaard the ethical is concerned solel) 

48with individuals, and everyone of them by himself. Although ethics can 

be objectively universal, in his case it is subjective and must be real­

ized by the individual himself. 49 The ethical individual for Kierkegaard 

is internally concerned with his spirit and not the external universals 

surrounding him. For man, the he can achieve through ethics is tOI 

50become SUbjective. liThe task of every individual is to become an entire 

man ••• n51 To be an entire man means to respond to the Infinite; to seek 

an active relationship beyond himself. God seeks the individual and not 

the crowd. He will only deal with man as an individual.52 Kierkegaard 

protested against social standards as the norm for because lithe 

majority's standards only reflect herdlike passivity. ,,53 Likewise he pro­

tested against statistical frequency as a norm because the results vlOuld 

equate morality with majority. In this, Kierkegaard argues the need for 

exceptions in certain situations, e.g. case of Abraham. One must 

open the possibility of a confrontation or collision between the 

ethical obligation and the obedience to a direct or higher good. 54 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Was a teleological suspension of the lthical involved in the decision of 

Abraham? 

us now look at the case in point, the hl;~~l story of Abraham. 

God commanded Abraham to offer up his only son Isaac. Abraham couldn't 

understand how Isaac could die and yet have the prophecy of procreation 

fulfilled, yet he accepted both. He was willing to go beyond the moral 

law, or in other words to suspend the ethical, that, of a father loving 

his son, in order to be obedient to his God.55 We see a conflict be~ 

tween the universal demands of the moral law and the subjective demands of 

God. According to Kierkegaard, the ethical system of law should not be 

I final , because it is 	focused solely on the human good and not necessaril~ 

56 on God's good for man. Abraham ethically should love his son, but this 

ethical relation becomes relative, as opposed to Abraham's absolute rela­

tion to God. God is calling on Abraham to Ilremove himself the domam 

of natural law•.• and to step into the dark void that exists outside the 

universal norm of conduct. 1I5? It is at this point that Abraham makes a 

'faith leap.' In his decision, Abraham leaves all reason and supporte~ 

solely by faith in his God and in His promises. With this faith he led 

fOrl'lTard as a single individual "beyond all the customary limits of human 

conduct and sympathy.IISB Abraham acts by 'virtue of the absurd,' it 

is absurd to think that nhe as the particular is higher than the univer­

s"?:~..:!~5? Absurdity here means running counter to human experience or=====#=:::..:: 



understanding. In this, Abraham's particular case, lIthe absurdity is of 

60living simultaneously .in the infinite and the finite. 11 Abraham's faith 

here becomes a paradox. He has an absolute duty toward God, and this 

relationship Abraham lias an individual stands related absolutely to the 

. 61
Absolute. II 

The question now arises: How does an individual exist who has teleo­

logically suspended the ethical? "He exists as the particular in opposi­

tion to the universal. n Is he justified in this? If he is, "it is not 

by virtue of anything universal, but by virtue of being the particular 

individual. 1162 

For Kierkegaard, this existential transcendence which issues in eth~' 

ics arises from a volition rather than cognitive relation to God, which is 

rooted not in reason but in will. 63 Although Kierkegaard sees the possi­

bility of a teleological suspension of the ethical, as indicated in the 

case of Abraham, he is careful to point out~ "that under no circumstances 

can there be a suspension of man's final end itself or the force of moral 

law. ,,64 

Two of the three stages of life of Kierkegaard' shave ,'heroes.' In 

the ethical stage there is the 'tragic hero'; and the religious stage 

there is the I Knight of faith.' To avoid any confusion it is necessary 

here to discuss these heroes. Examples of tragic heroes would be Aga­

memnon who had to offer up his daughter Iphigenia to appease the gods and 

Brutus who as counsel in Rome had to condemn to death his own sons for 

conspiring against the Republic. 65 As we can see from these two examples 

the 'tragic hero' in each case is involved in a single ethical incident 

which he teleologically surpasses. He allows one expression of the ethic­

al to be found in a h;O'heT' exore'ssion •. However in each case he is 
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supported by the universal. 66 

Let us now consider the second type of hero--the knight of faith--in 

the person of Abraham. On Mount MOriah he gives up e~erything, with no 

hope of ever getting it back, yet at the same time he believes 'by virtue 

of the absurd', as mentioned before, as opposed to 'by virtue of reason', 

that he will gain it back in the end, and he lived according to that be­

lief. 67 From Kierkegaard's persepctive, the tragic hero remains within 

the ethical, but Abraham entirely overstepped the ethical. Therefore, the 

tragic hero is great because of his moral virtue (for maintaining the idea 

of the state, for saving a people, or for reconciling angry deities), but 

68the greatness of Abraham, comes through his own personal virtue.

A final point of importance to be considered in the story of Abraham 

is the question: Can God dispense with a precept of the decalogue? The 

'goodness' of man is found within two order: how man relates to God; and 

how man relates to man. These two orders come from the tables of the de­

calogue. The first is the order of common good--to God; and the second is 

69the order of justice which should be observed among men. Sin arises 

70when man fails to observe either order. One may ask are there ever 

grounds for a dispensation of the second order? Yes, in the case concern­

ing human law Ira dispensation is possible if a particular situation arises 

in which the observance of the letter of the law would go against the'in­

71tentions of the legislator. n It should be noted that although any given 

precept may be universal the action stemming from it is singular and the 

72circumstances are often variable. Without a doubt the most important 

circumstance in the story of Abraham was that· .God commanded Abraham to 

offer up his son Isaac and God is the author of life and death. 73 

16 

http:universal.66


Therefore, in this case the order of justice is not found within the pre­

cept (thou shalt not kill) as such, but in the application of the principl 


74
to the particular act.
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CONCLUSION 

Abraham's faith was essentially one of passion. One finds and create 

himself not through reflection, but by making a commitment. 75 So Abraham 

had to make a choice, and in that choice be willing to commit himself ever 

to the point of solitude. 

As stated earlier, Kierkegaard's writings are reflections of his own 

personal life. One can only speculate that he thought his own life in 

some way paralleled with that of Abraham l $. Perhaps Kierkegaard saw him­

self as a 'knight of faith' his giving up of Regina and all hope of 

his own self-preservation through a son. He too believed he was followin§ 

the 'will of God.' But one thing is certain, Abraham was willing to stane 

alone before God, to teleologically suspend the ethical. And today becaus 

of that decision, he is the father of Christian faith. 
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