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Abstract
This work explores the idea of silence disinterest as fundamental to Christian religious practice.
It argues that there is a tradition within Christian philosophy which posits this procedure. I show
this tradition to suggest that the mysterious (and central) elements of the Christian religion,
including its concepts of Gad, love, the ~1~11,
goodness, and fear, have been threatened by
p rinciples of understanding which are tied to an Enlightenrnent epistemology and the reflections
of selves connected to politicized contexts. While this reason possesses a crucial role in the
religious life of the subject, its prinzary purpose is negative. My thesis considers these themes
through a reading of Augustine's view of contemplation as distinct from rationality in O n the
Trinity and The Confessions; Kierkegaard's complicated and ironie view offaith, silence. love
and the problem of authorship in Fear and Trembling; Heidegger's conception of the nothing in
his essay "What Is Metaphysics ? ";and Eckhart S view that disinterest is the forernost Christian
virtue . The main discovery of the thesis relates to rny theory of the "one choice" that, in the
Biblical story, Mary makes and Martha does not. This "one choice" is made for rhat which is
non-contextual but does so, necessarily, from the perspective of a context. It is my view that this
understanding of "one choice " permeates al1 non-rationalistic philosophy and is at the heart of
what can be understood in tenns of a disinterested Christianity and how this religious view
begins to respond to issues of ethics and cornmuni@
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Introduction
Al1 hurnan beings by nature desire to know.
- Aristotle
The study of philosophy is legitimate and praiseworthy in itself.
- St- Thomas Aquinas

Because of this morbid curiosity ...men proceed to search out the
secrets of nature, things outside ourselves, to know which profits us
nothing, and of which men desire nothing but to know them.
- St . A u p s t ine
Man is, by nature, a political animal.
- Aristotle

Thesis S tatement and Elaboration
In this thesis 1focus on the way certain voices in the Western Christian tradition have
considered the importance of silence, d o n g with the mooting of the intellectuai instinct in
religious practice. From four of these voices (Augustine, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Eckhart) 1
present a notion of theology as disinterested siIence. Simply put, the thesis considers the
theological tradition of silence as religious practice while also concerning itseIf with what it means
to write about such a practice. And while the focus of this thesis is Christianity (for the usual
reasons of imagined familiarity and rebellion) 1 suspect that what it has to Say can be extended to
any and al1 religious traditions. 1 suppose that as one of the benefits of silence as a religious
practice, it is not bound by the language o r culture it is not speaking or representing.
Before 1get too far, it is important for me to be clear about what 1am saying and what 1

am not saying when 1talk about silence. By silence 1am not referring to the cornmon view that
God is largely silent in His communications with human beings. Rather, the emphasis in this thesis

is the idea that religious practice is better performed when human beings are silent about God and
other matters of religious tmth. This is, at Ieast, the view of a significant component of the
Christian mosaic.
A h , 1 must be clear that silence should not be understood in this thesis as important only
because of the contribution it makes to contemplation. This is most evident in my chapter on Saint
Augustine. 1 am not interested in silence as a form of quiet or as the removai of mere sound. By
silence 1am referring to what 1cd1 the "mooting" of both expression and the thought which
results from and gives rise to expression. Silence is not measured in quantities of degree as quiet
is. Silence is not measurable and contains, in my usage, the mooting of pnnciples of measurement.
The "issue" of theological silence, or silence as a religious practice, has to do with reading.

the view of the self, epistemology, politics, ethics, cornmunity, and the history of philosophy and
theology. If silence is the solution that is presented here, the problem is the science of
understanding and the theology of Aristotle and Aquinas. It follows that that which encourages
understanding or that which depends on understanding are threats to the avoidance of deception
or truth through silence. This thesis explores these themes in its attempts to support its
recommendation of the silencing of the intellectual and spiritual voice and its outbursts. In four
main chapters I deal with four separate primary texts (Augustine's On The Trinity, Kierkegaard's
Fear and Trembling, Heidegger's ' m a t 1s Metaphysics?", and Meister Eckhart's brief essay

"About Disinterest") and consider how they conceive of, contribute to, and are thwarted by this
"conception".
The word "thwarteci" is applicable because 1 am perpetually interested in the potential
irony or paradox of these great thoughts and words about the dismantling of thought and word. In

many of the primary sources that generate the chapters, the author has not k e n able to eventual
\ive up to his own advice. This has ofien occurred within the work in question. I am interested
thus in the process of writing about such a theme and what it means to write f h m a position of
understanding about the impossbility of understanding. This has proven difficult but exhilarating.
This thesis is aIso concerned about the ramifications of the view that it considers. The
dimensions of this concern may not be immediately clear or obvious to the reader because it may
not be the sort of concern that is usual to academic study. Each of the chapters in this thesis in
one way or another considers the way that understanding is shaped and guided by contextual
thinking and ethical considerations. And in trying to came a space outside of understanding within
which silence can persist as a hermeneutic possibility, it has become important to think about the
way that silence can be heard as a benefit. This is important because in identiQing silence as
conducive to one thing or another silence will be used to further a particular voice. This particular
voice would not be silent. Therefore, it has been consistently necessary to ponder the mariner in
which silence could be used by the noisy and the way, ro use luiguage f?om Feear und Trernblirzg,
the rcniversal continues to swalloiv the individual in the rzame of the ethical.
It is dso necessary to recognize that 1. unlike: Oedipus at the end of The Theban Trilogy,
do not disappear from my setting and have no intention of doing so.' 1participate as an impressed
witness to his vanishing but yet 1 remain. 1am interested and baffled by what it means to talk
about silence, to show invisibility, and to understand, at Ieast on one IeveI, that which can not be
'Sophocles' Theban Plays also demonstrates in fascinating ways the correlation between
silence and religious practice, particularly in Oedipus' ascension in Oedipus at Colonus.
Elsewhere, Oedious the King is an extremely good source for a debate between reason (puzzle
solving) and religion. Unfortunately, it is difficult to place Sophocles into the Christian tradition 1
wish to explore.

understood. 1 am interested by the dilemrna of surrendering to the absurd and still showing up for
work tornorrow.
While. as stated above, Christianity is the religion that is referred to in these pages, 1 want
to be clear that my way of presenting my themes not be understood as proselytizing. It is dificult.
1 admit, to discuss with enthusiastic seriousness the materials under consideration here without

presenting a theoiogizing stance. But 1 have no attention of attaining converts or furthering a
theological mission. At the very most what 1 hope to do in this thesis is to re-suggest that there

may be a bigger difference and conflict between science and religion than is often supposed by Our
present cultureBut given that this variant of Christianity accornpIishes its movements in a "negative" or
retalliatory fashion against more popular and mainstream methods, it is difficult not to appear,
even if the gesture is only in exposition, to be recornrnending this tradition over a l others. This is
not the place to espouse particular theological views but in order to fully depict the depths and
reaches of this silent approach it is possible to confuse my articulations with overt
recommendation. I wiU, in the pages that follow, be careful about my inflections.

Methodology
In the following chapters 1 consider one prirnary text from the perspective of an idea or
suggestion made by a secondary text. For instance, my chapter on Kierkegaard is enthused by a
statement made by Roger Poole. My chapter on Heidegger owes many of its discoveries to
problems that 1 had with Richard Rorty's reading of same. (An exception to this reliance on
secondary materials occurs in the chapter on Meister Eckhart. The selection 1consider "About
Disinterest" has not k e n the subject of many critical discussions, at Ieast not in English.)
iv

These readings are, I think, representative of a fascinating story about the way humbled
men and women' have related themselves to their religious impulses in retaliation against
epistemological clairns of knowing. Each chapter, in its own way, explores the way that
dependence on the manners and methods of thinking collapses but is still viewed as essentially
necessary to bring one to that collapse, From the penitent Augustine to Johannes de Silentio's
Abraham to anxious Heidegger to Eckhart's Mary, each chapter shares this depiction of a
contemplative journey that ends in silence.
The primary readings discussed in the chapters are, roughly, equalIy spaced through
history. This is fortunate in that it suggests to me that the theme that 1 a m drawing out from these
writings is non-contextual. Each author cornes to it from a daerent period and epoch and
certainly received thoroughly disparate contextual contribut ions to their character but each writer
provides extraordinarily similar accounts of this pïinciple. (This thesis could easily have included
many more writers telling a sirnilar story - from Homer to Max Frisch to Reynolds Price.)
Thinking about the mooting o f thinking does not seem to require a histoncal development in order
to be conceived. It is quite possible that the recent context of contextualization will work in the
opposite direction and destroy this negative possibility through its endless prernises and promises
of fulfilment as reiigiosity. My point is that in the history of thinking about man where you corne
from and how you speak may be invaluable but that these contexts are less relevant in considering
the destruction of thought and speech. And it is also to Say that a full acceptance of the Thornist
mode1 (or Thomist analogues) of Christianity necessarily deprives the whole tradition of a

hile none of the featured writers are women, the personage of Mary (from the story of
Mary and Martha) is central to the thesis.

~ ~ m p a t h e tconsideration
ic
of the possibilities presented in these pages.
This thesis is influenced by a number of critical theories about the role of the
readerkudent and academic work which require some articulation. They are: the impossibility of
analytic neutrality (introduced to me through the work of Charles Taylor in his writings against
the behavioural sciences); the idea that al1 scholarship depends on literary and rhetorical qualities
(n-hich 1have learned, especially, from Phillip Roth, the essays of Richard Rorty and the
interviews of Michel Foucault); and the importance of what Roger Poole calls "wrong" readings. 1

would like to briefly explain each of these theoretical underpinnings.
Charles Taylor's critique of epistemology in the social sciences (and his elaboration of
engaged agency in the work of Martin Heidegger) h a led me to the view that everything that we
look at, and wish to look at, is touched by what we think is good (this good, for Taylor, does not
necessarily carry metaphysical weight; it is simply that which we deem valuable for whatever
reason). Therefore. what is of potential interest in our scientific or philosophical pursuits is not
that which we think is being shown to us by a text, or a text analogue like nature, but the position

of the me or you that is seeing. There can never be such a thing, in Taylor's reckoning as a neutral
perspective. What we choose to look at and how we do the looking reflect the glirnrners of our
desires and Our own claims of what is important.'
1think that Taylor is absolutely right and as a result 1 have become suspicious of definitive

3Taylor's writinp on the subject of neutrdity are rnany and interesting. Foremost arnong
them are: "Neu trality in the University", Neutrality and Irnpartiality: The Universi9 and Political
Cornmitment. Aian Montefior, ed., (London: Cambridge University Press, 1975);"Political
Theory and Practice", Social Theory and Polirical Practice, C . Lloyd, ed. (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1983); 'The Philosophy of the Social Sciences", Political Theory and Political Education,
Melvin Richter, ed., (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980); Philosophical Papers II:
Philosophy niid the Human Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

statements of fact, be them about natural science, the history of philosophy, o r literary theory. In
considering the opinions of sources, primary o r secondary, 1 am always interested in the position
of the writer's gaze and of my own gaze in watching the writer.
1 also do not believe that 1can be neutral about this lack of neutrality. That there c m be

no statements of truth about things as they are, without recourse to a certain set of contextually
loaded eyes. is to me self-evident. 1 can see how this theory can be used to defend the prernise
that a scholar must learn the context of the wrïter they are studying. But 1do not believe that the
process ends there and that thinking that in understanding the context of the wrîter that we can
make a better approximation of a truth of the way things really are 1wilI still be asking why it is
we seek to know. M e n 1 read of Eliot's relationship to Lewes and how it effected her invention
of Daniel Deronda 1feel no great confidence or interest in believing that these statements of fact
are tme. 1fear that the importance of context does not make context any more identifiable than
the original perspective of truth. In other words, trying to find the context seems, to me, as
impossible as finding the truth.
Second: the history of scholarship is not a history of detached spectators commenting on
Iiterature and nature without their O wn agendas. For instance 1do not believe that Hobbes arrived
at his principle of the law of nature through deduction but rather that his particular reckoning fit
both a rhetorical and political strategy. 1also believe that Rousseau arrived at an opposite opinion
for the same reasons, In this way, I believe, (following some interesting work by Richard Rorty

and Michel Foucault') that supposed works of science and philosophy may be understood as
*Richard Rorty has written at great length on the relationship between literature and
philosophy. See: Objectivip, Relarivisrn, and Trrrth: Philosophical Papers Volume I (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 199 1); Essnys on Heidegger and Others: Philosophical Papers
vii

novels; that, for instance, in Hobbes' Leviathan we watch the terrified man in the state of nature
befriend o r come to t e m with a mysterious image of power and there is a pressing tension as to

how everything will come to pass. In understanding the world of science or philosophy in ternis of
literature we blur the line between fiction and non-fiction. I have tended to see this relationship in
the opposite way, that non-fiction is fiction, but 1am open to the perspective that privileges
neither imaginary categoryThe importance of this strategy to the thesis is that it undedies the manner in which I read
and the degree of freedom 1 feel to persist in what 1identiQ as my third theoretical b a i s - wrong
readings.
Roger Poole has written an interesting book on Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms. This
book, Kierkegaard: The Indirect Communications. introduced me to the premise that a student
should, and for Poole this was one of Kierkegaard's central lessons, instead of being afiaid of
reading everything "wrong", be encouraged to do so. This corresponds with my discornfort in
thinking that one can ever get to the heart of a scholarly matter, that there can be studies of, Say,
Eliot or Hobbes that can be understood as absolutely informative on the subject of Adam Bede or

De Cive. 1think that when Poole uses the word "wrong" that he does not really mean it. I believe
that Poole does not think that there are such things as correct or incorrect readings.

Volicrne 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Contingency, Irony, and S o l i d n r i ~
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). Michel Foucault has also discussed this subject
and how his own works can be contrived as novels. See: Language. Counter-Memory, Practice:
Selected Essays and Inrerviews by Michel Foucault, edited by Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca:
Corne11 University Press, 1977).
' ~ e eRoger
:
Poole, Kierkegaard: The Indirect Communication (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, 1993).

Not only is this liberating for a student who is brand new to many of these subjects and is
restless with mies but it is also, if one is to believe John Stuart Mill, good for the discipline in that
even the most eccentric of perspectives are defendable in the affront they pay to homogeny and
rigidity. 1think that for Mill eccentricty was to be recommended for the way it cornmended truth.
This is not, in my view, Poole's logic- Poole is supportive of "wrong" readings because he does
not believe in "right" ones. And he finds alternative views interesting whether o r not they are
responsible to somebody else's notion of truth.
T o sum up, this thesis is influenced by three theoretical strategies: that neutrality is
impossible, that there is no true, clear distinction between the discovered and the imagined, and
that it is acceptable, and even perhaps comrnendable, to interpret in ways that do not correspond
with traditional interpretations or ways of interpreting. These three methods are reflected in this
thesis in the way 1 approach my sources and my own writing. But 1have not converted the
freedom they propound into a Licence to shirk academic responsibility.
1 believe that when we write, we write the texts that appear crucial to us and that have not

yet been satisfactorily written. A thesis iike the one 1 am putting forth requires any number of
subthemes or theses that are not and can not be overtly stated- There is a larger thesis at work
here. and which may always be at work in any writing, and it is that of the event of the writing
itself. And given that one of the major themes and motifs of this work is the demand of silence in
such work, the event of the writing while not increasing in significance, is highlighted in a way
that makes the illusion o f authorial distance doubly deceptive. Thus the writing of a thesis on
religious practice and how that works for and azainst the other airns of the thesis is a concurrent
theme of this thesis. This theme demands that its author pay attention to the tricks that he uses to

move from the beginning to the end.

Outline of Chapters
1 have organized the chapters, with one exception. in chronological order. The exception
is the Iast chapter on Meister Eckhart, This chapter closes the text for reasons that will be obvious
upon reading. It would be aesthetically awkward to have presented more material afier the
extrernely strong account of religious disinterest that Eckhart provides.
The following is a breakdown of the chapters:

Chapter One: "Who 1s Augustine Wnfing To?"
In this frst chapter 1consider Augustine's scheme of an education directed towards the
dismantling of the self that is educated. Through a careful reading of On The Trinip 1present
Augustine's progression of the self moving from reason to a faith beyond reason. It is my
contention that Augustine recognizes that the final truths of God are before and beyond anything
that can be articuIated in sound and that the teios of the human rnind is to demonstrate its own
inadequacy in relation to philosophicai/religious truth. Connected to this central discussion is the
relationship between education and confession and between confessing and describing.

Chapter Two: c'Kierkegaard's Unreliable Narrator"
This chapter furthers the aims of the thesis as a whole by considering the absurdity of faith
and its negative relationship to a universal ethic. This universal ethic, that al1 things must be
understandable, challenges the essence of Christianity that Kierkegaard's De Silentio recognizes in
Fenr and Trernbling. 1 explore in detail the ternptation of the ethical and how it pertains to faith
and the context of this thesis. I n addition to this argument I consider Kierkegaard's use of a
pseudonym and how this reflects on the project of writing about Christianity.

Chapter Three: "Heidegger's WiCIful Question of Metaphysics"
In this chapter I consider Martin Heidegger's essay on ' T h e Question of MetaphysEcs" as
a proponent of a philosophicaVtheological silence beyond understanding and wiI1. He called this

silence "the nothing" and suggested that its existence could be glimpsed through one's experience
with an anxiety that did not focus o n a particular object. Heidegger is u s e h l to the thesis im two
central ways. First, he offers an engaging discussion about the powerfuI nothing which Iies before
questions of k i n g and ontology and to which philosophy must, in its forward movements, .corne
back to. Second, it is, in my view, Heidegger's problem with the human will in his depictiom o f the
nothing which has Ied me to a more radical view of silence and to eventually see Heidegger as
succumbing to the temptation o f the ethical status of the situated self.

Chapter Four: ''Boring Eckhart"
The entire thesis is, in many ways, a reiteration of points made by Meister Eckhart En hhis
short essay "About Disinterest". I argue in this chapter that not only is this short tract centr;aI to
the work of Eckhart but that it is central to Christianity. Eckhart's view is that Christian faiith
requires that the suppliant not poison the working of their faith with the sediment of their mwn
interest in the benefîts of that faith. As a result, the Christian life is one completely removed from
reflections of selfhood or interest in things of the world. From Eckhart's work 1 dwell spec3ficaIly
on the principle of the "one choice" that Mary makes and Martha does not. 1 suggest that t n i s
theory of the one choice lies behind al1 non-analytic o r dialectic philosophy and that concession, in
the name of Christian observance, to it silences the history of philosophy of plurality.
It is my hope that at the end of these four brief chapters that the reader is able to imagine a
dimension of truth that does not need him or her and that this dimension of truth, which is

unapproachabfe and uninteresting, wilI captivate.
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Chapter One - Who 1s Augustine Writing To?
The Baron made these speeches with a remorseless placidity very amazing to
our hero, who had an innocent belief that a man's head may point out to him
the shortcomings of his heart and make him ashamed of thern.
- Henry James
Madame de Mauves
(T)he word that sounds outwardly is the sign of the word that gives Iight
inwardly; which latter has the greater claim to k called a word,.. For our word
is so made in some way into an articulate sound by which it rnay be manifested
to men's senses, as the Word of God was made flesh, by assurning fiesh, that
flesh in which itself also might be rnanifested to men's senses--.whoever desires
to arrive at any likeness, be it of what sort it may, of the Word of G d , however
in many respects unlike, must not regard the word of ours, that sounds in the
ears, either when it is utrered in an articulare sound o r when it is silently
thorrght...We must go on then to the word of man,to the word of the rational
animal, to the word of that image of God, that is neither utterable in sound nor
capable of being thought under the likeness of sound ...which precedes ail the
signs by which it is signifiai, and is begotten fiom that knowledge that
continues in the mind, when that sarne knowIedge is spoken inwardly.
- Saint Augustine
On the Trinity

Introduction
In this chapter 1 will present a structural outline of how Augustine conceives of thinking
and contemplation in relationship to seeking God and a purity of neart. But I also hope to express
the difficulties inherent in conceptions of God that are dependent on both human interaction and
conceptions of self as physical beings capable of inteiiectual contemplation. In separating the
thinking of man into two separate categories, beings of practical knowledge and beings of eternal
contemplation, Augustine explicates an understanding of thinking and k i n g that is neglected in
the philosophy and theology of a scientific today.'
'H~MMarrou in his pubiished lecture The Resurrection and Saint Augustine Theology Of
Hwnan Values discusses Augustine's unusuai urgency to dispel with causes and effects and
cornfortable understandings in order to pursue God. 1 appreciate and share Marrou's irnpressed
awe with Augustine's distance fkom current traditions. See: Henri Marrou, The Resurrection and

In order to demonstrate this dficult theme 1 will consider in some depth Augustine's
articulation of four types of trinities present in the human that aims to become being. It is in
exploring these four human trinities that 1corne to a consideration of a connection between God
and man that can be ascertained, ifonly in point, through man? It wiU be pertinent to my

discussion to consider the relationship between blessedness and mernory as Augustine portrays it.
This is because memory is such an intimate quality, capable of strong emotiond power even when

Saint Augustine Theology Of Human Values, translated by Maria Consolata (Philadelphia:
Villanova Press, l966), 2.

.

'Brian Stock's excellent book Augustine the Reader: Meditations Self-Knowledge, and
the Ethics of interpretatiun ("Reader" refers not to a collection of essays but to Augustine's
praise of the art of reading) argues that "(t)he problem of De Trinitate is how to proceed from
outer to inner words, fiom the words that we speak to the word of God." [See: Brian Stock,
A ugustine the Reader: Meditations, Self-Knowledge, and the Ethics of Interpretation
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 247.1 But later he muses: "One purpose of the
interlockhg triads of De Trinitate 8 - 15 is to lead us in stages from the senses to the mind,
Another is to teach us how far we can ascend through instruments of thinking. We discover that
there are no direct Iinks between worldly scientia and otherworldly sapientia, just as, in
Confessions 1 1, there are none between tirne and eternity. The reflective individual can proceed to
the highest realrn of understanding only through faith. Can any roie be played, therefore, by the
images and memories that are encountered by the seeker after truth?" (See: Stock, 274.) The fxst
rendering of Augustine's objectives presumes much in its articulation. It is presumed that there is
a path from the word of man to the word of God. The second rendering leaves open the
questionability of this path. The question that Stock ends with is the central question. It is my
view that it is such a central question that it is impossible to answer without recouse to what the
"reader" wants the answer to be. Stock wants to preserve reading as centrai to faith and so
correspondingly answers the question in ways that 1would not.
Harold Coward, of the University of Calgary, represents many Augustinian scholars in his
simple approach to admitted Augustinian difficulties. For Coward, Augustine's agenda is easily
surnmed up in a formula and the role of De Trinitate obvious. Augustine moves fkom the
contemplation of the Greek, to the hurniIity of the Jew, to the voice of Christ, and De Trinitate's
job is to j u s t e the uniting of human spoken memory with the word of God. This progression
appears sensible until one attempts to distinguish them and the singular delineation of On The
Triniîy's aims is cornpelling until one reads it. See: Harold Coward, "Memory and Scripture in the
Conversion of Augustine" in Grace, Politics & Desire: Essays on Augustine, edited by Hugo A.
Meynell (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 1990), 23,25.

it is at most unt~ustworthy.~

It will remain, in this chapter, to consider the aesthetic component which 1 think is the
most p o w e f i l of Augustine's rninistering tooIs. It would be foolish to try and disconnect
Augustine's views on aesthetics fiom his scheme of the relationship between thinking, k i n g and
God; the most compeKng aspect of Augustine's communications about the beautiful and love is
their beauty. Augustine's theory of love and ho w it relates to the self that loves, approaches and
considers the most important questions that 1 need to address. While Augustine's philosophical
vdue is multifanous, it is, 1think, his thoughts on the relationship between love, blessedness,
God, and the self which are the heart of his contemplated and contemplative discourses.'l
Finally, in light of dl the perplexing arguments against the human touch on the divine and
the aims of this thesis, 1 will consider the idea of speech and silence in Augustine's work. For
Augustine, there is no great confidence that can be had by either human thought or speech for
guidance in articulating or understanding the ways of God. The relationship between speech and
silence is extended here into a discussion of knowledge and wisdom as they pertain to man's
journey to Christ.

Stages and Trinities
It is Augustine's contention, as suggested by, arnong many others, Robert Meagher, that
there is a connection between the inner Me of the human k i n g and ~ o d . 'Man, like the God he
3See: Coward, 25.

or a provocative consideration of Augustine's rhetorical and aesthetic straiegies, see:
Stock, 21 1, 221.
' ~ e e :Robert E. Meagher, An Introducrion to Augustine (New York: New York
University Press, 1978), 102. Meagher makes much of the use of the word 'king". He does not

reads of in scripture, has a tri-partite structure and in considering the ways that 1 pursue God 1am
led back to a tripled understanding of the human being. What 1discover is an understanding of the
human as something that approuches ifself as decipherable in accordance to a senes of trinities.6
The first conception of this human trinity is: rnind, knowledge (of mind), and love. Augustine
writes:

But as there are two things (duo quaedam), the mind and the love of it, when it
loves itself; so there are two things, the mind and the knowledge of it, when it
knows itself, Therefore the mùld itself, and the love of it, and the knowledge of it,
are three things (tria quaedam), and these three are one; and when they are perfect
they are equal.'
1begin with two things that quickly become three. 1 start with a rnind and my love of that rnind.
Given that the Love of the rnind must be in some sense separable fiom that rnind 1can derive a

understand this word in the generic sense of a non-quawing addition to the word "human".
Rather it is a staternent of what humans cm hope to attain. Mostly we are h u m a . becomings
striving after being. 1 am also indebted for Meagher's collections of Augustinian text in thematic
sections.

6I would tike to introduce a counter-interpretation that is prevalent in the secondary
readings. Stock, as representative of this comrnunity of interpretors (also see: Coward, 26;
Edrnund Hiil, "St. Augustine's De Trinitate: The Doctrinal Significance of its Structure", REA 17
(1973), 28 1-2; Robert O'Conneil, "Action and Contemplation", Markus (1972), 47-50) states that
Augustine's view is that one learns of the trinities by the uniting of two paths: the reading of
scripture and through mentaI cognition, and that this c m only be done by sorneone who reads and
is able to recall thoughts while following the words on a page. (See: Stock, 244.) It is my view
that this understanding should not be especialiy priviieged and should be relegated to the status of
a stage. 1 will return to this discussion.
7See: Augustine, On the Trinity, 9.4.4. In order to avoid confusion 1will be identwng the
prirnary sources by the method used above: Title, Book #, Section #, Line #.. 1 have used many
sources including, when access to others was impossible, those downloaded from the Christian
Classics Ethereal L i b r q internet site provided through Wheaton College (see:
http://www.ccel.org)
In order to deal with potential problerns of translation in readers more versed than 1, 1have
quoted generously.

third entity, knowledge of that mind provided by love. And there is a correlation between
knowing and loving in that knowing my rnind, fuiIy, 1 also love rny mind. Importantly, these three
properties can not be separated from each other. The rnind without a love directed towards it is
not a relevant gauge of anything. When the relationship between mind, knowledge of mind and
love is perfect, as Augustine says, al1 the parts are equai. There is, then, no drawable distinction
between the mind, knowledge of it, and love.
Augustine is aware that the mind is also connected, (to even be noticed as a force worthy
of love), to a world of context and Ianguage. It is language that governs my ability to have a
rnind.' It is words that decipher or prioritize the deliveries of my senses. Knowledge, even
intemal, introspective knowledge, is known to us through words. Therefore this fist trinity must
be expanded before it is complete. The first trinity of man is settled as: mind, words,love. In
Augustine's words:
Now a word is bom, when, beïng thought out, it pleases us either to the effect of
sinning, or to that of doing right. Therefore love, as it were a mean, conjoins our
word and the rnind fkom which it is conceived, and without any confusion binds
itself as a third with them, in an incorporeal embrace?
This first truiity, under Augustine's rnind and pen, evolves into a second trinity. This
trinity consists of mind, the knowiedge of the seeker, and the love of the seeker:

'Stock raises the interesting point that in Augustine one speaks of the self, because it is
impossible to speak of the mind, and that this speaking of self can be confused as the muid. (See:
Stock, 213.)
' ~ e e :On rhe Trinizy, 9.8.13. Instead of wondering about what sort of tnnity this is, and
how it is I can know with any sort of divine appreciation whether the words 1 wrangle represent
the good or the bad let me show where the discussion is heading. The existence of the early
trinities do not depend on truthfùiness for their existence or justification. Asking questions of
verification at early stages would be, in this case, nothing but a philosophicd foible.

Or when it loves to know itself, does it love, not itself, which it does not yet know,
but the very act of knowing; and feel the more annoyed that itself is wanting to its
own knowledge wherewith it wishes to embrace al1 things? And it knows what it is
to know; and whilst it loves this, which knows, desires also to know itselfWhereby, then, does it know its own knowing, if it does not know itself? For it
knows that it knows other things, but that it does not know itself; for it is fiom
hence that it knows also what knowing is. In what way, then, does that which does
not know itself, know itself as knowing anything? For it does not know that some
other mind knows, but that itselfdoes so- Therefore it knows itself. Further, when
it seeks to know itself, it knows itself now as seeking. Therefore again it knows
itself. And hence it cannot altogether not know itself, when certainly it does so far
know itself as that it knows itself as not knowing itself. But if it does not know
itselfnot to know itself, then it does not seek to know itself. And therefore, in the
very fact that it seeks itself, it is clearly convicted of king more known to itself
than unknown. For it knows itself as seeking and as not knowing itself, in that it
seeks to know itself.1°
1°See: Ibid, 10.3.5. Gerard 07Dalyin his book Augustine's Philosophy of Mind cornrnents:
(T)he desire for self-knowledge is a natural and universal human desire. The link
between knowledge and love which is present in ail knowledge, or, rather, in al1
striving d e r knowledge, is particularly obvious in introspection. One cannot love,
or long for, that of which one is totally ignorant. There can, of course, be love
through hearsay: X's reputation for beauty may make X, though unknown,
desirable. But in this case one knows the genus pnor to any knowledge of the
instance. (See: O'Daly, 209.)
There is something not quite right about this delineation. O'Daly considers the relationship, in
what he thinks a gesture of Augustinian faith, of knowledge and love through the presence of
knowledge. 1think that this is backwards and believe, rather, that claims to know are dependant
on the desire to love (if not actually love). Let me briefly consider 0'Daly7s interpretation. Let me
ignore the universalist, at least in k i n g universaily problematic, c l a h that we ail desire selfknowledge as irrelevant to the other points k i n g made here. Let me instead consider that I must
know, at least in the f o m of the genus, that which 1 love. 1can accept that 1 do love things that 1
think that 1know. But 1 c m add to this clairn the very real possibility that 1love things 1know
nothing of. In loving the h o w n 1 am loving in a sensible way. It is aiso possible to love things
without knowing why. It is possible to have a vague love of Say, children, or nature, or of things
and essences unstatable. It is also possible to be wrong about that which I think 1know and love,
discover my error without mending it, and continue to love. 1cannot clairn to know, in any
senous or important way, my wife. My inability to make a claim of knowing is based on making
previous claims and k i n g wrong. 1 am aùnost universally wrong in my understandings of other
people. But this realization of error in no way tempers my love. My love, eventually or always, is
based on something quite different than knowledge and the abstraction that is to underlie my love
is opaque and uninteresting to me. But it has not always been uninteresting. And at those times

This appears to be very similar to the first trinity but it is dif5erent in subtle ways. Mind,
knowledge and love have exposed thernselves as built on arnbiguity. What is important in the
human as being is not knowing but seekuig. The important knowledge to acknowledge is the
seeking of knowledge and not the actuai possession of fact. The rnind is not based on possession
but pursuit. This sounds uncomfortably close to a celebration of an active mùid and not about a
rnind absent in the tranquillity of the oneness of knowing. But to suggest this would be to confùse

a stage as an end." The act of seeking is not the end of the human k i n g but it does lead to the
next trinity in the continuum.

In contemplating and loving the rnind as the method of knowing oneself as a seeker 1 am
led to see that, given that 1 have no absolute knowledgel*of what it is 1 am pursuing, 1 am k i n g
led by something which 1 do not know. To give ourselves over to this seeking is to have a iaîth
that there is something from which I am k i n g propelled and to something which 1 return. Thus

my seeking of knowledge has been the result of my love. My desire to know has always been
füelled by the love of the object under inspection or through a love of myself that wishes
protection from an object. I am often wrong about this self-understanding and what it sees as
necessary for self-protection. Interest, which is at least a rnild forrn of love, is always, as John
Bayley remarked, a way of pointing back at myself. What 1 am interested in, and seek knowledge
of, is then a reflection of rny own Iove. (1 can aIso love things that 1know 1 should hate. And as
such I can love things, and in certain ways, that I cannot make sense of.) What does this mean for
loving God or Ioving love. If 1 was to declare my loving intentions for either of these two
"things", my listener would be best advised to recognize that 1 would not know precisely what 1
was talking about. She would also be advised to realize that my declarations would be both
sincere and meaningless.
1am hoping that my comments here, while removed from 0'Daly7s analytic
understanding, cornrnunicate something of the spirit and methodology of Augustine.
''This confusion is present in the desire to preserve components of initiai trinities as they
are replaced.

12Whilerisking the ire of positivists, 1would üke to add that without absolute knowledge
of the rnetaphysics of man there can be no such thing as a partial knowledge.

the third trkity of holding faith, contemplating faith, and the Zoving of fairh. Augustine writes:
Wherefore since, as it is wntten, ' m e we are in the body, we are absent from the
Lord; for we walk by faith, not by sight;' undoubtedly, so long as the just man lives
by faith, howsoever he Lives according to the inner man, although he airns at tmth
and reaches on to things eternal by this sarne temporal faith, nevertheless in the
holding, contemplating, and loving this temporal faith, we have not yet reached
such a trinity as is to be cailed an image of God; lest that should seern to be
constituted in things temporal which ought to be so in things eterna1.l3
This is a confusing and difficult passage. The faith that necessarily governs the relationship 1have

as a seeker of knowledge and as a being is also what distinguishes us fiom actually being in the
image of God. This is interesting. My ability to seek is given to us through faith. Faith is that
which ailows me to have belief and it is d s o , through the discovery of the essence of my seeking,
that in which 1 believe." But in k i n g entirely based on the faith of the tmth o f God 1am not yet
truly in the image of God as I am only believing in the identity and am not one in knowing the
identity.
1 should not, though, be disappointed by this third trinity of faith for it leads us to the

fourth trinity. It is through an understanding and knowing of faith that the mind is purified. The
purified mind exists in the fourth trinity of holding, beholding, and loving the face of God.
Augustine clarifies:
This trinity, then, of the mind is not therefore the image of God, because the mind
remembers itself, and understands and loves itself; but because it c m also
remember, understand, and love Him by whom it was made. And in so doing it is

13See: Ibid, 142.4.
I4See: Ibid, 13.1.1. "(W)e have done enough to distinguish the office of the rational mind
in temporal things, wherein not only Our knowing but our action is concerned, fiom the more
excellent office of the same mind, which is employed in contemplating eternal things, and is
limited to knowing aione." Stock adds: we know the seifexists but we do not know what the seif
is. (See: Stock, 207.)

made wise itseif- But ifit does not do so, even when it remembers, understands,
and loves itseif, then it is foolish. Let it then remember its God, f i e r whose image
it is made, and let it understand and love Him. Or to Say the same thing more
briefly, let it worship God, who is not made, by whom because itself was made, it
is capable and can be partaker o f Him; wherefore it is written, 'Behold, the
worship of God, that is wisdom.'15
It is through contemplating God as the sole object that 1 am aligned in the image of God.16 1 seek
to become one with the One. This is not done through seeking my own self but I am led to the
pursuit of the One through this pursuit o f the self. From the rnind, knowledge, and love, as they
pertain to self, 1end up at remembering, seeing, and loving, as they pertain to God."

lSSee: Ibid, 14.12.15.
'%r Stock, and many others, this "contemplating" is identical with reading scripture with
the appropriate wili. But Stock also writes: ''The 'enjoyment' that is unique to the trinity is
concealed within the mind, just as,for the exegete, it is concealed in scripture." (See: Stock, 245.
Italincs mine.) The words 'just as' demonstrate a shift that, 1think, Stock should be more careful
about making. If it is the case that the enjoyment is placed in the mind why would there be any
need for reading? Could 1 not pursue the enjoyment through contemplation? And how am 1going
to use Augustine to defend the primacy o f reading when 1realize that there is nothing that 1can
do on my own to bring me closer to God?
"~ee:On the Triniîy, 15.20.39. 'We have reasoned aIso from the creature which God
made, and, as far as we could, have warned those who demand a reason on such subjects to
behold and understand His invisible things, so far as they could, by those things which are made?
and especially by the rational or inteiiectual creature which is made after the image of God;
through which glass, so to Say, they might discern as far as they could, if they could, the Trinity
which is God, in Our own memory, understanding, will. Which three things, ifany one intelligently
regards as by nature divinely appointed in his own rnind, and remembers by rnemory,
contemplates by understanding, embraces by love, how great a thing that is in the rnind, whereby
even the etemal and unchangeable nature c m be recoiiected, beheld, desired, doubtless that man
finds an image of that highest Trinity. And he Ought to refer the whole of his Me to the
remembering, seeing, loving that highest Trinity, in order that he may recollect, contemplate, be
delighted by it. But 1 have warned him, so far as seerned sufficient, that he must not so compare
this image thus wrought by that Trinity, and by his own fault changed for the worse, to that same
Trinity as to think it in al1 points like to it, but rather that he should discern in that Iikeness, of
whatever sort it be, a great unlikeness also." This appears to be more optirnistic for the modern,
thinking man than it is o r could be. A known o r knowable separation between Iikeness and
unlikeness is difficult. The moment the like is put into the language of the thought 1 am deaihg

Augustine's inspection of the self leads us to understand the duality of self as provoked by
and grounded in the singular unity of God. The Trinitarian nature of God shows us how parts are
merged into the one. This ailows us to correspond my own tri-partite nature into the fold of
Christ, This is interesting as it bridges the human becorning and the human k i n g (to steai from
Meagher's articulation).
1would iike to now consider what it rneans to understand this association between these

two States of existing as a human. This first part has k e n about demonstrating the
rneaningfulness of man's journey through the trinities of existence which lead from false senses of

becoming to a disappearance in being. The second part is about what a person is to do about this.

The Human Self in Augustine
Augustine draws a strong distinction between two places of living (inside and outside of
God). This division is connected to ternporality. The human lives his life in time. I am stuck in the
rniddle of creating this life in tirne and that which is given to us by changeless eternity. 1 am
caught between the eternai and that which temporaiity suggests 1can alter. As I have shown
Augustine to suggest, I begin with the tri-partite arrangement of mind, knowledge of mind, and
love. 1can add to my understanding of this trinity by considering the Augustinian idea that "a

with the unlike. As Carol Harrison, in her wondemil book Beauiy und Revelation in the Thought
of Saint Augustine puts it: "Language, so to speak, forms a veil which has f d e n over man's
prelapsarian, silent, intuitive, inner conception of truth, to render him dark to himself and to his
neighbors." (See: Carol Harrison, Beauiy and Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine
[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992],55.) In this darkness of articulated or thought consciousness it
is impossible to discern the like from the unlike. Thus the distinction is beyond the tangible self
and is made, not by you as a contextuaily bound human, but by the you that is correlated with
God, i.e. by the you that you would not recognize or know.

person becomes what it thinks about with love."18 This is a very important and powerful
reflection. What 1 love in rny k i n g is connected to what we will. 1will towards that which 1love.
Augustine confesses:
With my external senses 1 have viewed the world as 1was able and have noticed
the life which my body derives fiom me and fiom these senses of mine. From that
stage 1 advanced inwardly into the recesses of my memory -- the manifold
charnbers of my mind, marveiIously full of unmeasured wealth. And 1 reflected on
tfiis and was afraid, and could understand none of these things without thee and
found thee to be none of them.Ig
On rny own 1 am incapable of discovering the will of God that will make sense of the self that
seeks." This is important for what 1 want to get at in this chapter. Without God, Augustine is at a
loss to Say who he is:

I8See: Ibid, 10.5.7. Plotinus describes this as the thinker and the thought k i n g one. See:
The Enneads, 133.
19

See: Augustine, The Confessions, 10.40.65.

'%or affimung support, see:
From the moment of first seIf-consciousness to the mental ascent at
Ostia, the Augustine who believes he is the source of his actions
attempts to find the solution to his difficulties through rational
analysis. For the convert to philosophy, the Manichaen enthusiast,
and the professor of rhetoric, there is no higher authority. The
beginnings of serious doubts about rationahm coincide with the
infIuence of Arnbrose. Each subsequent episode - the debate over
neo-platonism, the conversion to the religious life, the dialogues at
Cassiciacum, and his baptism - are steps away from the earlier
position. After Ostia and in books 10 - 13 (The Confessions),
Augustine abandons reason as his principal guide to selfunderstanding. The bishop knows that he is just an actor in his
narrative; h e cannot pretend to be outside of it, unaffected by its
events. If his life has an author and an authority, they must be
located beyond the reason7slimits, as are the sources of his ethical
imperatives. (See: Stock, 2 12.)

This is the reason for my love of griefs: that they would not probe into me too
deeply (for 1 did not love to suffer in myself such things as 1 loved to look at), and
they were the sort of grief which came h m hearing those fictions, which affkcted
only the surface of my emotion. Still, just as if they had been poisoned fingernails,
t heir scratching was fol10wed by infIamrnation, swelling, putrefaction, and
corruption. Such was my life! But was it Me, O my G0d-I
The lived l i e can be a lie. It c m be this if it is the result of a self-willed and self-directed love."
This problem of the self-willed and self-directed love that govems a life cm be mended if 1
recognize through reflection that 1must live according to my nature. 1 can begin rny liberation in
recognizing my place in the hierarchy of king? If 1 am to do this 1 will be able to bridge the gap
between the pride of thinking of oneself and the knowledge of where one b e l ~ n g sIf. ~1~c m

"See: The Confessions, 3.2.4. For an extremely interesthg and agreeable correlation
between this statement and Greek tragedy, see: William Mallard, Language and Love:
Introducing Augustine's Religious Thought Through the Confessions Story (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), 36.
2 2 ~ nthus
d it is necessary, in one's reading, to have the right will or else one will read
away h m the truth of the self, even if the source is scripture. But this does not yet establish the
primacy of reading in the religious life. Life as a lie is a fiction, a story in words, which is
recreated subjectively in the imagination of the individual person. It is what happens, in
Augustine's rhetoric, to the person whose story is imagined to be other than God's plot. See:
Stock, 213.
%ee: On the Trinity, L 0.5.7. 'Why therefore is it enjoined upon it, that it should know
itself? 1 suppose, in order that, it may consider itself, and live according to its own nature; that is,
seek to be regulated according to its own nature, viz., under Him to whorn it ought to be subject,
and above those things to which it is to be preferred; under Him by whom it ought to be ruled,
above those things which it ought to rule."
Plotinus defines a simiiar hierarchy of k i n g thus: (in descending order) The One and the
Good, Intellectual Principle, Prima1 Thinker, Human Soul. See: The Enneads, 132. Plotinus
shows that the understanding of this progression works fiom the top down. The One, as the
hierarchy is a part of the one, understands the progression. An entity further down the ladder is
not capable of understanding the entirety of the structure in terms of its Truth.

"Se: Ibid, 10.5.7. "So, whereas it is one thing not to know oneself, and another not to
think of oneself (for we do not Say of the man that is skilled in rnuch learning, that he is ignorant
of gammar, when he is only not thinking of it, because he is thinking at the time of the art of

realize this 1w u be able to let my mind reflect on where my wiH is to properly head. This is the
step between the second and third tnnities of the human self; the mind is on its way towards God
when knowledge of self is no longer confident and it begins anew a seeking of that self. It is
through this knowing of the rnind as seeking that the reality of the mind as unknowing becomes
grasped and is replaced by a mind that knows it is ~ e e k i n ~ . ~ ~
It is this juncture in one's self inspection and correction that the idea of the whole
becomes a question as the self becomes a question to the seK 1 am 1ed to the realization, by the
opening made by this question, that 1cannot be without God. 1receive this understanding through
the grace of blessing (which must be why it lacks clarity on the page). It is through the
denunciation of the self outside of God that leads to a self within ~ o d ?1 should not direct my

medicine);--whereas, then, 1 Say it is one thing not to know oneseif, and another not to think of
oneself, such is the strength of love, that the mind draws in with itself those things which it has
long thought of with love, and has grown into them by the close adherence of diiïgent study, even
when it retums in some way to think of itself." O'Daly importantly adds: "Augustine evidently
wishes to keep this question of seIf-knowledge in an experiential sense distinct from the notion of
the mind's self-reflexion, a Neo-Platonic doctrine to which he subscribes," (See: OyDaly,150.
Also for further corroboration with direct reference to Plotinus, see: Gerard O'Daly, "Memory in
Plotinus and Two Early Texts of St. Augustine", Studia Patnstica 14, 1 17, p 462.)
%ee: Ibid, 10.3.5. Turther, when it seeks to know itself, it knows itself now as seeking.
Therefore again it knows itself. And hence it cannot altogether not know itself, when certainly it
does so far know itself as that it knows itself as not knowing itself. But if it does not know itself
not to know itself, then it does not seek to know itself. And therefore, in the very fact that it seeks
itself, it is clearly convicted of k i n g more known to itseif than unknown. For it knows itself as
seeking and as not knowing itself, in that it seeks to know itself." !
26~lotinus
also writes of this recognition of my own impotence and that 1can not be
competent on my own. (See: The Enneads, 147.) He is, throughout the tractate on InteIlectual
Beauty, much more careful than Augustine that peopie do not disparage their own bodies too
much. We are not to confuse the human soul, as Plotinus' hierarchy attests, with the Soul but we
are not to understand this as a thorough dismissal of the hurnan soul. It is my ticket to the Soul
even though the essential Soul has no need of it. Our lives are a poor copy but this copy is
sornething. (See: The Enneads, 138-9.) So Plotinus also wams that we should not turn these

wills in the direction of self-creation. 1 must recognize my wcakness outside of God."
Many of us rnistakenly place rnind above al1 else in t h e universe. 1 must admit that as long

as 1 do not know my end, 1 d o not know what a human being is and that man has, stiil, no power
over deathF8 These are the realizations that 1must make an& in making them give my k i n g over
to a faith in Christ which will bring me into His image.
But those who, by k i n g reminded, are turned to the L o r d frorn that deformity
whereby they were through worldly lusts conformed - to this world, are formed
anew from the world, when they hearken to the aposale, saying, 'Be not conformed
to this world, but be ye formed again in the renewing: of your rnind;" that that
image may begin to be formed again by Him by w h o m it had k e n formed at

feelings of self-doubt into self or world loathing. Despising t h e world, in Plotinus, is not the way
to the One. When we are critical of that which is related to t h e Supreme, Our knowledge becomes
just words. This is because our language, our context, Our path, blocked as it may be is connected
to the hierarchy which is not made fiom, but is not, the One. We are not to deny the body, but
continue to Iook past it. (See: The Enneads, 148-9.)
27Dionys~s
the Areopagite also touches upon this theme. In The Mysiical Theology,
Dionysus recornmends that 1 negate the self in order to open the self to the darkness. He also
w m s that people will pretend to know who it was that m a d e the darkness that the surrendering
of such knowledge exposes. See: Dionysus the Areopagite, EJzeMysrical Theology, translated by
C.E. Rolt (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1920), 193'.
Consider Stock's comment (especialiy in light of his o t h e r comrnents on the privileging of
reading): "Far fiom completing his narrative, his activity as a. reader is a witness to his inability to
reach a point of closure." See: Stock, 233.
"See: On the Trinity, 13-13-17."For how great can b e the power of mortals? Therefore
let mortals cleave to righteousness; power wiU be given to i m o r t a l s . And compared to this, the
power, how great soever, of those men who are called powerfui on earth, is found to be
ridiculous weakness, and a pitfall is dug there for the sinner, where the wicked seem to be most
powerfûl. And the righteous man says in his Song, 'BIessed i s the man whom Thou chasteneth, O
Lord, and teachest him out of Thy law: that Thou mayest givre him rest from the days of adversity,
until the pit be digged for the wicked. For the Lord will not c a s t off His people, neither will He
forsake His inhentance, until righteousness retum unto judgrment, and all who foliow it are upright
in heart. "' The seeming optirnism here can also be read as impossible for man outside of God, and
thus still man, to achieve. Righteousness, or the correct attittiide towards ethics, is the best one
can accomplish on earth. But in no way is this accomplishmemt to be considered as conducive to
union with God. Therefore, obedience is not contemplation crr surrender.

1 would iike to consider the idea of blessedness which d o w s the individual to move fiorn
this point, where the self disintegrates, into a faith in Christ which redefmes the self. Augustine
ofien writes of k i n g compelled towards, (and of knowing that he is), seeking the ultimate good.
H e often speaks of knowing, inherently, the direction in which 1 should head. The idea that 1 have
the blessing o f Christ inside o f my mernories to begin with, "ingested with my mother's mill~''~~,
is,

as 1try to fûrther understand the relationship between the thinking man and his God, the
problemmatic focus of the next section of this chapter. It is at this point that 1 must consider
whether surrendered man bears any resemblance to the man who is surrendering.

Memory and B lessedness
Augustine believed that the essence of God was already contained within me. Augustine
believed that the name of Christ was part of who I am.T o have certainty of God is only possible
when 1 exist in the h

e of etemity, stuck in temporality aU 1 can possess is the memory of this

certainty. This memory is not immediately apparent to me. It is discoverable through seeking
purity of the heart."
Conveniently, that which propels me to seek a punty of heart is also inside of me, as is the
guide of the conscience. Farnously, Augustine writes of m m always knowing if his rnind is after

"See: Ibid, 14.16.22.
'OSee: The Confessions, 3.4.8.For Mallard this means that the most important lessons for
Augustine were not fiom philosophy o r Cicero but from Monica, his mother. 1like this
interpretation not because I believe it but because of the way it adequately calls into question the
position of reading in Augustine's scheme. See: Mallard, 4 1,44.
31See:Ibid, 8.1.1.

the true and good thing. He States:

Wherefore since the mind, when it seeks to know what mind is, knows that it seeks
itself, certainly it knows that itself is a mind. Furthemore, if it knows this in itself,
that it is a rnind, and a whoIe mind, then it knows itself as a whole. But suppose it
did not know itself to be a mind, but in seeking itselfoniy knew that it did seek
itself. For so, too, it may possibly seek one thing for another, if it does not know
this: but that it may not seek one thing for another, without doubt it knows what it
seeks. But if it knows what it seeks, and seeks itself, then certainly it knows
itse~f.~~
The human mind knows enough, a priori, to know to seek itself in its own fullness.
The road back to the purity of heart which is God is not entirely paved, The rnind is
irnperfect because it is forgetful. A forgetfül rnind is one that believes it is, itself, the result of the
arnassing of its own awareness and accompiishment. A forgetful mind is one that does not believe
that it begins in memory." It is the fragile logic that realized the first human trinity which will also
show us the power of memory.
And since he was present to himself, he couId not possibly remernber hirnself,
unless memory pertained to things present. And, therefore, as that is called
memory in things past which makes it possible to recall and remernber them; so in
a thing present, as the mind is to itself, that is not unreasonably to be caIled
rnemory, which makes the mind at hand to itself, so that it c m be understood by its
own thought. and then both be joined together by love of itself?
The knowledge one has of their mind is contained, then, in memory. It is this memory that

" ~ e e : On the T h i r y , 10.4.6.

ut, according to Stock, the lie of a iife is aiso ternpted to embrace memory as a conduit
to the past rather than a guide to the future. To connect memory to the past is to connect it to
your own moments, to derive it for the future is to connect it to one's aim in God. Memory, then,
is also a way of lying. (See: Stock, 225.) Coward remembers that even though Our rnemoties can
be contaminated by the mind, there still remains in it the original b l u e p ~ t e dimage placed by
God. (See: Coward, 24.)
" ~ e e : On The Triniîy, 14.1 1.14.

I am drawn to in love. This relationship is governed by a blessedness that is both the end of
human hope and the beginning in which that hope is ignited. This blessedness c m be described as
the human 'beingT' becoming the being.)' This process entails recognizing that which 1 have never

What am 1 to do? How is this to be accomplished? How can 1find the happiness of the

"See: The Confessions, 10.17.26. "So great is the power of memory, so great the power
of Me in man whose Me is mortai! What, then, shalI1 do, O thou my true Me, my God? 1will
pass even beyond this power of mine that is called memory -- 1will pass beyond it, that 1may
corne to thee, O lovely Light. And what art thou saying to me? See, 1 soar by my mind toward
thee, who remainest above me. 1will also pass beyond this power of mine that is called mernory,
desiring to reach thee where thou canst be reached, and wishing to cIeave to thee where it is
possible to cleave to thee. For even beasts and birds possess memory, or else they could never
find their Iairs and nests again, nor display many other things they know and do by habit. Indeed,
they could not even form their habits except by their mernories. 1will therefore pass even beyond
rnemory that 1may reach Hirn who has differentiated me from the four-footed beasts and the
fowls of the air by making me a wiser creature. Thus 1will pass beyond memory; but where shall
1 find thee, who art the tme Good and the steadfast Sweetness? But where s h d 1 find thee? If 1
find thee without memory, then 1 shall have no memory of thee; and how could I find thee at all, if
1 do not rernember thee?"
Vernon Bourke, in his book Augustine's Love of Wisdom, argues that this passage
dernonstrates Augustine's committed step to go beyond human memory and connect it to God.
He writes: 'This is one of Augustine's many efforts to transcend ordinary human experience and
ordinary objects of study." (See: Vernon Bourke, Augustine's Love of Wisdom W e s t Lafayette,
Indiana: Purdue University Press, 19921, 170.)
Gerard O'Daly also recognizes how extraordinary this passage is. He wntes: 'We shall, he
asserts, retain in the memory the contents of our temporal religious faith; however, vision of the
truth will have superseded this faith, and the latter wiil be recded as something belonging to the
past, just like other mernories of Our previous life..." (See: O'Daly, Augustine's Philosophy of
M i d , 150-1.) Again, I think that OyDaly's comment is interesting and telling but rnisleading.
First, there is an irony present here that O'Daly ignores. If there is a correIation to be found
between the memories of Our faith now superseded by the truth and Our other memories (and how
they work to construct a self-image) it is one that reduces memory to an inconsequence. O'Daly
has the Platonic philosopher standing in the Sun rerniniscing about the images in the cave.

36See:The Confessions, 10.18.27. O'Daly and Stock agree that the unchangeable is
transitory to the human mind and that the memory is incapable of displayhg the soul. See:
O'Daly, 137; Stock, 2 1 1.

blessed He? 1s this nonsense? Augustine writes:
How, then, do 1seek Thee, O Lord? For when 1seek Thee, my God, 1seek a
happy Me. '1 will seek Thee, that my soul may live.' For my body liveth by my
soul, and my sou1 liveth by Thee. How, then, do 1seek a happy life, seeing that it is
not mine t a I I can Say, "It is enough!" in that place where 1 ought to Say it ? How
do 1seek it ? 1s it by remembrance, as though 1 had forgotten it, knowing too that
1had forgotten it ? Or, longing to learn it as a thing unknown, which either 1had
never known, or had so forgotten it as not even to remember that 1 had forgotten
it?37
The answer to these questions is uniforrnly yes. I seek happiness because it is at the center of my
being. It is what everyone seeks because it is the center of everyone's king and is what ail of us
seek to ~ i l l . ~ ~
The inherent presence of God's blessed bluepnnt for k i n g has, as one rnight expect,
tremendous effects. It is that which fueIs my pursuit up the ladder of human trinities. When 1
speak, and judge what 1say, 1 do so from the perspective of a rnind that knows when it is k i n g
true; my rnind knows when it speaks for the etemai and when it speaks for the temporal. It also
knows that 1 rnust seek to speak from the former in argument against the latter. When 1do this 1
am speaking from the mernory of my heart to my ~ n i n dN. ~s o~ the faith of the third trinity is

37See:Ibid, 10.20.29.
" ~ e e :On the Trinity, 13.25, 13.3.6., 13.20.25.
"See: Ibid, 15.10.19. O'Daly points out that it is easier to approach God than the Platonic
Forms of my existence. If this is to be agreed with, 1 must add that it is because in the former God
does the work for me and in the latter there is no work to be done. See: 07Daly,213.
Stock articulates a very Kierkegaardian paradox at work here: ' l n 'forgefilness, '
therefore, he has an example of a more general paradox of self-knowledge. He is unable to
comprehend the force of his memory because he is unable to get outside the boundary of his mind;
yet he is not able to 'speak' himself without it, since the knowledge that he has of hirnself is
contained in his rnind. If he finds God outside his memory, he will not be able to daim that he has
a memory of God. Yet how is he to find him,if he does not remember hirn?'(See: Stock, 220.)
1thhk that these are pertinent questions only if we think that Augustine's view must

verified to the self by its concurrence with what memory recds. Faith in the divinity of God is
always present to us in memory." If 1 am able to evoke the truths o f the etemal images 1c m then
see the rnind as the image of G

O~Y

This is very clever. Through the use o f the tnnities of human perception and the glue of
memory, which first shows myself to myself, 1 am logically Ied to a view of the self, entwined with
faith in God, which becomes the image, if not the actuality, of God.

1 have tried to show the importance of the understanding of the human rnind as the image
of God which is delivered to the self through memory. Before 1 can consider ho w little Augustine
has to actuaily Say about the religious experience of man it remains for me to discuss how the
relationship between love and beauty is crucial to the Augustinian formulation of how 1 inevitably
pursue the 0ne.4~

Love

return to the k i n g as thinker and conceiver. It is my contention that Augustine outlines this
procedure so that people like Stock will ask such questions and be dissatisfied with the best
answers. 1 am still uncertain whether Augustine is correct (or even if he thinks this) that 1must
pursue all the wrong ends to fmd the one path which 1 will never walk down on my power.
%ee: Ibid, 14.6.8.
" ' ~ e e :Ibid, 14.12.16.
" Plotinus, in the Ennend 5.8 "On the Intellectual Beauty", makes a number of staternents
that can be seen in Augustine's writings. M a t 1see as beautiful is derivative of the full beauty of
the One. The Idea that is behind the One must be beautifid for this is where beauty must begin.
The true beauty cannot be seen by mortal eyes. Because of this 1 run towards and plant rny love
on the outer, facsirnile beauty. (See: The Enneads, 423.) The greatest of all beauties is in the
wisdom of the sou1 c o ~ e c t e dwith the rnind. To see it one must avoid believing in the appearance
of beauty on the outside. It is the beauty inside the mind which wilI show us. (See: Ibid.) 1am to
admire the beauty of the Divine Idea not just its earthly image. 1should not denigrate the image
but recognize that it is only, but is, a trace. (See: Ibid, 429.)

Augustine argues that there are two kinds of Iove. There is the kind that cares for that
which cannot be possessed, the other craves that which can be, dbeit temporarily, owned. DeIight

in the former is superior to desire of the latter?3
What 1Iove destines me. 'The body by its own weight gravitates towards its O wn place.
Weight goes not downward only, but to its own place. Fire tends upwards, a stone downwards...
My weight is my love; by it am I borne whither soever 1am borne." Ho w am 1 to decide what it is
that 1am supposed to love? How am 1able to tell that which feels very right from that which is
right? There is not much that 1should love with depth. 1will not find God in my loves of the
earth. 1 will not see H i . in the Iaughter of my child, 1will not see Him in the red sunrise that
cornes up off my lake. Augustine iliustrates:
And what is this? 1 asked the earth; and it answered, "Iam not He;" and
whatsoever are therein made the same confession. 1 asked the sea and the deeps,
and the creeping things that lived, and they rep lied, 'We are not thy God, seek
higher than we." 1asked the breezy air, and the universal air with its inhabitants
answered, "Anaximenes was deceived, 1 am not God." 1 asked the heavens, the
Sun, moon, and stars: 'Weither," Say they, "are we the God whom thou seekest."
And 1 answered unto all these things which stand about the door of my flesh, -'Ye
have told me conceming my God, that ye are not He; tell me something about
Him." And with a loud voice they exclaimed, X e made us." My questioning was
my observing of them; and their beauty was their reply? And 1 directed my
thoughts to myself, and said, ' W h o art thou?" And 1answered, "A man." And Io,
in me there appear both body and soul, the one without, the other withineJ5

1 am not to love what stands outside o r inside my door, nor that which 1can see with my
eye. I am not to love what is known but what 1believe outside of what is known in the temporal

43

See: Augustine, On Music, 6 . I 1.29.

?3ee: The Confessions, 13 -9.29.
%ee: Ibid 10.6.9.

world? 1 should long to love my own conversion to Christ through the long loving road of the
trinities. This conversion which 1 can know to wish for is only, finally, accomplished by a granted
and unprovokable grace. "He, then, who is day by day renewed by making progress in the
knowledge of God, and in righteousness and true holiness, transfers his love from things temporal
to things eternal, fiom things visible to things intelligible, fiom things carnal to things spiritual;
and diligently perseveres in bridling and lessening his desire for the former, and in binding hirnself
by love to the latter. And he does this in proportion as he is helped by

GO^."^^ 1do this in

proportion to the help 1 receive frorn God. Thus the beauty and IoveIy sadness of Augustine's cry:
let me love ou." This is the best that man can muster - the hope of doing sornething that he

cannot do, and that if done extinguishes him Iike Oedipus in his final moment.
1 cm, as Dionysus wrote, bnng myself to the darkness but 1 cannot force the hand of God
to show me the light. AU 1 can do is delight in the possibility of its radiance and be prepared to
turn my heads and gaze so to see it shine. The danger is turning this impotence into a plan; turning
humility into gestures of piety 1 can be proud of. 1 tum my attentions to the method and make alI
its points a conclusion rather than a blind and vacant inevitability.
1 turn my attention now to the final component, and important for my purposes, of

%ee: On the Tnlliîy, 8.4.6. O'Daly assists in exposing a potentiai trouble (a trouble that
this trouble seeks to tweak) in Augustine: "Yet in other senses God is unknowable, for he is truth,
the Good, of which we have an 'impressed concept'.'' (See: O'Daly, 214.) O'Daly is absolutely
right if 1 am to talk about this subject. 1 will be unable to remove myself fiom the terrns of my
'impressed concept.' Fortunately, despite the controversial aspects of this clairn, Augustine does
not necessarily fa11 into this trap.
4'~ee:Ibid, 14.17.23.
j8See: Ibid, 15.28 -5 1.

Augustine's peculiar rnatrix.

Speech
Augustine's own conversion to Christianity is farnously provoked, as he notes, by the cal1
of a child's voice demanding that he take up and read:

1was saying these things and weeping in the most bitter contrition of my heart,
when, Io, 1 heard the voice as of a boy o r girl, 1 know not which, coming from a
neighbouring house, chanting, and oft repeating, "Take up and read; take up and
read-" Imrnediately my countenance was changed, and 1began most earnestly to
consider whether it was usual for children in any kind of game to sing such words;
nor could 1 remember ever to have heard the 'We. So, restraining the torrent of my
tears, 1rose up, interpreting it no other way than as a comrnand to me from
Heaven to open the book, and to read the first chapter 1 should light upon. For 1
had heard of Antony, that, accidentaily coming in whilst the gospel was king read,
he received the admonition as if what was read were addressed to him, "Go and
sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shah have treasure in heaven;
and corne and foilow me." And by such oracle was he forthwith converted unto
Thee. So quickly 1 retumed to the place where m i u s was sitting; for there had I
put down the volume of the apostles, when 1rose thence. 1 grasped, opened, m d
in silence read that paragraph on which my eyes fvst fe".lI
There is an interesting dichotomy presented to the reader in this passage. 1am shown, explicitly,
that Augustine desired that the scriptural text speak to him. But 1 am d s o told, again with
unnecessary explicitness, that he reads in silence. 1s there a tension k i n g exposed here between
the importance of speech and silence? Or is it more the case that there is a relationship between
speech and silence that is connected to my pursuit of a purity of h e m ? The heart of this chapter

19See: The Confessions, 8.12.29. Mallard stresses that this moment of 'grace'. ifyou will,
must be contextualized and that moments of grace demand landscapes. This reading strengthens
the position that, in Augustine, futility is necessary. In strengthening this point, that which leads to
fûtility (including reading) are also seen as necessary and therefore of valie. But this does not
make these paths of emptiness ends in thernselves. In fact, in this view, what would make reading
or thinking better than sinning, given that ali are negatively necessary for salvation? (See: Mallard,
160- 1.)

rides on this question.
1am shown in the Book of Genesis that the speech of God creates the world. 1can aIso

know that speech and Ianguage are central to k i n g a human being. Augustine adds an extra level
of depth to man's relationship with the uttering of words. He writes that hurnan beings speak that
which is already in their hearts and that, as such, speech is reflective of thinking with love.50But
again, it is important to ask, what sort of love is this that is k i n g spoken for? Is it love of God o r
love of self? When 1speak am 1 speaking out of a love of my own self or am 1 speaking out of a
love of God? Am 1 pontificating or praying?
If 1speak in the former sense 1can never be sure that 1 am speaking the truth. When 1
speak From the latter and from a love of the latter 1 do connect with something iike truthful
speech. When God speaks in the first chapter of Genesis He speaks the Tmth. When 1speak 1
cannot be as clear and my words do not have the sarne resonance. Speech is designed to show us
how little 1 have the authority to speak. 1 am to conceive of speech as the Early Desert Fathers
conceive of thinking; 1 am to abide by the speech given to us by God and in time my own voice
will l e m to harmonize with His. Until that time my voice is best heard in a silence thüt is learned
in loving speaking. Speaking assists us in understanding the relationship between mind,
knowledge and the love of goodness. When one progresses up the ladder of k i n g into deeper and
" ~ e e : On the Trinity, 9.7.12. "And when we speak to others, we apply to the word,
remaining within us, the ministry of the voice or of some bodiIy sign, that by some kind of sensible
remembrance some similar thing may be wrought also in the rnind of him that hears,--similar, 1
Say, to that which does not depart fiom the rnind of hirn that speaks. We do nothing, therefore,
through the members of the body in Our words and actions, by which the behaviour of men is
either approved o r blamed, which we do not anticipate by a word uttered within ourselves. For no
one wiilingly does anything, which he has not first said in his heart." But 1 must be carefül not to
confuse the provocation, or even the desire for it, with the result. The path towards God is not
God.

more spiritual trinities one sees or h e m that "the word conceived and the word bom are the very
same when the will finds rest in knowledge itself, a s is the case in the love of spiritual things?'

TU this point is reached, nothing 1Say is true. And when this point is reached the word wiIl
evaporate into the truth of what it is.52Faith will not be present in dialogue but in vision.
Scrïpture, itself, wiU become the face of

GO^.'^

Dionysus the Areopagite explains the relation between speech and silence in a sirnilar way.

''~ee: Ibid, 9.9.14. This seerns to correlate with Stock's and others opinion about the
redemption of reading. 1 think that we will see, though, that these retroactive results become more
meaningless rather than meanin,oful.
"AS

Stock puts it, God is localized by delocaiking him (See: Stock, 226.)

s3See: The Confessions, 13.15.16- 18. Carol Harrison provides a scholarly defense of my
position. She, too, sees Augustine as k i n g cornrnitted to a wholehearted critique of language and
thought in reIation to theology. For instance: 'What he says therefore is not necessarily informed
by or consonant with the truth within his mind - rather he c m lie or deceive, and most ùnportantly
he possesses the capacity to turn away from the truth, to ignore it, to tum to the created word and
thought rather than the Creator, to become imrnersed in the temporal and therefore to forget the
eternal, or merely to define it in corporeal t e m , so that although God is present to hirn, he is not
present to God..." (See: Harrison, 59.)
And exactly aligned with my view: "In other words, we have again arrived at an encounter
between man's fall, his darkness, and the beauty of divine revelation in the temporal realm which
inspires faith, hope and love, and especially delight in order to purify man and lead him to its
Source." (See: Harrison, 96.) It is my view that 1have to be careful about taiking about this last
part, the delightful part. For in discussing it 1taint it to a place outside of God and into a place of
pragmatics. 1fully agree with Bubacz's opinion that "the suggestion that memory claims (and
other knowledge claims) are important in the degree to which they have utility. ..makes Augustine
seem a pragmatist." (See: B. Bubacz, "Augustine's Account of Factual Memory", Augustinian
Studies 6 [1975], 192.)
In the great mass of secondary materials on Augustine, the majority of commentators are
more than happy to make Augustine a pragmatist, fiiendly, eventually, to both science and reason.
This return of Augustine to the Enlightenment fold has been pursued with great vigour and many
informants will gladly tell you that Michael Polanyi's statement that Augustine "destroyed interest
in science al1 over Europe for a thousand years because science contributed nothing to the pursuit
of salvation" (See: Michael Po lanyi, Personal Knowledge [Chicago: Chicago University Press,
19621, 141.) no longer applies. Luckily, for my own purposes and perspective, there is aIso an
Augustine that need not be forgiven or placed in a paradigm of rationalistic apologetics.

In his reckoning al1 the mysteries of Truth hide in silence which is a darkness that "outshines our
brillian~e."~
For Dionysus the eloquence 1am shown that God possesses actudy speaks no
words because it supersedes human speech and understanding. When 1think and speak, tmthfully,
knowledgably, I am drafting symbols of things that are all less than ~ o d . "Dionysus is not clear as
to whether he is aligned with a principle that suggests that speech is usefui in showing its own
uselessness. He prefers to circumvent this path by making observations about what is ultimately
required of us, He does speak of progressively getting closer to God and that the closer 1get the
more idiotic my words will become and appear? But he also writes that when 1totally become
dumb that 1will be united with God? This second argument suggests that reconciliation with
God results when 1 am able to surrender myself to king dumbfounded and not that this dumbness
is the result of my drawing closer to God. Logically, it is more believable that God shuts us up
than believing that by shutting up 1 draw God to my side. But on close inspection the two
possibilities may not be al1 that different especidy if 1 am to understand the caIi of dumbness as a
command from God. Dionysus is careful in his writing. One might interject that if 1 am to exist in
complete silence 1cannot be expected to hear the comrnands of God. But as Dionysus asserts
God, in His eloquence, speaks no words. If God has a message for you, He wiIl get it to me no
matter how tied my tongue or stuffed my eus.

"See: The Mystical Theology, 191.
"See: Ibid, 193-4. If God is etemal then His Word is changeless and immune to the
vagaries of human speech. (See: Stock, 233 .)
'%ee: Ibid, 198.
57See:Ibid.

Speech holds a strange place in Augustine's thought. It leads us to discover the emptiness
of my rhetoric but Iead me to recognize the love that lies behind my desire to articulate. This
recognition of love as it correlates to the words of my mind will provoke me down the road to
God. Speech and text themselves, this text itself, cannot be believed for they are not of God. That
which clairns to be of God cannot be accused of k i n g mere speech because the accusation itself is
formulated in insignificant talk. My word, and accordingly my evaiuations of words, are only true
when 1 have wisdom and the truth does not fully belong to kn0wledge.5~

Wisdom and Knowledge
Fmally, 1would like t o consider the distinctions that Augustine makes between wisdom
and knowledge and how they connect to Augustine's vision and how they advance the view of
this thesis. There are no surprises here. Augustine begins his confessions by pronouncing how
"scattered apart" he felt k i n g a self in constant change.'9 He recognizes that true knowledge

%ee: On the Tn'nity, 15.15.25 - 15.16.25. "In respect to those things also which are so
known that they c m never escape the memory, because they are present, and belong to the nature
of the mind itself,--as, e-g., the knowing that w e are alive (for this continues so long as the mind
continues; and because the mind continues always, this aiso continues a1ways);--1 Say- in respect
to this and to any other like instances, in which we are the rather to contemplate the image of
God, it is difficult to make o u t in what way, although they are always known, yet because they are
not aiways also thought of, an eternai word can be spoken respecting them, when Our word is
spoken in Our thought. For it is etemal to the sou1 to live; it is eternd to know that it [ives. Yet it
is not eternal to it to be thinking of its own Iife, o r to be thinking of its own knowledge of its own
Me; since, in entering upon this o r that occupation, it wili cease to think of this, although it does
not cease from knowing it...."

"Sec: The Confessions, 1.6.8. "So 1cast about ümbs and voice, making the few and feeble
signs 1could, like, though indeed not much like, unto what 1wished; and when 1 was not
satisfied--either not k i n g understood, or because it would have been injurious to me--1 grew
indignant that my elders were not subject unto me, and that those on whom 1 had no d a i m did not
wait on me, and avenged myself on them by tears."

would be the timeless knowledge of the temporal and that this knowledge cornes from GodaMThis
timeless knowledge is not best described as knowledge. It is better described as wisdom. Wisdom
is to contemplation what knowledge is to action.
Augustine writes: "Yet action, by which we use temporal things weil, differs from
contemplation of etemal things; and the latter is reckoned to wisdom the former to kn~wledge."~'
Knowledge is the manipulation of the temporal for temporal ends. Wisdom is the contemplation
of the eterna1.6~Knowledge is the realm of thinking in charge of the world of temporal things. 1
am not to confuse it, in either structure or value, with contemplation.

There is a choice to be made by the individual as to whether they seek to pursue a Iife of
wisdom or a Iife of knowledge. The Life of wisdom is daring and may not result in actualization. It
is threatened with the possibility of failure and, accordingly, useles~ness.~~
The person who
pursues wisdom c m never have confidence about the meaning of their persona1 Life or what it
means to be a human k i n g until they have surrendered themselves to the LordmaThe life of

%ee: bid, 1.6.8-9. Mallard, oddly, labels this as the long road of language to God. (See:
Mallard, 11-2.)
%ee: On the tri ni^, 12.14.22.

6 3 ~ oclarification
r
as to how wisdom is beyond the grasp of human beings, see: Stock,
207.
%ee: On The Trinity, 12.14.23. T o r the thought of man, for example, does not so abide
in that incorporeal and unchangeable reason of a square body, as that reason itself abides: if, to be
sure, it could attain to it at all without the phantasy of local space. Or if one were to apprehend
the rhythm of any artificial or musical sound, passing through certain intervals of time, as it rested
without time in some secret and deep silence, it could at least be thought as long as that Song
could be heard; yet what the glance of the mind, transient though it was, caught from thence. and,
absorbing as it were into a belly, so laid up in the memory, over this it WUbe able to rurninate in

knowledge is the life of power, of controllhg the things of the earth and profiting from them. It is
challenged by the fact that it is inevitably stupid in that it has nothing to do with the perspective of

a God which is Truth. Knowledge is power, Augustine suggests, and as such will make you the
king of a vain and useless kingdom. But knowledge wiH not make you True. If I fail in Iove with
the rnind that understands the world with the power of objectivity 1will be loving my own sense
of power and will not be concemed with the changeless whole that is Gode6' Wisdom has become
confised with knowledge as 1have sought to c d the Iove of power a refiection of my truest self1 have rejected the ultimate test of thought which açked us to whom the thought was directed. 1
have decided that empiricisrn and my senses are gifts fiom God which will lead me to God. This is
how 1 have recreated the Whole which is God as discovered through the playful and important
work of my own image. The original sin of Adam and Eve in seeking to place the knowledge of
God within thernselves is repeated constantly. From a desire to be like God, Augustine writes, we
end up like beasts? Dionysus argues along a very sirnilar track. By rejecting al1 knowledge as less
than wisdom you come to possess a wisdom which is beyond ~nderstanding.~~
Augustine's concem with knowledge is obvious. One wouId be wrong, though, to think

some rneasure by recollection, and to transfer what it has thus leamed into systematic knowledge.
But if this has been blotted out by absolute forgetfulness, yet once again, Under the guidance of
teaching, one wiit come to that which had altogether dropped away, and it will be found such as it
was." That your memories wili be returned to you through God would seem an uninteresting
proposal to the man devoted, surrendered to and replaced by God. The offer is a strange one and
does open Augustine to the charge of theological econornics or pragrnatisrn. And while this may
be a rhetorical opportunity, there is a danger of making transformation a bargain.
%ee: Ibid, 12.9.14.
'%ee: Ibid, 12.1 1.16.
" ~ e e :The Mysrical Theology, 194.

that Augustine was radicaiIy against science. What he was against was confusing science as
something of ultimate importance.68As with Plato, knowledge must be controlled by wisdom.
Satan gave man knowledge and Jesus gave himself to be contemplated. To becorne God's child
you do not need to know anything but you must believe in the name of Jesus. This belief becomes,
with reconciliation, tme knowledge.6' 1 must not be too harsh in my judgements against those
who practice the witchcraft of knowledge. But 1must also be careful in my forgiving. 1 must
recognize that, as human beings, 1cannot help but act and that my actions change that what is
changeable creating the appearance that 1 am capable of having a profound effect. But God is not
in the changeable. The chargeable is a mere representation of Hirn. 1c m recognize this in the
good love that 1 have for my mind. 1can recognize that my proximity to God depends on which
thoughts I love and which ones 1 repel. 1must rebuff the thoughts that seek to g l o e me and
choose those which glorify God. 1 am rnistaken if 1 choose to confbse the two. If what 1direct my
rnind towards in love is depraved and removed from God, al1 my other wills and options will also

681wiI1 persist in insisting that this gentle warning also appiies to logic, dialectics and
epistemology. As previously stated, much secondary comrnentary considers Augustine's theology
either in ternis of philosophical (meaning epistemological) acceptability or for the ways it ternpers
but offers inclusion to logical or dialectical exarnple. The following, by Christopher K h a n , can
act as an example: 'The characterization of language which we fmd in these three texts is neither
original nor profound nor correct. Nevertheless it is appealing, it is bold, and it has had - partly
through the wide currency of Augustine's writings - a lasting influence." (See: Christopher
Kinvan, Augustine London: Routledge, 19891, 35.) Kirwan thinks that he is complimenthg
Augustine in this last sentence but what he is doing is reducing the thought and retaliations to
thought that Augustine contemplates and explores to reflections that have had histoncal weight
and as such need to be considered. There is no desire on K h a n ' s part, and the man-ywho write
books like his, to contemplate along with Augustine. Rather, the urge here is to explain and place
Augustine into a larger context of human understanding. This attempt is only slightly more
tolerable than the actions of "Christians" making room for their O wn thinking within the
dismissive rubric of Augustine's tone.
69See:On the Triniw, 13.15.19.

be dep-aved." 1 must surrender my knowledges to a faith that will lead me to a wisdom which will

i7 essence dissolve into the actuality of ru th?'

A Final Word In Lieu of Conclusions
In this chapter 1 have sought to address Augustine's thought on the probIem of silence. 1

have pursued this by exploring how Augustine understands a human being's approach to God.
Augustine's thought entails a particular comprehension of man. This man, in essence, is already
fomed by God and must relinquish the self that imagines, thinks or pretends othenvise. In other
words, 1 have to get rid of the self that would seek to identQ and narne this newly created self. In
personal ethics, Augustine's position is, again, similar to that of the Early Desert Fathers. 1must
surrender the ego-bound self to a self that is connected to the largeness of God. God is not found

in the pursuit of knowledge and as this is so the pursuit of knowledge can easily becorne a
hubristic forgetting of what man is truly capable of on his own.

There are logical circles in Augustine's writing but to point them out, as many scholars
doY7'is to not be interested in the thought of Augustine. There is no reason to believe that the
Truth plays by the rules I have demanded of it. For me to anaiyse Augustine in relation to whether

or not he returns his discussions of that which is beyond man back to man is not eventudly a good

70See:Ibid, 1 1.6.10.
7 1 ~ nso
d reading leads me to silence. Al1 shouting about the benefits of reading, especidly
in this regard, can only be done in advance of accomplishment.
72See:Christopher Kirwan, Augustine (New York: Routledge Press, 1989). K h a n
announces in his introduction that he comes to Augustine as an athiest and is not interested in his
theological arguments. His aim is only to consider the logical verifiabiiity of Augustine's
philosophical arguments. This is an irony that makes me uncornfortable.

or faithful project. A better project, in my view, is to consider the depth of silence and whether
what Augustine considers to be faith is actually an extension of my own present posited towards
the future. I should be carefd and suspicious of the voice that knows the precise EngIish Ianguage
of God and 1should be leery of theologies that make promises to the selves to whom they do not

~PP~Y.
It might be possible, if only once, to imagine talking and thinking in a way that has nothing
to do with chdenging, questioning, provoking, demanding and imagining - all principles that seek
knowledge. It is, 1 hope, possible to wonder in God and not just in oneself. But to do this is to
disappear. To offer this promise to those of us who are still here, as it can o d y be obliged in this
way, is a bit of a trick.
1can take the words of the promise and 1 can understand them in relation to the other

words 1 have learned. But I WU, if 1am compelled to the promise, outgrow my lexicons of
understanding and the self that they define. The self that is drawn to the promise is erased when
the promise is elicited. As such, 1 will not come back. The paradox of the promise that destroys
the words in which it is offered acts as a warning of hypocrisy and inconsistency only if 1 come
back; only if 1 refuse the promise. Until 1 make that Augustinian "choice" 1c m not conhse rny
decisions, experirnents, hypotheses, and reckonings with theology or the practice of religion. And
because 1 am still playing at salvation, and because the task is not completed and the experiment is
not over, 1 can only feign to disappear or fade away. How does one sacrifice oneself and keep
writ hg?

In the next chapter 1consider the way that Kierkegaard sacrifices himself and keeps
writing, and in writing sacrifices the book.

Chapter Two: Kierkegaard's Unreliable Narrators
Who nowadays dares to read Kierkegaard on his own, without the
commentaries? Yet when you begin to read Kierkegaard, you take a risk. Are
you strong enough to come to terms with this torso? Can you give it a "strong
rnisreading," or are you only going to add to the archives of weak misreadings?
Are you prepared to be interrogated, interpellated, buttonholed, misused,
questioned? Or did you come to this torso only for objective information and
doctrine? If the ratter, Kierkegaard's gesture is plain and rather chilling: Go
ask Professor...

- Roger Poole
Kierkegaard: The indirect
Cornmunicarion

- At present 1 am making an effort to get every child 1 meet to smile.
- Soren Kierkegaard
Jormals

Whoever entered the potiticai realm had first to be ready to risk his life, and
too great a love for life obstructed freedom, was a sure sign of slavishness.
Courage therefore becarne the political virtuz par excellence, and only those
men who possessed it could be admîtted to a feIlowship that was political in
content and purpose and thereby transcended the mere togethemess imposed
on al1 - slaves, barbarians, and Greeks dike - through the urgencies of Me. The
"good li fe", as Aristotle cailed the life of the citizen, therefore was not merely
better, more carefree or nobler than ordinary life, but of an altogether different
quality. It was "good" to the extent that by having mastered the necessities of
sheer life, by being freed from labor and work, and by overcoming the innate
urge of ail living creatures for their own survival, it was n o longer bound to the
biotogical Iife process....The one activity taught by Jesus in word and deed is
the activity of goodness, and goodness obviously harbors a tendency to hide
from being seen or heard. Christian hostility toward the public realm, the
tendency at least of early Christians to live a life as f z rernoved from the
public realm as possible, can also be understood as a self-evident consequence
of devotion to good works, independent of a11 beliefs and expectations,
- Hannah Arendt
The Hrtman Condition

Introduction
What interests me in this chapter is the articulation of a faÏth that requires the thorough
silencing of philosophy. This leads me to ask ifphilosophy is to be silenced, is it the only mode1 of
thinkùig that must be mooted? 1s a complete and humiliating silence required for faith?
will try to further its aims by discussing a sequence of points that arise
~ h i chapter
s
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through a reading of Fear and Trernbling. 1 think that Fear and T r e m b h g is an extremely sneaky
book.' It is my view that Kierkegaard has written a book about a subject that can not be taked
' ~ o ~Poole
e r has written at length on what Kierkegaard has called his method of "indirect
communication". While much cornrnentary on the works of Kierkegaard have generally ignored
this method 1 am most appreciative of it. 1 agree with Poole that if 1 am to understand the
pseudonymous works of Kierkegaard as his own opinion, 1 do s o carelessly. (See: Roger Poole:
Kierkegaard: The Indirect Communication [Charlottesville: University Press of Vkginia, 19931.)
In respect to this hesitation 1 wiU refer to de Silentio as the author and to Kierkegaard in works
signed with his signature. In admiration of the statement made by Poole that 1 use as an epigraph,
1 seek to make a strong misreading. But unlike Poole 1do not have as an eventual tmth that one
thing wilI always rernain - that 1 must keep reading Kierkegaard. If1 must choose between
Kierkegaard as philosopher (as narrowly defined in the Western analytic tradition) o r Kierkegaard
as poet (as defined in tenns of literary theory), 1 choose the latter. My reading of Kierkegaard has
everything to do with what 1 am looking for when 1read Kierkegaard. The texts are rich enough
to support other, even oppositional, readings with cornfort.
This decisive recognition that 1have made also reflects o n my particular usage of
secondary materials in reference to Kierkegaard. There are many such materials, the majority of
which are, sadly, very poor. Most of these texts atternpt to formulate an understanding of
Kierkegaard' s
dialectical and logical contribution to the systerns of philosophical anaiysis. They make a system
of Kierkegaard's work and in doing so reject the methods of an "indirect communication". Also,
they make far too much reducf ive use of Kierkegaard's relationship with Regine Olsen which
while interesting and possibly telling need not ever be written about again. Authors in this
category include: George Connell, Stephen Dunning, John Elrod, C . Stephen Evans, Ronaid
Green, Alastair Hannay, Walter Lowrie, George Pattison, Paul Sponheim, Neils Thulstrup, and
Sylvia Walsh. T o refer to their attempts of making a Hegelian of Kierkegaard and of "going
further than faith" would be to invite a polemical discussion which already belongs more to their
interests than to mine. Let it suffice to mention the worst of these, Theodore Haecker who writes
of Kierkegaard: W i t h his philosophy of subjectivity he was necessarily a realist and not an
idealist. He stands for sound cornmon sense." (See: Theodore Haecker, Soren Kierkegaard,
translated by Alexander Dru b o n d o n : Oxford University Press, 19371, 27.)
Cornmentaries that take seriously the irony of Kierkegaard and the question O f
auth(ority)ship reflect a different use of scholarship. While many of these discussions are of
interest to me, they do little to contribute to this chapter given that they are mostly, and correctly,
interested in propounding their own views. Authors Wce Sylviane Agacinski, Pat Bigelow, Jacques
Derrida, Louis Mackey, Roger Poole, John Vignaux Smythe, and Mark Taylor have provided
interesting interpretations of Kierkegaardian works which make no systematic daims. But,
unfortunately, they have little o r only occasional bearing on my own hopes. T o overtly mention
their views in relation to mine is to invite a comparison that works only to validate my impressions
and thus reject the premises of indirect communication which 1 respectfully celebrate. Also, my
reading of Fear and Trembling paradoxicdy implies the end of reading thus placing hermeneutics

about and because it can not be talked about he created a man of silence to wnte it. And
Kierkegaard eventudy sacrifices this author.'

My approach to the book can be divided into four areas. First, I wish to discuss the
question of dialectics in regards to actions, like Christian faith, that may not be designed to 'be
quaiifïed by their result. Included in this discussion is some reflection on the power of thought in
relation to the conceptual idea of faith. Second, and also stemmhg from a consideration of
Hegelian philosophy, 1 will deliberate on the relationship between ethics3and the single individual.
Third, 1 will consider the potential importance of what it rnight mean to consider Abraham as a
hero or great man. I am interested4in whether it is important that 1consider Abraham a great man

beside epistemology.
'For corroboration of Fear and Trernbling as a deceptive book, see: Ronald M. Green,
"'Developing' Fear and Trembling", in The Cambridge Cornpanion to Kierkegaard, edited by
Alastair Hannay and Gordon Marino (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 257. For a
to Poole's
more in depth discussion of Kierkegaard's technique of indirect communication, a . !
discussion, see: Josiah Thompson, The Lmely Labyrhth: Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous Works
(Carbondde, Southern Illinois University Press, 1967).
'~ierkegaard'suse, and accordingly mine as well, of the term 'ethics' or 'ethical' are
broader and more inclusive than the modem reader may irnrnediately recognize. Ethics is not just
how we treat each other in society. (This is how Jacques Derrida defmes ethics in the context of
Kierkegaard's work: the highest of the ethical is what binds us together. See: Jacques Derrida,
'Whom to Give to (Knowing Not to Know)", Kierkegaard: A Critical Keader [Malden:
Blackwell Publishers, 19981, 155.) For Kierkegaard, the ethical is also the contextual r e a h
where 1 learn behaviour and where I discern appropriate actions from inappropriate ones. It is the
place where 1 learn my morals. The ethical dimension, as this, takes on a 'universal' authonty in
my life. Kierkegaard's recognition of this authority, 1 think, demonstrates his recognition of
certain tensions in Christian thought. This is why much of Fear and Trembling is devoted to
placing Christian faith outside of these ethical boundaries.
4

Once again, the words 'interest' and 'interesting' are not as innocent as my casual usage
suggests. Kierkegaard writes that "the interesting is a border category, a confinium between
aesthetics and ethics." [See: Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, edited by Howard and
Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, l983), 83.1 This makes the interesting that

as the father of faith or if 1 am to distance myself fiom poetic celebrations of his strange fame.
Fourth, 1 want to explore the relationship between silence, philosophy and ethicaVHege1ia.n
postulations of the dynarnic between the individual and the contextual universality which is the
cornrnunity.
In exploring these four areas, 1 will be able to provide the reader with crucial material on
my thesis. De Silentio's articulation of the contamination of a universalizing ethics plays a

fundamental role in these pages. This contribution alone demands this chapter. But what is
perhaps of even more importance to what 1have drafted here is the way that Kierkegaard forrns
his discussion?

It is sensible that 1 begin with the predicament of dialectics as a glance at my other aims
show the necessity of dealing with, or silencing, the dialectical question.

which is derived fiom the context of the ethical cornrnunity and also that which in tirne dictates
which ethical boundaries and universalities are of importance and interest to its citizens.
There is also a tension that exists between the ethical and the aesthetic side of the
interesting, See: "You have various good ideas, many drolI fancies, many foolish ones. Keep them
dl; 1do not ask for them. But you do have one idea 1 beg you to hold ont0 frrmly..." [See: Soren
Kierkegaard, EithedOr Part II, edited by Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1987), 210.3 Often enough it is the interesting aspects of temptations which will
lead us astray of what is of interest in the ethical. Consider this connotation: "She curtsied
graciously, asked if it was not my carriage in the courtyard, whether 1 was going to Copenhagen,
and would 1 allow her to ride dong. The modest and yet genuinely dignified way in which she did
it was enough to make me lose sight of the interesting and exciting aspects." [See: Soren
Kierkegaard, Repetition, edited by Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1983), 147. Emphasis mine.] The interesting demonstrates the ethically important and
aesthetically atternpts to SU
away fiom it.
My use of the term gently tries to avoid both of these categories. 1hope that my interest is
more than just aesthetic attraction; 1trust that what interests me is obedient but outside of the
ethical. 1use it as the closest, but still inadequate, declarative term 1 can use to discuss the
paradox between the confident intellect and the disgrace of pride.

'For further discussion, see: Green, 258.

Dialectics and Di Silentio
A casual glance at the secondary material on Fear and Trembling will show you that
commentators have been struck, in particular, by one seemingly innocuous statement de Silentio
makes: "But here 1stop; 1am not a poet, and 1 go at things only dia~ecticalt~."~
The reader has
been wamed of the possibiiïty of this eventuation in the book's subtitle: Dialectical Lyric. The
dialectical, it appears, has apparently overwhelmed the lyrical. Any fundamental importance for
the sentence can be easily dismissed by its textual placement7, but there is something to be
considered here. De Silentio has drawn a division between the poet and the diaiectician in a way
that, Say, Coleridge or BIake would never have. Fear and Trembling discusses both sorts of
characters and leaves them both behind. And it does this poetically and didecticaily.
The author of Fear and Trembling is neither a poet nor a dialectician, nor an aesthete or
an ethicist and in his occasional participation in these clubs of existence he is only a purveyor and
not, ultimately, a member. That Fear and Trembling offers dialectical argument cannot be denied,
that this method of argument is meaningfül perhaps can be. But given the attention and
importance that De Silentio gives to the poet as the one who documents greatness and that this

%ee: Fear and Trembling, translated and edited by Edna and Howard Hong (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2983), 90. For sources that make much of the statement, see: Stephen
Crites: In the Twilight of Christendom: Hegel versus Kierkegaard on Faith and Histûry
(Chambersburg, American Academy or Religion 1972), 114; Cornelia Fabro, Taith and Reason
in Kierkegaard's Dialectic" in A Kierkegaard Cririque, edited by H.A. Johnson and K. Thulstrup
(New York: Harper, l962), 178.
7The section, Problema Ill, is designed to discuss two poetic personalities dialectically to
see what sort of anxiousness we c m arrive at - the project shows itself to not provide what the
story of Abraham provides. De Silentio does not use this section to be the poet, perse, he is not to
be included in the duo of poets thus he must be the dialectician the situation calls for.

poet is e v e n t u d y irresponsible to the irresponsibility of faith8, it is worth considering how the
dialectician disappoints in distinction to the methods of the poet? With the offerings of the poet
taken and considered but the position of the poet ultirnately discarded, it is important for me to
consider what the philosopher has to give and what their fate is in De Silentio's strategy.
The dialectician (he who, through argument, works through the contradictions in Our
utterances and formulations and leads us cfoser to truth, through mediation, by the mending of
Our initial errorsj is not celebrated in the opening pages of F e a r a n d Trembling. The modem mind

has reached the state attempted by Descartes where everything c m be doubted. The modern
mind, though, is not content to doubt, it longs to travel past this position.'0 De Silentio parallels

' ~ e r r i d aspeaks on a similar theme at: Demda, "Whom to Give to (Knowing Not to
Know)", Kierkegaard: A Critical Reader (Malden: Blackwell Publishers, 1W 8 ) , 157.
%r an excellent discussion of Kierkegaard as predominantly a rhetorical poet, see: Louis
Mackey, Kierkegaard: A Kind of Poet (Philadelphia: University of Pemsylvania, 1971). For an
interesting discussion of Kierkegaard in relation to a more literary consideration of philosophy by
a scholar of the existentiality of Rousseau, see: R. GrimsIey, Kierkegaard (New York: Scribner,
1973).
'O~ee:F e a r and Trembling, 5. The criticism here sounds straight forward but 1 think it is a
bit peculiar. What could it mean to not go further than doubt? Can one go further in doubt? T o
consider this one must consider what one is to do in a position of doubt. The reproach made here
by De Silentio irnplies that 1 move on to other thoughts M o r e 1have appropnately finished with
doubt, a doubt that, de Silentio hints will silence the desire to go further. What is it to think doubt
through, to be done with it? The problem is not as dialecticai as it rnay appear. One does not think
through doubt like it is an antithesis. When imrnersed in doubt the dialectical conclusion is the
negation of those dialectics. This is what doubt through thought wiU show, the collapse of
thought. And so doubt leads to faith and going past, that is continuing to think, is to deny faith in
the narne of oneself.
But while in doubt do 1 not need or require strong dialectical rnethods and approaches so
in order to think it through? Besides intellectual acumen, 1must consider the necessity of linear,
logical approaches to thinking and doubt before the projecthti-project even begins. 1 seek to get
through, to get past, to get post, doubt. And faith does do this. Therefore, faith is connected in
steps of anti-logic to the position of doubt. The question which should concem me is how tied
will 1 be to time when 1 am in faith? If 1 am connected to time it is going to be hard for me to

this desire to g o past doubt into a further tmth with a desire to go further than faith. The desire to
know and t o have knowledge of tmth transcends the promises and demands of faith.' l De Siientio,
besides his reiigious concerns, does not understand the practicaiities of this desire, He asks: even
if faith could be conceptualized, how is it that 1 could know that 1had cornprehended it in a way

that would ailow me to comfortably move on?12 Rerniniscent of Socrates, De Silentio questions
not o d y the desire to rnove past faith but my ability to rnove at all given rny Iack of
comprehension about faith. How is it that 1can be so cavalier in rny approximations of what faith
demands of the human k i n g as 1 strive to discover more about my responsibiiity to others and to

the history o f the world?
The faith of Abraham, for De Silentio, shows exactly the opposite point: he needed one
hundred years to get to the position where faith became possible.13 This demand of faith was not

''distance" rnyself From understanding that faith in terms of Derridean reiigious economy? C m 1
read the criticism of going fürther than doubt/faith as also appIying to thinking through doubt/faith
o r thinking at aU? Derrida does state that sacrifice suspends tirne and 1 would think that included
in this understanding of sacrifice is not just Abraham's but ours, Our sacrifice of self and of
thought. (See: Demda, 160.) Gabriel Josipovici offers that 1read Kierkegaard as suggesting that
thinking robs me of the thought. (See: Gabriel Josipovici, "Kierkegaard and the Novei",
Kierkegaard: A Critical Reader Malden: Blackwell Pubiishers, 19981, 124.) 1suspect the answer
as it is with Augustine is yes and no
"For further emphasis, see: Green, 260.

I2see:Fear and Trembling, 7 . It is a bit clearer now what the dialectical position of the
person in doubtifaith is. Whiie rnovement in totaiity has not been nuilified, didectical movernent
fiom the position of doubtlfaith (if not within it) has been challenged. The question that De
Silentio asks is how can anyone be confident about where there are going once they have moved
past faith. The question, as 1 have hinted and will eventudy assert, is a fake one. Nobody thinks
past faith because faith ends thinking.
"See: Ibid, 23. D e Silentio seems to be wrong about this. There is no scriptural reason to
think that Abraham was ever a man without faith. ActuaIly, the Book of Genesis presents an
Abraham always in faith. He leaves his home, he barters his wife, he fathers a son against the logic

solicited by Abraham and nor will it be provoked by me, it is dependant only on the demands of
God. Most importantly, in the case of Abraham, "ou

get no hirther than faith."14 The dialectical

progression that would take me past faith and doubt (curiously intertwined by De Silentio) is
impossible. l5
De Silentio, reflecting on his times, notes that it is supposedly difficult to argue or think
your way past Hegel but that it is easy to move past ~braharn? He, conversely, finds stepping
past the logic of Hegel effortless but that to thùik about Abraham "shatters" hirn.I7 De Silentio can

of biology, and he is prepared to sacrifice his beloved. The first two seem as powefil an example
of faith as the last. What cm De Silentio be referring to? I think the deception is an interesting
one. De Silentio has placed Abraham and his faith into the path of progressiveness. Abraham
becomes. It is perhaps necessary, in De Silentio's view, to posit Abraham in this framework so to
make him a subject worthy of approach. But as 1 soon see, Abraham shatters the thinking of the
author, he cannot be approached through thought- This misunderstanding about the results of
Abraham's Me is partiy at fault in that it leads one to consider Abraham in econornic and
teleologicd terms. Abraham, as far as 1 can glimpse, has always had faith. It is, for hirn, not the
result of doubt, anxiety or the recognition of human futility. His faith has not been an answer to
anything, it has just been. Thus the trouble of brïnging the mind centred and focused on becorning
to the realrn of that which is already behg. The diaiectic demands becorning. It is gesture less in
the face of being.
"See: Ibid. Because faith is not a place or position.
" ~ h e r eis the need of some note, though, on the apparent correlation between doubt and
faith. They are not the same thing. But as faith begïns in doubt it has some allegiance to it. (1 will
dso discuss this later; there 1 will consider how the difference between faith/doubt can be made in
relation to anxiety.) For now, 1should accept that both doubt and faith involve a suspension, if
not a ceasing, of dialectics.
I6See: Green, 260.
17see:Fear and Trembling, 33. "Shatters" is a provocatively violent word. What is it that
it is shattered? What is shattered, 1 suspect, is the k i n g that is understood through thought and
language. It is thinking about Abraham that shatters; not Abraham nor Abraham's faith but
thinking about Abraham. If one were not able to think about Abraham one rnight feel justified, if
you longed to think about hh, in using a word Like disappointed. To be shattered implies a
dit3erent result. Being unable to think is not necessarily shattering. What is shattering is when your

not make sense of Abraham, he can not pIace hirn in a fi-amework where the contradictions
apparent in Abraham's actions can be mended to be dialectically sensible. Abraham's actions are
absurd and to understand them o r mimic them is not to be accomplished through reckoning."

Kierkegaard's author is unable to "plunge confiidently into the ab~urd."'~
He longs for it
but he is unable to accomplish it because he does not have faith. His trust is not strong enough
that he feels he c m surrender to personal movements and actions that are both outrageous and
insensible to him. Ail he can draw from Abraham is arnazement. The story is beyond the grasp of
his mind- He wntes that the desire to ponder the story is a desire to "suck worldly wisdom out of

entire sense of being, which has k e n constructed through the universalizing understanding of
thought, language and community, is destroyed. This is what thinking about Abraham wiil get
you. Thinking about Abraham wiu destroy who you think you are becorning and it will promise a
silence that will seem to you to be made up of the void created by the exploded pieces of what
you were. This is not actudy what happens but it is the way it appears fiom the perspective of the
one who thinks dialectically.
Paul Ricouer ignores this idea of shattering in his consideration of how to read
Kierkegaard. It is his view that a proper reading of Kierkegaard must include a reading of Hegel
(and Fichte and Schilling). (See: Paul Ricouer, "Philosophy Afier Kierkegaard", Kierkegaard: A
Critical Reczder Malden: Blackweii Publishers, 19981, 11.) There is, 1 must agree, a way of
reading Kierkegaard that includes a reading of Hegel but to imply the necessity of the latter for an
understanding of the forrner is to reduce the former into a position where he is understood. Dohg
this, allows you to escape the shattering.

or a very good discussion of how De Silentio and Kierkegaard can be used to reject
notions of faith as the result of an intellectual progression, see: Jerry Gill, T a ï t h 1s As Faith
Does", in Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling: Critical Appruisals, edited by Robert Perkins
(Tuscdoosa: University of Alabama Press, 198l), 204.
I9see: Fear and Trembling, 34. The use of the oxymoronic word 'confidently' is odd.
How is it that confidence is to fit in with the concept of the absurd? It is quite likely that the
author's problern stems from this desire for confidence.

the para do^."*^ It is to wish to go past faith. It is to recognize the movements of faith, to sense
thek impossibility and to seek another, easier, way. But in trying to reconcile the paradox between
the suppositions of Abraham and sensibleness one wanders away fiom faith. Faith is not to be
made sense ofS2'It is, after all, absurd,
Faith is, supposedly, beyond dialectical thinking. Faith is not a stepphg Stone that Our
forefathers accomplished, allowhg us to take further steps. Faïth, if it is to be, must be repeated at
the wtiims of God. One does not inherit it and one can not Save it for one's children, And this task
of faith, as De Silentio hopes to show, is enough 'movement' for any generation." For those who
want faith there c m never be more. For those who want more, they can not have faithW2)

Am 1 to be dismissive, then, of ail intellectual pursuits?24De Silentio does suggest that 1

"See: Ibid, 37.
"This is for purposes which will become clearer as this chapter progresses. For now 1
need to hint that the recognition of this uselessness mny need to be made sense of. For a further
discussion, see: Green, 263.
"See: Ibid, 121-2. There is no actual movernent to be made. De Silentio's statements can
be read as edifying lies. The text is written in the language of dialectics so to persuade the
individual who is self-defined by diaiectical procedures to enter into the self-shattering We of
Abraham That this is "movement" enough for any generation is ironic. Gregor Malantschuk in his
book Kierkegaard's Thought confuses irony with wit. He writes: "Johannes de Silentio...by means
of his capacity for sympathetic insight is able to discover hidden conflicts in the individual's He.
With his syrnpathy for suffering and with his understanding of inner conflicts, Johannes de Silentio
is closer to humour than to irony..." But this 1assert is the irony: that a syrnpathy for suffering
and a compassion for 'inner conflicts' while noble is not faith though the declarations of interest in
faith are to be made in this terminology. See: Gregor Malantschuk, Kierkegaard's Thoughr,
edited and translated by Howard Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). 236.
=For reiteration of how faith, for De Silentio, is impossible to defend, see: Green, 263.
%ev Shestov eagerly defends Kierkegaard as thorough-going irrationalist, see his work:
Lev S hestov, Kierkegaard and the Existential Philosophy, translated by Elinor Hewitt (Athens :
Ohio University Press, 1969).

forget everything and remember Abraham, that 1 become "occupied ... not (by) the beautiful
tapestry of irnagination but the shudder of the idea?

1 should not become preoccupied with the

%ee: Fear and Trembling, 9. He asks us to shudder at the Ïmage of ourselves shattered.
Derrida contributes to the vein I wish to mine. He writes:

On the other hand, trembling, at least as a signal or syrnptom, is something that has
already taken place, as in the case of an earthquake or when one trembles all over.
It is no longer preliminary even if, unsettling everything so as to irnprint upon the
body an irrepressible shaking, the event that makes one tremble portends and
threatens stiil. It suggests that violence is going to break out again, that some
traumatism wilI insist on k i n g repeated. As different as dread, fear, anxiety, terror,
panic, or anguish remain frorn one another, they have already b e g n in the
trembling, and what has provoked them continues, or threatens to continue, to
make us tremble. [See: Jacques Derrida, W h o m to Give to (Knowing Not to
Kno w)" in Kierkegaard: A Critical Reader (Oxford: B IackweLI Publishers, 1998),
15 1-2.1
Thus in trembling there is movement or the appearance of continuation which can look like
movement. (There is a problematic in that Derrida has Abraham trembling. There is no scriptural
justification for this and De Silentio purposely rejects this idea in his admiration for Abraham's
steady hand. SyIviane Agacinski also reads Abraham as extremely nervous. See: Derrida, 155,
165; Agacinski, 132.) 1 am not certain, though, of a thorough agreement between us on this
dialectical point.
We should frst consider Derrida's q u a i e r of "'at least as a signal or a syrnptom". What
other types of trembling couId there be? Let us first consider trembiing as a finished, but
preserved, signal and symptom. Signal irnplies warning and a trembling of warning would be a
huit of something large to come of which the tremble is an ornen. Symptom implies either
pathology o r ihess; trembling as a syrnptom would be a harbinger of a larger disease. In both
cases, then, trembling is read as a wamïng of more of that same. Given this qualifier the rest of
Derrida's paragraph seerns a subtle repetition. But there is a possibility of a trembling that is not a
warning and stiil has the chronoIogica1 effects that Demda represents. The trembiing can be the
whole of the force divided (or not divided) into a part and that is it. But it would continue in t h e
in relation to one's memory of the tremble. This leads to the second consideration of Derrida's
point (and this is attached to Derrida's thesis as a whoIe on the secret of Abraham which 1 wiii
consider again later) and that is the continued threat of that which made you tremble. This reading
places the story of Abraham, but not Abraham, into tirne. To do this one understands the shudder
of thinking about Abraham as a prediction of further tremors and as such makes Our shuddering
advice. Derrida is correct to think that this is what De Silentio writes. But Derrida appears to take
De Silentio's word on this where I think that De Silentio is tricking the reader into a hut that will
be eventuaiIy shook, trembled if you will, until it collapses around us. Fear and trembhg, as De
Silentio's use of the Apostle Paul shows, is the system of faith. It is not faith. And iftrembling is

promise of thinking, and the beautiful aesthetic experïences refiection provides, but should face
the horror of the present idea. Becorning aware of this idea, though, does seem to require
intellectual work. De Silentio boasts that he does not lack the courage to think a thought

This sounds iike a recommendation of mediation and intellectud progressiveness and as
such is full of problems one might expect De Silentio to notice and avoid. How is it that you
know that a thought h a been considered all the way through? The Socratic answer, and perhaps
dso the answer for De Silentio and Kierkegaard (but not here), is when the thought dies. You c m
teli that you are f ~ s h e with
d a thought when it is no longer worth thinking. De Silentio foilows
subtly different cues. You c m tell that you have pursued a thought to its end when it becomes too
fearfil to think."
The result of thinking is apprehension and not just disbelief or doubt. Thoughts scar if I

am thinking correctly. It is my fear of what 1 know that 1 do not know that haunts me. It is this
kno wing of ignorance which through its terror leads me to the gates of faith's paradoxes.
Abraham had faith that Isaac would not be irrevocably taken away from him. For Abraham to
believe this he must have faith in the seemingly impossible. Abraham had faith in the activiv of

in time, which it is as a warning, it is also outside of progressive time, as a remembered scar.
We have a diffi~cultdynarnic in trernbling. It is a brilliant term to use given that it aiIows
both the perpetuation and coilapse of t h e . Trembling and thinking are synonyrnous, and the
shuddering leads to the shattering of both the thinker and the body that shakes.
'%ee: Ibid, 30.

"See: Ibid, 30. And the next step is when the thought, borne from but outside the thinker,
is no longer thinkable. From this position fear disappears into faith, into nothing.

the absurcL2' There is no way that Abraham could think this, ("human caiculation was out of the
question7'zg),yet Abraham believed in the God that would return Isaac to him more than he
believed in anything else.
Intellectual work, as it was in the previous chapter, is that which brings me to the place
where 1 can go no further. Thinking is necessary to show me how 1 can not think about the
subjects that matter to me." Those who are the more accomplished thinkers and more
appreciative of their thinking wiIl be the longest to this realization. Education, for De Silentio, is
that which d o w s us to "catch up" with our~elves.~'
It is that which allows us to chase thoughts
till they show us the anxious terror of Our ignorance. If 1 do not use my mind to pursue or
recognize that thinking pursues this course, no amount of enlightenment will move me. Thought

"See: Ibid, 35. But Abraham has and needs no image of the absurd. This Ianguage of
absurd, and activity sternrning fiom it (which is necessary to assert that actions do stem from nonlogical causation) is spoken only to those without faith. To the faithfil it is meaningless.
" ~ e e :Ibid, 35. And as such there is no possibility of the spectre of irnpossibility. So
Abraham does not face an intellectual dilernma. He makes no Ieap for the issue is decided in the
silence of other options. Derrida thinks that Abraham's silence is willed. He reads Abraham's
response to Isaac's question of where a rarn will be found as Abraham saying something he
doesn't but that is also true. (See: Derrida, 156J First of all, there is no clear reason to think that
Abraham is wiWIIy silent or secretive. To read his response to Isaac's query as something he
does not know is rnisleading because 1can not clearIy assume that he doesn't know. In fact, given
Abraham's faith his answer is thoroughly and reflectively true. Derrida should be open to the
possibility that Abraham had no secrets.
"Sylviane Agacinski, in her work, aIso aiiudes to the tension between time, thinking and
surrender. She provides a powerful account of the sermon in EitherfOr Ir on that 1 am always
wrong before God. She extends this thought to a consideration of Fear and Trembling and
establishes that the source of my error is because of my existential presence in t h e . See: Sylviane
Agacinski, 'We Are Not Sublime: Love and Sacrifice, Abraham and OurseIves", Kierkegaard: A
Critical Reader (Mdden: B lackwell Publishers, l998), 130.
'See: Fear and Trembling, 46.

takes me to Abraham's door but no further; it does not trace me dong to the mountain, Abraham
and his faith are that "which no thought can grasp, because faith begins precisely where thought
stops."32
But if this is where thought has stopped how is it that 1can have a trustworthy inkl'ig
about faith beyond the point where thinking is halted? How c m I presume that there is anything
beyond my ignorance?

De Silentio answers this by adding anxiety to the equation. The lirnîts of my thought, the
anti-conclusions that I reach, provide me with an anxiety about my place in the world and the fear
that 1 lack such a place. A rational speaker may respond that this fear can be rationaily
e ~ ~ l a i n e1dam
. ~ scared
~
only in relation to contextual expectations of He made by ancient
inteilectuals. De Silentio is not so easily dismissed. For, if the rational speaker is convincing or
compeiling in his statements that there is no meaning to Me and the notion that there is has been
constructed by human rninds, if he is a powerful speaker, am 1appeased? Has my fear
disappeared? Do the reasons for fear erase a fear of this magnitude? As we roll Our rocks in
homage to Sisyphus and assert that the mountain plays a thoroughly different role in Our Me than
it did for Abraham, are we able to narne despair as the force of our lives without naming despair's

3'See: Ibid, 53.
3 3 ~ i c h a eWyschogrod
l
understands anxiety, completely, as the inability to €id one's own
and Heidegger The Ontology of
existential place. (See: Michael Wysch o ~ o d Kierkegaard
,
Existence mew York: Humanities Press, 19691, 97.) This is not irnrnediately dismissable but it
seerns to me that the problem of anxiety is representative of a much quieter, unstatable problem.
To associate this anxiety with existentid doubt is to, again, use Christian faith to heal the sores of
the self.

De Silentio and Infinite Resignation
De Silentio sees in thought the beginning of the 'movement of infinte resignation'. It is in
thinking that 1see my Limitations and emptiness. These can provoke me into self-resignation
which may lead to faith. Adherence to dialectics prevents this rnovement. Awareness of the
possibility of movement is discovered normatively, it is found in the contexts of my thinking and
my expression." Passion, as eros, is needed to see between what you understand and what is too

terriS/ing to ~ o r n p r e h e n dThis
. ~ ~ passion is necessary '30 make the authentic Socratic movement,
the movement of ignorance."" One must be erotically drawn to acceptance of their anxiety about
that which they cannot know. Ifyou are unable to put your life into this one desire, if you can not
appropriately "concentrate" your "sou1 is dissipated in multiplicity from the beginning."38 If you
q h i s seems something like celebrating the aesthetic or 'interesting' element of the
thought. Any insistence that 1 consider the 'horror' of the thought before 1rnove on is an
insistence on the aesthetic element o f thinking. Why 1should consider this aesthetic element is not
immediately clear. Using Socratic language, 1 think that Kierkegaard recognizes the moment of
fear and the importance of the moment of fear in relation to recollection. 1 am stopped by our
fears because they do resonate. They are aesthetic reactions but this does not disrniss them
because 1 am not content to merely stay in the aestheticaily fearful moment. I am going to
surrender to the f e z not to our aesthetic ability to sense it. This demonstrates how one c m think
tao much by suppressing the aesthetic reaction in order to rationally find ways to stifle it. I go
nowhere in this dialectic. The aesthetic moments should be noted.
" ~ e e :Fear and Trernbling, 42. And the context for my thinking is the only place that this
is found.
36See:John Vignaux Smythe, A Question of Ems: Irony in Sterne, Kierkegaard and
Barthes (Tallahassee: Florida State University Press, 1989), 2 1.
37See:Fear and Trembling, 42.
3 8 ~ e eIbid,
: 43. 1am interested in the question as to whether, even if some people are as
De Silentio describes, there is anything absolutely wrong with behaving and thinking this way. My

are stuck in a myrïad of potential and possible selves, you wiil not be able to make the movement.

If your affection is for the thought that wiU carry you away frorn a lust of your own f e z , you wilI
always be stuck in particulars. The moment in which you fear wiU become a situation which you
particularize, objectify, and then consider as a point of diaiectical discussion and not as the
moment that brought fear and trernbling. The rnind will try to consider other possibilities to
escape fiom this particular quandary. This impossible act, as De Silentio notes, is only possible in
the spintual. The impossibility of actuality c m not be rectified in the world of the extemal
thought, it can only be approached in the movement of r e s i g n a t i ~ nIf
. ~1~am to look at Abraham

interest starts, but is not limited to, with the contention that a position that refuses to be defined is
going to have trouble k i n g convincingly exclusive. But, and as I will Iater pursue, this problem is
compounded with Kierkegaard's concurrent work on faith in his upbuilding discourses. There, 1
think 1wilt find, that 1 am to possess a very complicated love that prevents me from seeing the
people that are described in my text above. This love is central to faith. My concern is that this
Iove justifies, and blinds me away fiom, those who seem unable, because of their psychoIogicalIy
narrow choices, of attaining this sort of faith or ability to love. This issue is further complicated in
that there is nothinp, really, 1 can do to get my O wn faith and therefore, it might seem, nothing 1
can do to reject it if it is delivered ont0 me.
3 g ~ e eIbid,
: 44. Does it not seem that this senterce refers only to a switching of resources
rather than of actual method? Instead of seeking the truth from without, 1seek it within. 1s the
where so important? 1s it not more important, if it is important, that 1 stop the seeking that the
shudder halts? De Silentio writes in this reference: "Spirituaily speaking, everything is possible,
but in the finite worid there is much that is not possible. The knight (of faith), however, makes
this impossibility possible by expressing it spiritually, but he expresses it spiritualiy by renouncing
it. The desire that would lead him out into actuality but has k e n stranded on irnpossibility is now
turned inwârd, but it is not therefore lost, nor is it forgotten." It is hard to know how to make
sense of this passage. The knight rnakes the impossible possible through spiritual expression.
What is k i n g spiritudy expressed? The irnpossibIe? Or the possibility of the impossible? Picking
one of the two is crucial as the next fragment of the sentence teus me that spiritual expression is a
renunciation. Later in the page 1 am told that the knight of faith is one that has everything and is
self-sufficient. One would think that he has everything including the impossible. This is not the
case, he has everything because the number of actual things, of possibility and impossibility have
been greatly reduced. Reduced is not a good word to use here because it implies a dirninishing
which leaves items that still persist but are not counted. M a t is k i n g expressed here is that the
number of things that are to be counted, which are al1 things, have Iessened. The implication is

and consider what he is going through in the particular sense of an ' ~ r d e a l ' ~1,will have denied
that Abraham has acted. 1will have stripped Abraham of his 'greatness' so to make him more like
me?
De Silentio sees Hegel as misunderstanding faith as the assumptions that 1bring to the
table before 1r e a ~ o n . ~But
' in De Silentio's scheme faith cornes after the reasoning is done." If

that sorne of things that 1thought were things were not. The way this claim is worded does seern
to shift the focus on phenomena rather than dismiss the idea of a focus. Things still are and I still
perceive them. They are just different things than 1 Fint thought. As 1 shall see such a relationship
between different points of focus is dso something that vanishes. As such, this conversation we
are having could only be had between two people who do not have faith o r love.
AIso see: Paul Dietrichson, "Kierkegaard's Concept of the Self', Inquiry 8, 1 (Spring
1965), 2.
%ee: Ibid, 52. He writes: "An ordeal, this word c m say much and Little, and yet the whole
thing is over as soon as it is spoken. W e mount a winged horse, and in that same instant we are on
Mount Moriah, in the same instant we see the ram, We forget that Abraham rode an as..." De
Silentio is concemed that 1will rush through my understanding and reading of Abraham's story
and in doing s o make sense of it before anxiety can grip me. What De Silentio seemingly wants to
highiight is the anguish of Abraham's movements - riding for three days to Mount Moriah. De
Silentio wants to anguish the dread of these three days. Now, this is a problem for me and 1 must
be careh1 in considering this motif of movement in describing Abraham. The discussion, here,
cannot be about Abraham, after dl, nothing can be thought of him. The entirety of De Silentio's
discussion is about reading about Abraham and how to do that properly. The concem here, and 1
must think about whether o r not 1 should be concerned, is glossing over the story and making it
sensible. The aim here is to expose the anxiety, connect it to the reader and conclude that this wiil
lead to the fwst stage, through aesthetics and ethics, of faith. It is my concem that this very
concern and airn are also dismissed ffom the perspective of the faithful.
"See: Ibid, 7 1.
4 2 ~ h e rhas
e k e n much cornmentary on how Kierkegaard demonstrates that an act of faith
is an act of the will. 1do not think that this is demonstratable in Fear and Trembling and relies
too heavily o n Kierkegaard's rnargins. T.H. Croxall has Kierkegaard asserting, like Kant, that
something is true only if 1have grasped it. As such an act of faith is an act of the will. (See: T.H.
Croxail, Kierkegaard Studies [Norwich: Jarrold and Sons, 19481, 120-21) This latter statement is,
I think, true but the first is not and so 1dispute the correlation between the two. The movement of
faith is the movement of a wili aligned with God's will. The truth of this is beyond the grasping of
the self. The best the self can do, that is the self outside of God, is, as D e Silentio well knows, is

faith is as Hegel sees it, Socrates is to be blarned for not going further or praised for attempting
to. Socrates did neither. Socrates surrendered hirnself, through ignorance, to infinite resignation?
The individual, like Socrates, after thinking has taken its toIl must foilow their anxiety into the
infinity of their own ignorance and inability. They must resign themselves to infinite impotence. It
is only when the individuai has emptied hirnself into this infinite that faith can possibly break

through.

De Silentio Iaments his generation for the terrible idea of wisdom which they
honour." It is temble because it convinces me that my thinking is the highest of human
possibilities and it argues that faith is something that 1 have surpassed. The objective of the

infinite resignation.

43T.H.Croxail States, he does not show, that Kierkegaard does not disparage reason.
Besides the fact that Croxaii does not distinguish between Kierkegaard and De Silentio it is hard
to read Kierkegaard, or De Silentio, as limiting the power of reason. It then depends what you
mean by disparage. If reason is what Hegel says it is, then Kierkegaard does disparage it. If reason
is to be understood in an Augustinian sense, then maybe not. But to make the point that
Kierkegaard does not disparage is to protect reason at the expense of something that Croxail does
not name. See: Croxall, 122.
%ee: Fear and Trembling, 69. What Socrates does from this position of infinite
resignation is a question that 1should have learned by now not to ask. Though it is possible to
read the Crizo and the Phaedo as answering this empty query.

" ~ e e :Ibid, 101. He writes: "(0)ur generation has itself given birth to its hero. the demon,
who ruthlessly puts on the dreadful theatrical piece that makes the whole generation laugh and
forget that it is laughing at itself." (1make a similar staternent in chapter one of this text.) The
important distinction between what our generation does with the hero and what De S ilentio does
with Abraham is that the latter is not presumed to be a cornic character. By this 1 mean that
Abraham does not provide an optimistic conclusion for the citizen of the world. To do that, you
must be irnmersed in ethics. My eventual question and 1 suspect the underlying theme of Fear and
Trembling is that the h a n t you talk about Abraham you are in danger of making him an
economically comic character and the p a r d e l becomes one between Abraham and Jesus and not
Jesus and Isaac.

reasoning dialectician is not the discovery of a particular God but rather the force behind reason is
political and ethical. Dialectics, when contemplating the domains of morality and virtue, contrives
an ethical view which iürther justifies dialectical knowledge. The question of what is ethical has

become the standard to which al1 hermeneutics returns. The ethicaI is universal. It is the tnith- Its
langage is best spoken in the liberations of the dialectic for it is the world of ethics as the
universal where didectics fancy that they have made progress.

De Silentio's Faith and the Universality of Ethics
Early in the text, De Silentio provides four imaginative variations of Abraham's story.
These four ways of t e h g the story are four ways of attempting, both, to deal with the story on an
ethical level and to show how the story transcends the ease of my ethical lessons and
. ~ ~Siientio
arrangements. Interestingly, none of the four variations on a theme are ~ o r k a b l eDe
recognizes that what happened on Mount Moriah after three days silent travel can not be
redeerned in terms of human, ethicai relationships. I can not and should not make Mount Moriah
the place where Abraham faltered and doubted God in the name of ettii~s.3~
The relationship between man and his ethics is of great interest to De Silentio. Adherence
to ethics as the end of man, as dialectics is to the ends of thinking, has made the step toward
Christian faith diffïcult. De Silentio recognizes that the ethicai thinking of his tirne was rooted in a

"sec: Ibid, 11-4. The stories ail conclude with the image of a mother using different
techniques to wean her baby. Each of the stories ends with the admonition that 1 am lucky not to
have to breach my ethicai understandings. But. and most irnportantly, each of the stories fails to
communicate the story of Abraham and this failure is what makes, curiously, the stones of the
mot ber so meaningfiil.
"See: Ibid, 22. Failure to do this is also a failure to tum the Judaeo-Christian tradition into
a religion of pragrnatism.

concept of God. Duty to one another is only 'duty' in relation to a God that demands it. The error
made by the modern is in thinking that participation in duty leads to a relation with God." There
is something for the Christian which is the foundation of proper, moral ethics but which is also
bigger than ethical j~dgements.~'
Life, measured in t e m of ethical satisfaction, does not provide
the love necessary for the perpetuation of those ethics or a relationship with God. Ethics are only
workable as a secondary aim, they cannot be derived through dialectical inspiration. The love of
the community is fuelled by a love of God which is made, eventually, by, not thinking, but through
surrender or resignation to the virtue of the absurd.''
If 1 am to consider the story of Abraham ethically, 1will have to deal with the thought that
Abraham meant to murder Isaac. But this is not the only way to consider the story and it is not
inevitable that 1view Abraham as a murderer. 1 can still fathom that there is a religious
interpretation of Abraham's actions. If1 am to consider Abraham from a religious perspective
what he attempts to do can be read as a sacrifice. This difference in language is the difference
between ethics and the religious, the human and the divine. To paraphrase De Silentio, to be a
murderer is not acceptable, to offer sacrifice to God is holy, in understanding that the two are
eventually one, and identiwing the contradiction that appears, is the essential anxiety t hat belongs

4 8 ~ e eIbid,
: 68. He writes: 'This duty becomes duty by being traced back to God, but in
the duty itseif 1 do not enter into relation to God." Clearly, that which is governed by God is not
to be confused with access to God.

"J. Bogen argues something slightly diffîerent. He argues that if 1 am to t a k in t e m of
trumping ethics then 1am no longer able to use a word like 'duty' in reference to God because
this word beiongs to ettrics. (See: J. Bogen, "Kierkegaard and the Teleological Suspension of the
Ethical", Znquiry, 1962, 3 14-5.) But if ethics owns the rights to certain words 1am in no position
to Say that it has been trumped. The transvaluation of the term 'duty' in this sense is relevant.

"Sec: Fear and Trembling, 100,27.

to the Christian? This anxiety is not a problem to be mended for "without this anxiety Abraham
is not who he i ~ . " ' ~
The story of Abraham is not about, though, transvaluating murder into something divine.
Abraham does not, although he is prepared to, kiU his son. He is given back, from God; his son is
not killed by his hand. The ethical result is attained only by the decree of God. This secondary end
is accomplished through Abraham's faith. This faith is t h e one that is demanded by Jesus as the

one, though the size of a mustard seed, that can move mountains. A mountain is indeed moved.
Mount Moriah is transformed from a place where man was in anxiety to a place where faith was
rewarded and anxiety redeemed. Abraham denounces the world of ethics and his place within it
for the demands of eternity." In doing so with sincenty and faith, the world of the temporal is
apparently retumed to hirn.%

" ~ e e :Ibid, 30.
''~ee: Ibid.
53~lrner
Duncan argues that Kierkegaard's airn is to repair Kant's declaration that to teil
any sort of Lie is a betrayai of moral principle. Duncan has Kierkegaard as showuig that there are
situations where ordinary moral principle is inadequate. See: Elmer Duncan, Critique of Fractical
Reason and Other Writings In Moral Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949),
349. For corroboration, see: GeoMey Clive, 'The Teleological Suspension of the Ethical in
Nineteenth-Century Literature", The Journal of Religion 34 (April 1 954), 75-87. This praise of
Kierkegaard seem, to me, misdirected, as Abraham is outside of the ethical. He is outside of not
just bad formulations of the ethic but also the very best ones imaginable.
54

See: Fear and Trernbling, 49. I am not sure why 1 would want it back. The offer, and I
think in this context 1can understand it as an offer, is made to those who would find it attractive,
to those who long for ethical cohesion and the maintenance of that which is deemed precious, my
human relationships. Christianity does not make me monstrous but the only true monstrosity is to
not be Christian in this undefined sense. These human relationships show me what love can mean
but they are overwhelmed by what love does mean. It is especially cunous in this trumping of
ethics by faith that the cail to ethics is made in reference to the political side of ethics. 1 am very
interested in the complex relationship of this enticernent and of who it can be offered to.

The ethical has corne to be seen as the universal realm by which al1judgements and actions
are made and conceived.. This is the context within which 1iive, my own actions and identity are
consîructed in Light of this view." 1am governed by an idea of self-responsibility that is dependant
on the Iarger, communal ethical whole. 1 judge what 1do individually by its reflection in the mirror
of society. The world of the ethical is the universal world of ail human truth. It is the place of
language a!~d interlocutors. It is the place of culture and aesthetic expression. It is the place of law

and structures of justice. It is the world of science and technological achievement. It is the world
of crime and the world of success- It is everything that the h u m a . king relies on to be a human
being. It is that which Aristotle spoke when he stated that man was, by nature, a political animal.
It is that which Rousseau warned me about.

AU that 1am is ethically derived, if ethics can be defmed in this sense. The idea of a single
individual removed from this notion of the nurturing whole is an insult to ethics? The individual
who espouses a domain of self that is not connected to the realm of the ethical, universal context
is an insult to, first, dialectical Iogic, and second to the citizens who provide the true context of
being. This desire for hiddenness, for removal fiorn the nurturing, communal mother, provides

nothing for the context and lives a lie in its attempts at social distance. To live hidden Like this is

'*~ohnElrod clairns that the self only gains crucial self-understanding by realizhg itseif in
its existence and the need for the transcending of ethics is because ethics imposes a self on the
self. Faith is what ailows this process to occur. (See: Elrod, 125,209) This is, I think, very wrong.
The implication that ethics needs to be transcended is not found in Kierkegaard. If this was the
case the movement of faith that De Silentio recognizes would not be difficult at al1 but would be
desirable as an aesthetic gesture over social imposition. ELrod has faith taking the place of
rebellion and ernancipation from a Rousseau like social structure. In suggesting that faith is useful
in liberating me from the constraints of and ethical contextualization is certainly an exarnple of
going further than faith.

S6Forreinforcement, see: Green, 263.

to either be wrong or idiotic and it is always to be irresponsible.
When the cornmunity is faced with the story of Abraham a problem is raised. What am I to
make of a man who is going against the ethical universal for something higher than that
u n i v e r ~ a l ?How
~ ~ can it be that the God who defines the human idea of duty make demands that
insist on rejection of that duty? How, given the contextuai debt of the individual to the ethical
universal for their being, can 1continue to be when 1suspend and step outside of the universal
ethic?'' This paradox is centrai to both Fear and Trembling and the "arguments" of this the~is.'~

n ~ h i squestion has had numerous responses. Avi Shurneli argues that, in Kierkegaard,
Christ retums man to the particularïty of his existence. While this may be true it is hardly the
trump in Kierkegaard's Christian thinking. This return to existence is a surrendered existence. 1
would think that it is an existence no longer in self but in Christ. (See: Shurneli, 59.)
Emmanuel Levinas, distinct from other cornmentators, is put off by what he sees as the
existential core in Kierkegaard's thought. He criticizes Kierkegaard for making subjectivity an
absolute. (See: Emmanuel Levinas, "Existence and Ethics" in Kierkegaard: A Criticai Reader
[Malden: BlackweJi Publishers, 19981, 26.) Levinas seems closer to the mark than the others but
is still, 1 think, off target, Kierkegaard certainly praises the subjective individual, he does dedicate
many of his works to this being. But this is the not entire aim of Kierkegaard's theology. The
subjective or even existential self has a part to play that requires distance from conceptual thinking
and conservative contexts. But the attainment of this distance for the individual is always in
regards to the higher absolute or calling. In criticking the church of his day and its conception of
God and claiming that man must withdraw into hirnself to discover the truer mystery of God is not
to praise subjectivity over faith.
Anthony Rudd reads Kierkegaard as consistently and constantly calling for individuai
responsibility. (See: Rudd, 1 17) Rudd's work on Kierkegaard is often very enjoyable (if I did not
have my own points to express 1 would gladly devote a chapter to his), but here he misses a
crucial point. In making the daim that 1 must work out my salvation in fear and trembling as
primarily suggesting that 1do this alone is to miss the larger point about the unknowability of
God.

"See: Fear and Trembling, 62. De Silentio writes: "How did Abraham exist? He had
faith. This is the paradox by which he remains at the apex, the paradox that he cannot explain to
anyone else, for the paradox is that he as the single individual places himself in relation to the
absolute. 1s he justified?' This question is an awkward and the author does well to avoid to avoid
a systematic answer. It cannot be justified in terms of sensibility or Hegelian universality. It cannot
be justified by the tenets which raise the question.
Also of importance, 1 must note that Abraham is not able to explah this paradox but De

The fear, within ethics, is that a switch of onus ont0 the individuai will destroy ethical
me.@ This fear is cornpounded by the view that the Me of the single individual, that Me of the
individual outside of their context, is an easy mistake t o make and that living within an acceptance
of the ethical universal is something that people fuid hard to acceptm6'De Silentio sees no strong
evidence that the bonds deiivered to us by God that serve the ethical are severed by Abraham- The
ethicist attempts to make a monster of Abraham by declaring that he could not have loved his son.
De Silentio adarnantly disagrees. Abraham m u t love I s a c and this love must be placed in a
paradox against the love Abraham has for God so to show what the true point of the human life

Silentio, while perhaps not explaining it, is defining it. This is another dflerence between De
Silentio and Abraham, between Abraham and the rest of us. De Silentio is seeking wisdom from
that which Abraham lives and does not contain in his k i n g as knowledge. This battIe against
universality is not a temptation to Abraham because it does not occur to him, his cues are derived
from God, When God says where are you, Abraham answers.
5 9 ~ nwhile
d
Anthony Rudd attests that Fear and Trembling's main point is that religion
transcends ethics may appear be to correct, it does not Say enough. To Say that this is the main
point is to sirnply restate a different idea of ethics, it is to posit a different universal. This, to me,
demonstrates that when De Silentio speaks of ethics he means more than the universal, he means
that which must be avoided as the universd, as such 1 should be carefbl in rny drafting of new
d e s . Rudd does seern aware of this extra dimension in comparing De Silentioysuse of the term
ethics to Hegel's term sittlichkeit (social moraiity). But in mentioning Hegel, Rudd carelessly
brings the discussion back to a dialectic of universality. The reference to Hegel must be contrived
to provide explication and understanding. That gesture is an ethical one. See: Anthony Rudd,
Kierkegaard and the Limits of the Ethical (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 144-5.
6 0 ~ e nOutka
e
understands Abraham to be a man who is avoiding muid-numbing
conforrnity. See: Gene Outka, "God as the Subject of Unique Veneration", Journal of Religious
Ethics 21, 2 (Faii I993), 21 1-5. This view is another of those that seeks to fïnd a way of making
Abraham iook good, ethicaiiy. But positing the potential murder of one's child as an act of
justifiable rebeliion goes too f a .

%Sec: F e a r and Trembling, 75.

is."

Ethical understandings as depicted in aesthetic feelings are necessary to understand my true

and f u U relationship with God. The tension and difficulty of 'sacrificing' or surrendering my
ethical and human loves and the hurnan universal it depicts, is done by standing apart from the
cornrnunity, before God, in 'Tex and trernbli~~g."~~
My inklings, when they do occur, to buck the ethical threatens me with the anxiety of the
paradox. How can 1 live as a being when 1cut away that which provides my sense of king? This
probIem is further complicated in that my breach of the ethical can be either sinful or faithfûl in
nature and 1 am unable to know which. When 1 move myself away from the universai ethic 1 may

be stepping into either the demonic or the divine. The thinker is lost with this paradox? He is lost
because the result, the fmal truth, is known by God and not by man. If 1 could figure out the
guaranteed path towards faith, then 1wouId have replaced the power of God with dialectical

%ee: Ibid, 74.
6 3 ~ e eIbid,
:
75. A huge and crucial question must be raised here. How is it that 1 can have
an understanding of either feadtrembling or the self that must do this outside of my contextual
arrangements? The answer, I suppose, is similar to the one 1 considered in regards to thinking.
There is a necessity of constructing an environment where these sorts of questions and concepts
can arise but that it is a mistake to think that this construction is adequate to the full task of the
Christian. There is more to be done, through God, outside of this context. But this is not as
satisfiing a response as it was when considering the role of thinking. In this case the demands of
surrender and that there is a further task beyond me are aiso reflections that corne fiom the ethical
universai which 1 seek to move past. The idea of transcending the ethical universal, given its
constitution in language and thought, is an idea that cornes to me From the ethical universal. This
is exactly the problem 1seek to address in this paper and my work. For now, 1am content to
address the problem. I will Ieave consideration of this problem on a deeper level to the drarnatic
close of this paper. I wilI hint that my problem arises in thinking that the absurd to which
surrender c m actually be narned in a way that is akin to my label the absurd.
6 4 ~ e eIbid,
:
107. The thinker is lost because he is a thinker. Without the thought that aims
to understand there is no paradox. It is only as a thinker who seeks understanding that there can
be a fear of damnation and a glee in redemption. The one who loves without the judgernent of
thought does not participate in this continuum

ingenuity.

If the ethicist is afraid that consideration of the story of Abraham may result in citizens
attempting the sarne action as Abraham then there c m be no discussion of Abraham But, as De
Silentio notes, acting like Abraham does not make you akin to Abraham. Only faith c m make you
akin to ~ b r a h a r n - ~
But
' what is this faith?
Faith is the paradox that man, as a single individua1, is actually "higher than the
univer~al."~~
This movement, though, towards faith requires this concept of the universal. Faith is
not a part of the universal (as I saw when 1distinguished it from Hegel's sense of a presumption).

If faith does not break away from this encompassing idea of the ethical universai there can be no
faith. Faith has to be found outside of that which is everything. If the context of our categorical
ethical universal is everything, then al1 the categories of existence and being are already
accomplished."
Faith argues, in Fear and Trembling, that the single individual, who originates in the
ethical universal, is higher then this universal. The ethical universai must be exposed to show that
it is the highest place for man to subside; that the single individual is in a supenor position when
they are in an absolute relation with God. That which brùigs about this realization is the mediation

%ee: Ibid, 3 1.
%ee: Ibid, 55. And as Abraham is outside the universal ethic, he has nothing to say in
judgement about what happens in that ethic. He does not Say it is empty or that life spent pursuing
ethical n o m is a life rnisspent. He is not in position to say anything at dl.
6 7 ~ e eIbid.
:
And therefore I would not possess anwiety. 1would possess only particularized
fears of which 1would have recourse, if not ability, to assuage, within the boundaries of my own
humanity. 1 would be fully abIe to solve myself within the materials of human existence. Perhaps 1
cm.

that cornes from, and tempers, the ethicai world. Faith is inside this paradox that 1 am shown the
possibiiity of more through the realization of less. Faith, in a form that is antagonistic to the
ethicai, must not be reduced to a spiritual trÏal.""
Abraham's faith is so contrary to the ethical demands of the universal it cannot be properly
considered in relation to the overwhelrning context of the ethicd u n i ~ e r s a lAbraham's
.~~
actions
can not be made sense of ethically and given that his cues of how to act are delivered to him
through this ethic, 1 have a paradoxicai movement. That Abraham acts as he does is both an
absurd action and an action arrived at through surrender to the absurd. It is this resignation to the
absurd, to the unreasonable and non-contextuai, which places the individual in a position higher
than the universal.'' Abraham is not tempted to sin by God. Abraham is not tempted by God at ail.

He is tested by God. He is tested to see if he can withstand the temptation of the cail of the
ethical. He is tested to see if he can actuaily breach the ethical universal that gives him language
and being."

%ee: Ibid, 55-6.
"~onaldGreen, whose work on Kierkegaard is consistently interesting, does an excellent
job of cnticizing the urge to ethicaiize Abraham. But Green eventually sees Fear and Trembling
as king a discourse about sin and redemption from sin. This conclusion, 1fear, brings Green into
the fold of those who have found a use for Abraham in a universal, meaningful, economic way.
See: Green, 272-3.
'O~ee:Fear and Trembling, 56. It shatters the being born fkom that universaking context.
7'See: Ibid.
7 Z ~ e Ibid,
e : 60. Abraham passes this test in the only way that it c m be passed. He does not
realize that he is king tested. Croxaii rejects the prernise that Fear and Trembling implies a
transcendence of the ethical. He asserts that ethics and religion are closely allied in the work. This
may be true but Croxall's emphasis is always on the ethical. He argues that given what Abraham
does is eventudy for the good, it is thereby ethical. (See: Croxaii, 118, 126.) This ignores the

Faith js found in this paradox: that the interior of a person, and not in the exterior context
which constructs the named interior, is that which is led to faith?' Ethicaliy, 1 am to subvert the
appearance of an intenor for the truth of the exterior. In an act of faith, solicited by distance from
the exterior, there is the creation of an interiority which is non-contextual. That is to say it is
outside the reach of the universality of thought and language. This step cannot be accomplished in
the words of ethics. The understanding of action through "ethical

rnakes action

relative and dependant on the understanding of the universal ethic to be pIausible. That which is
done for the universal ethic is not done in faith. Faith c m not be made to appear as the ethicai
because that would make it already present in the world of human universals. Ir would take it
away from God and place it in the hands of ethicaily conceived man. By trying to universalize the
step the individual takes away from the universal would be to translate into ethicd conversation
that which can not be made sense of in this way.
De Silentio parailels the potential sacrifice of Isaac with the stones of sacrificial virgins.
They are very different types of stories. The sacrifice of the virgin was done for the comrnunity. It
was a sacrifice in the name of the ethical universai. This context of sacrifice can not make room

way Kierkegaard opens up the concept of the ethical to include that which universalized k i n g in
the world. It also renders the concept of the ethical, if Abraham's faith is an example of it, as
unknowable and until after God's cd1 is made; ethics in this sense is senseless.
Croxall's argument also appears in works by J. Donnely. Donnely's position is identical.
(See: J. Domeily, "Kierkegaard's Problem 1 and Problem II: An Analytic Perspective" in R.L.
Perkins, ed., Kierkegaard 's 'Fear and Trembling ': Critical AppraisaZsI [Montgomery: University
of Alabama Press, 19811.).
73See:Ibid, 69. This interior is not to be confused with the psyche or the conscience or
such constructions of the inner made in the world of the outer. The inner, that which tends to
faith, is unnamed and is silent. It is not available through Socratic recollection.
74See:Ibid, 71.

for Abraham- Abraham can not explain what he is doing to Isaac in this way. The book of
Abraham, De Silentio writes, has been "confiscated by God", it is not "public p r ~ p e r t ~ . " ~ '
The ethical task is to step out of the hiddenness of interiority and show oneseif, and
accordingiy, given the mles of your context derived origins, others, in the universal. The universai
ethic is based on mediation of the diaiecticai sort. It is based on conversations taking place in the
public space which ailow us to conceive and define new hermeneutic selves. But those who
conceive of the importance of the self in these terms are mistaken. Recognition of others within
the public space provides comfort whereas the maintenance of hiddenness creates social tension.76
The modem strives, dialectically, to find and expose hiddenness in his aesthetic constructions. De
Silentio sees his task as showing that aesthetic hiddemess and 'the paradox of faith' are not the
same."
There is an important dynamic between ethics and aesthetics to be considered. Ethics is
not open to debate only discovery. It abides by strict universal categories that are to be discerned
through diaiecticai thought. Ethics clairns to deal with actuality and the suffering present in this
actuaiity. It is interested in discovering the essence of responsibility in causing this suffering so to
note the responsible action called for so to relieve the problem. Ethics is fnistrated with that

'*see: Ibid, 77. This is important and interestkg. The book that 1 am reading, on Abraham,
is public property. It is to be read by those who are raised in philosophical and poeticd
atmospheres. It is to be read by men and women who are attuned to psychological terror and who
have concems about ethical protection and about the path to sdvation. It is as connected to the
actual story of Abraham as public ownership is to God. If it is to be more than a book of the
public it, as a text, must be sacrificed.
'%ee: Ibid, 83. The politicai, which is strained by the threat to the ethical, is a component
of my ethical understandings.
77See:Ibid, 85.

which attempts to hide fiom the obvious human world of actuality. Aesthetics, as De Silentio
perceives it, welcomes the hiddenness." But this hiddenness is superficial given that the aesthetic
act and creation are f d y within the bounds of contextual ethics- Ethics demands disclosure in
mediated speech (there is no other type of speech). Aesthetics, even when it refuses to speak for
itself, does so for ethical reasons. It keeps silent to preserve the ethical good. When it must, for
ethics, speak, it does.
The universal demands disclosure, o r a form of silence which supports disclosure, it wants
to take away from the individual that which they which think is imediateIy (in an a prion' sense)
and intimately their own and show them that their faults and virtues are given to them through the
contextual and ethical universal. The dialectic which works with the ethical universal wiil mend
the faults to convert them into virtues. But, as De Silentio stresses, Christian sin and Christian
faith do not belong to me in an immediate sense nor a contextual one. They are not sociaily
constructed because they exist outside of the realrn of the ethical and belong to the dictates of
God. If the ethicist is right, sin would lead you to Abraham. Abraham is not who he was because
of his sin, of his broaching the ethical. He was Abraham for his faith, which is post-ethical.

Heroes and Liars Both Keep Quiet
This is all quite clear but it is not the end of the issue. How Kierkegaard's aesthetic charrns
escape the context of ethical universaiism is a difficult matter. In thinking about how he would
cornmunicate, mediate, to the world about Abraham, De Silentio expresses that he would hope to

" ~ e eIbid,
: 86. This is the debate offered in Either/Or. It is the argument that Kierkegaard
allowed to flourish in his narne. Less than a year later, Kierkegaard has De Silentio negating both
sides of the struggle.

depict the element of Abraham that has to do with fatherly love?' I must be alert to the fact that
De Silentio thinks to introduce me to Abraham through an obvious ethical and aesthetic category:
the love that a father has, and is to have, for his son. If this is where 1am to begin how am 1 to
view Abraham's potential sacrifice of Abraham? Not, De Silentio asserts, as a spintual tri4 for
this makes Abraham a spirituai and ethical failure for k i n g willing to carry out his task. What
t hen? The problem can be alIeviated by reaiïzing that Kierkegaard is king deceptive. He has no

ability to tmly talk about Abraham despite his intense desire to have sorneone discuss him.
This, in rny view, suggests the central point of interest in Fear and Trembling: the tension
between De Silentio's speech about the greatness of Abraham and his inability to actually Say
anything absolutely or universdy about him. This is the tension between informing me about
Abraham in order to lead me to him but not k i n g able to Say anything about him outside the
dimensions of the ethical universal. This is what Kierkegaard is forced to Say the story of
Abraham demands 1 transcend.
This problem can be exemplifred by very briefly considering De Silentio's comments on

7 9 ~ e eIbid,
:
32. This is a peculiar choice and a peculiar endeavour. Given that
contemplation of Abraham is shattering to one's behg it is odd to think of correlating this path to
persona1 redemption/destruction to the paternal bond between father and child. This is the bond,
though, that is best enunciated and elaborated. For it is the relationship of a father's love for his
child that is transvduated and deepened when it is contrasted or substantiated into the love of
God as the father for his creation. The ailegory suggests that God may find it as hard to place me
in the hands of suffering as 1 would with my children but this wouid be an immature exposition.
My relationship to God with the father is not eventuaily comparable to the relationship of father
and son. I do not know what God will do with me and if the bond is termed solely in reference to
ethical action, it will fail me. But if this bond is articulated in terms of love and trust 1 will be able
to glearn what a relationship with God feels like even if1 do not know what it looks like or how it
will be enacted. This gleaming is oniy partial but De Silentio feels no apparent compulsion to
reject, before its time, that which is only a shadow. It is this shadow which is crucial to more
weighty rejections-

Luke 14:26. I am to hate al1 of my friends and family if1 am to serve ~ o d . "The ethical sou1 in me
has translated this verse to not be about 'hate7 but rather that I must 'love7 God more than I Iove

my friends and families. This is quite a tumaround as De Silentio notes. He concedes that they are
terrible words to contemptate. But, if1 were able to do it, it would be a great accomplishment~ ' interest here is not in
What seems to me, ethically retarded, could still be greatness in ~ o d . My
this other breach of the ethical (the story of Abraham is enough exarnple of that) but in the idea of
'greatness' which De Silentio propounds.

De Silentio spends a great deal of time comparing Abraham to the tragic hero . The tragic
hero, in De Silentio's reading, gives himself up to the ethical understanding." The Knight of Faith
(a designation 1 will discuss more fully in a moment) gives up the universal to be the single

individual. I have, then, the separation of the man of faith frorn the ethical. But De Silentio goes
further. He asserts that it is maddening to live outside the universal without any contextual
reference points and that there is a tremendous security to be found in giving oneself up to the
But then De Silentio writes a strange thing. He writes that the Knight of Faith knows
univer~al.'~

80~osipovici
States this even more bluntly: to love God without hating the human is
impossible. See: Josipovici, 126.
" ~ e e :Fear and Trembh g , 73.
8 2 ~ e eIbid,
: 75.1 think this is the case for De Silentio's example, Agamemnon. 1think it is
also true for Antigone. But it is not true for Oedipus or Creon.
g3See:Ibid, 76.

that he is k i n g courageous" and, one supposes, draws strength from this k n o ~ l e d g e1. ~can
~
understand the temptation the Knight of Faith has to revel in the security of k i n g a tragic hero
but how am 1 to understand that the Knight of Faith stU relishes notions of greatness? What does
greatness mean, if anything, outside the aesthetic and its ties to the ethical? In seeing Abraham
and the Knight of Faith as great, am 1 not understanding them through the ontic-theological lens
of the ethical universal? Can 1be drawn to Abraham without poetic exhibitions of his greatness?
1s it the case that what draws me in like a bridge to a new country must be promptly and
consciously burned behind me? In this conscious burning do 1 not conceive of new, man-made
bridges?
M y point is that in De Silentio's celebration of the madness of ~ b r a h a 1dam
~ subtly
removed from what has k e n caiied the pursuit of faith- T o make Abraham a figure of'greatness is
to solemnize the man and to not pursue a simiIar achievement. The actions of Abraham are
meaningless and empty, as exciting as any nothing, once 1 am able to do the same. And 1 will not
l e m , and nor can it be taught, the faith of Abraham by admiring Abraham. 1will not, it appears,
learn to love Christ by being impressed.
The purposefui inadequacies of De Silentio's text can be discovered by considering faith,
and its cnteria of love, through Kierkegaard's, concurrently written, upbuilding discourses. These
discourses d o not discuss Abraham; their idols, if they can be said to have them, are the apostles

%ee: Ibid.
"Green adds that De Silentio lets me know, through his praiseful portrait of the ordinary
tax coliector, that everyone can be such a hero. See: Green, 26 1.
86Agacinskiinterestingly points out that whiie faith does not automaticaily imply madness,
it also does not deny it. (See: Agacinski, 13 1.)

Peter and Paul and Job, the king of thankfulness. But the heroisrn of these three, as Kierkegaard
notes, has Little to do with what they said, it is that they were able to do. 1 am not to be drawn to
the narne of the example, but to the edwing illustration.
Why is it that De Silentio States astonishment at the achievement of Abraham? De Silentio
c m not understand how Abraham did not need to understand or j u s t e himself to others. What
Abraham did is asked of al1 of us, is Kierkegaard's point.. If 1 find it terriQing or insensible then 1
am ignoring the request in favour of rny own enlightened panic. De Siientio does not fit with
Kierkegaard's message. De Silentio's concem is not for the truth, or for aesthetic splendour, or
for the preservation of an ethical code; it is for himseIf. How do 1 avoid the distracting concern
for oneself? Kierkegaard's preaching is clear: you have to be thoughtless in the world not to be
concerned with yourself."
Knowledge, and the pursuit of it, because 1 can not fully connect it to myself in a
meaningful existential way causes anxiety. Knowledge is always about your position in the world.
It is always existential. Kierkegaard is not however, eventually, an existentiali~t.~~
He writes:
57

See: "Strengthening in the Inner Being", 84. Kierkegaard's statement is: "Only a

thoughtless soul can let everything around it change, give itself up as a willing prey to Me's fickle,
capricious changes, without k i n g alarrned by such a world, without k i n g concerned for itself."
The tone of this passage is not made fully evident until the punch Line is dropped on the next page:
'Wothing is said of the rich crops or of the newly erected barns, but what is mentioned is perhaps
something he forgot in al1 this - that he has a soul...."
%ierkegaard does stress the individual outside of the contextual. For many obvious
reasons this desire for separation fiom context is read as throwing the individual into their
existence. But this is certainly not the onus of importance for Kierkegaard. His existentialism is
similar to Augustine's idea of the will. It is my view that this will and existence are eventuaily
surrendered thus making the existence that understands secondary to that which is understood.
And the self that does this, and the existence that provides that self, disappears. Kierkegaard
comes to me as an aesthetic battler, designed and hoping to lose, with Eckhart's message of
disinterest. To describe this as existentialism is to be frozen in a preliminary stage. This individual

(I)f a person were to have in mind deciding this matter once and for a l l and then
k i n g finished with it, so to speak, the inner k i n g would only be stilIborn and
would vanish again. But if he is tmly concerned, then through God everything
would serve for strengthening in the inner k i n g , because God is faithful and does
not leave hirnself without witness. But God is spirit and therefore can give a
witness onIy in the spirit; it is in the inner k i n g . Any externd witness fiom God, if
such a thing could be thought of, can just as well be a d e ~ e p t i o n ? ~

In the next chapter 1 wilI be considering Martin Heidegger's discussion of the anxious
nothing. Heidegger's cornrnents about the problems of logic and scientific thinking are invaluabte
to the work I am doing here. But perhaps of even more relevance to the more radical ends of the
thesis is Heidegger's failure to forget the wilI.

in their existence is secondary to the relationship of the individual in God. To make Kierkegaard
an existentialist, as Sartre does, it is necessary to first secularize hirn. T o secularize Kierkegaard is
to politicize Christianity. This is the opposite of what I wmt to do.
Of the books and essays 1have pemsed only Paul Ricouer shares my doubts about
Kierkegaard's reputation as an existentialist. He writes:
'To begin with the frrst doubt: was Kierkegaard really the father of existentialism?
With the hindsight of severd decades, this attribution reveds itself as a pure
illusion, a trompe-l'oeil, a convenient way of domesticating Kierkegaard by
subsurning him under a farniIiar category. It is now quite easy to see that the
supposed farnily of 'existentialist' philosophies never reaily existed, and this should
enable us to restore some autonomy to Kierkegaard. (See: Paul Ricouer:
"Philosophy After Kierkegaard", Kierkegaard: A Critical Reader Malden:
BlackwelI Publishers, 19981, 10.)

*'Sec: "Strengt hening in the Inner Being", 87-8.

Chapter Three - Heidegger's Willful Question of Metaphysics
(A)nxiety is a form of wishing.

- Staren Kierkegaard

"What do you say if 1 corne to you with nothing?'
"Fiing it down to the ground,"
- Zen saying

Introduction
This chapter attempts a reading of Martin Heidegger's discussion of nothing in ' m a t is
Metaphysics?". Heidegger is invaluable to the work of this thesis. It is in Heidegger that 1 find one
of the best and strongest understandings and critiques of scientific epistemology. But it is in
considering Heidegger's refiections on the nothing that my thesis is given its biggest boost. From
the outset it is crucial that the reader not misunderstand what is king attempted here. 1do not
think that it is possible to argue that Heidegger is siIent in a way that is identical with the views of
silence presented in the other chapters of this text- No, by emphasizing Heidegger's thinking on
nothing, 1 wish to argue something very different. My argument consists of the daim that much of
Heidegger's unsilent thinking can be connected to the possibility and the protection of the same
view of Christian silence that 1 have found elsewhere in these pages.'

'1do think that Heidegger is useful to Christian thinking. R W e , 1 a m very much opposed
to B rian Ingrafia' s completely unsympathetic reading of Heidegger as contrary to Biblical
theology; 1recognize that Karl Lowith is correct in stating that Heidegger's thinking may be
reiigious but that it is not Christian. 1also agree with John Caputo when he writes that
Heidegger's comment in Der Spiegel that only a god can Save us should not be construed as
refemng to the God of Christianity. But I also agree with Caputo that Heidegger works in the
sarne direction as Eckhart and that instead of God Heidegger refers to Being. (1 think that this has
to do with the fact that the word God is jargon.) See: Brian Ingraffia, Pastnzodem Theory and
Biblical Thealogy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 10 1-66; Karl Lowith, Nature,
History and Existentialism, edited and translated by A. Levinson (Evanston: Northwestern

This chapter is organized as follows. 1 will begin by considering, in some depth,
Heidegger's writing on nothîng contained in the essay 'What is Metaphysics?'. 1 wiil t q to
demonstrate that this articulation of the nothing and its relation to metaphysics is interesting in
regards to the fundamental question of ontology, ethics and the same scientifc, logical
understanding of the universal that the other authors of my thesis also seek to address. My
intentions, as 1 have hopefully stated, are not lawyerly in either trying to defend Heidegger or in
trying to piece together the story of Heidegger's thought?

Epigraphs
Heidegger's view of nothîng helps to explicate how 1c m understand the paradox of the
k i n g that moves and Iives inside the gestures of nothingness without constructing an edifice

around that movement or that nothing.
'What is Metaphysics?", in the translation contained in Basic Writings, has as an epigraph
the fo llowing:
The world's darkness never reaches to the light of Being.)

University, 1966), 10; John Caputo, The Mystical Element in Heidegger's Thought (Athens: Ohio
University Press, 1978), 18, 254.

9fmd Richard Rorty's critique of Heidegger very powerful in that there is a great distance
between the projects of Heidegger and Rorty. In the current history of the relationship between
Being and philosophy, Rorty is winning, (the world looks more like his books), therefore it is with
fascination and curiosity that one finds Rorty to be so interested in Heidegger. Rorty provides a
Ioving, and often vitriolic critique of Heidegger where Heidegger interests me most, that is where
Heidegger can be separated from the rest of the modemist philosophical tradition. Rorty is used in
this paper as the voice of those who demand the conversation that 1am seeking to avoid and
forget. This voice, 1 write with hesitancy, is crucial to this thesis.
'See: Martin Heidegger, 'What 1s Metaphysics?'in Basic Writings, edited by David
Farrell Krell (San Francisco: HarperCollins Publishing, 1993), 89. (Italics in original.)

WhiIe this statement, attniutable it appears to Heidegger himeif, is fitting for the paper it
introduces, I suspect that it distracts me h m the main theme of Heidegger's essay. 1suggest,
instead, that the following from the opening pages of Fear and Trembling is more to Heidegger's

main point and would better suffice as the introduction to this work:
In Our age, everyone is unwilling to stop with faith but goes further. It perhaps
would be rash to ask where they are going, whereas it is a sign of urbanity and
culture for me to assume that everyone has faith, since otherwise it certainly would
be odd to speak of going fùrther. It was differentin those ancient days. Faith was
then a task for a whole Iifetime, because it was assumed that proficiency in
believing is not acquired either in days or in weeks. When the tried and tested
oIdster approached his end, had fought the good fight and kept the faith, his heart
was stiIl young enough not to have forgotten the anxiety and trembling that
disciplined the youth, that the adult learns to control, but that no man outgrows except to the extent that he succeeds in going further as early as possible. The
point attained by those venerable personages is in our age the point where
everyone begins in order to go further?
Heidegger's own citation intimates that 'Vhat is Metaphysics?" is a text about the threat of
nihilism to a k i n g that exists a prion' to nihilism.' Read as such, the essay is a promise that the
appearance of a discouraging nihilism in Heidegger's thinking is not the end of his philosophy of
k i n g but rather that being exists, perhaps optirnisticaily, before such claims of nihilism can be
weighed. This theme is very much present in his tract but 1 would like to begin by arguing that it

4See: Fear and Trembling, 7.
' ~ h ePost Script to 'What 1s Metaphysics?' published by Heidegger in 1943 continues this
concem with appearing nihilistic. Heidegger is not the only person concemed with defending
hirnself against the charge of nihilism in his work. See: Caputo, 18,240-3. For Laszlo Versényi
there is nothing to be defended, it is obvious to hirn that Heidegger is immersed in a tradition that
celebrates and encourages the death of humanity. See: Laszlo Versényi, Heidegger, Being and
Tmrh (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965), 193.

is not the predominant theme presented in those pages?
6RÏchardRorty thoroughly disagrees with me and for powerful reasons. In his
"Overcoming the Tradition: Heidegger and Dewey" he writes:
This way of putting things may suggest that I am, iike a good modem, neglecthg
the "ontological difference" between Being and beings...Heidegger neglects it too and it is weU for hirn that he does. If he did not, he would no longer have anything
to differentiate his talk of Being from Kierkegaard's talk of God and of grace.
Unless Heidegger connected the history of Being with that of men and nations
through such phrases as "a nation's relation to Being," and thus connected the
history of philosophy with just plain history, he would be able to Say only what
Kierkegaard said: that when all the advances of modem civilization are utilized , all
the dog-tricks of the Hegelian dialectic practised and perfected, and aU the aspects
of life and culture related by all the concepts one could imagine ever k i n g
evolved, we shall still be as far as ever from that which is stenger als das
BegrifJZiche (the most severe of the representational). Without the reference to the
history of nations, we should obviously have only what Versenyi suggests is all we
get anyway: "an al1 too empty and formai, though often ernotionally charged and
mystically religious, thinking of absolute unity." With this reference, we at least
seem to have an analogue of an eschatological and Augustinian sort of Christianity,
rather than an analogue of Kierkegaard's private and Protestant hope that Grace
may make him a New Being, able to believe the self-contradictory doctrine of the
Incarnation. [See: Richard Rorty, "0vercoming the Tradition: Heidegger and
Deweyy',in Consequences of Pragmatism, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1982), 48. Translation mine.]
There is much of great interest in this long quotation. Rorty's main point is that it is
Heidegger's consideration (allegiance) to king's historical and geographical position is what sets
him apart from the throughly negative dialectics of Kierkegaard. While this may be true of much
of Heidegger and Kierkegaard, and 1 am not sure it is, it is not true of Fear and Trernbling and
' m a t is Metaphysics?'There are a number of pûints to be addressed and an additional number
of points to k made in the main body of my text. First, Rorty has Heidegger displaykg more
optirnism about the k i n g that is there than Kierkegaard does. Again, this is not necessarily true
for the two main texts of my discussion. 1 think, paradoxically, that the two are aligned in that
Heidegger, in his reliance on anxiety, is not as optimistic but the possibilities of the connection
between Being and beings and de Silencio is not as pessimistic in his understanding of the
relationship between the ethical universal and the step of religious faith. 1 leave this only stated
here. 1 wïil consider it in more depth in the main text. Second, it is important to note, perhaps only
to separate the canon of Heidegger from ' m a t is Metaphysics?" and the historical importance of
the tirne that it was written that there are no references in the epigraph that 1have quoted to "a
nation's relation to Being". References are made within the text because the notion is cruciai but 1
long to suggest that this bond between Being and k i n g is not the cmcial component of

As the above quotation from Fear and Trembling insinuates, I see "What is

Metaphysics?' as predominantly attacking the sciences, and the logic they support, as failing to
continue the asking of the question of being. Instead, the scientific, intellectuai community has
assumed the answer to the question of k i n g and in so d o h g denied the path, the way, the faith,
of the originary question of being. In so doing they have separated o r pretended the separation of
the questioner from the question.
Science asks questions. But the questions that are asked by scientists are confident
questions about objects. This step away from including the questioner in the question is necessary
for asking the sorts of questions that science likes. This confidence in a separation of the two, of
knowing that a question about an object is not contaminated by the person asking it, is the point
of departure for the modem. He has moved beyond that which previously stifled man. He has
rnoved beyond the question: What is being? Or as Heidegger, in remembrance of Leibnitz, puts it:
"Why are there beings at atl, and why not rather nothing?"' In this Iight, this paper of Heidegger's
is not so much a defence against nihiiisrn but a criticism o f the universai clairns of logic in relation
to the question of being. As David Farrell Kreil puts it:
The whole force of Heidegger's thought lies in his account of the history of

Heidegger's work here. If it is what separates Heidegger from Kierkegaard (and again 1 am not
certain that this is the case in Fear and Trembling) then I wish to announce that it is trumped by
what unites Heidegger and de Siiencio which is a concem for the stifiing effects of the logic of the
universal ethic. (1 am almost prepared to predict that after necessary consideration that this point
of separating Being and k i n g in these two authors will become a minor and irrelevant one.)
Third, 1 must be careh1 of Rorty's understanding of Kierkegaard if he can write with seriousness
that Kierkegaard is hoping for a Grace that will enable him to ' k l i e v e the self-contradictory
doctrine of the Incarnation"! One is hard-pressed to imagine how Kierkegaard could believe it if it
wasn't "contradictory" or paradoxicai!
7See:'What is Metaphysics?", 110. This is the last full sentence of the essay.

philosophy - as the history of Being as presencing, named but not thought in the
history of metaphysics?
1can wonder if Heidegger's use of the "nothing" is another name for the unthought.

Nothing
'What is Metaphysics?" c m be read as both an exposition of and an offering to the
nothing. What is the nothing? The second that it takes to ask this question is al1 the time needed
to replace the nothing with something. As Heidegger attests: in asking about the nothing, you
must posit the nothing9 Therefore, with Heidegger, 1 must ako concIude that when it cornes to
the nothing there is no question or answer.1° This, while disarmingly straight-forward, is of crucial
importance. In recognizing the importance of the non-askability of nothing 1 also, in a manner,
articulate some substance to the nothing".
Richard Rorty understands the importance of silence in regards to the nothing and attaches
it to my consideration of Heidegger as a philosopher. Rorty notes that it wouId be good if

'See: David Farrell Kreli, Intimations of Mortality, (University Park: The Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1986), 144.1 am encouraged to see that part of the therne of this paper is
deemed by someone of the stature of KreU as the "whoie force" of Heidegger's thought. 1, unlike
Krell and Richard Rorty, who he is writing to in this quotation, am more interested in the promise
of seeing history in this sense and not just in noting that this is what Heidegger has done. There is,
1 th&, still the hint of a problem in Krel17schoice of language. His addition of "as the history of
Being as presencing" is crucial and Rorty does not mention such a qualifier. What 1 am facing
here is, in Rorty's case: a project about history; and with Kreil: a project about history with a
point that may be outside of that history. 1 think this a crucial difference.

'Sec: ' m a t is Metaphysics?', 96. As Heidegger puts it asking about the nothing
"deprives itself (the question and the questioner) of its own object."
1°See: Ibid, 97.
llCaputo is eager to make clear that the nothing should never be understood as a denial of
what is. (See: Caputo, 2 1.) It is, 1think, a denial of the pnvileged importance of what is.

Heidegger called what he wants something other than Thought." In c a h g it Thought 1am
immediately confronted with a potential opposition, that between thinking and something that is
not thinking. This is what Heidegger sees, as Rorty understands it, as the plagued gift that
philosophy since Plato has bequeathed to us.13 It is this inclination (that 1 can argue points to
satisfactory conclusions, and that 1 cari pick sides and identify certain groups) which is the result

of thinking that 1am arguing about an actual substance called an idea.I4 Heidegger wants to think
away fiom this. The problem with arguments is that they presuppose an agreeabIe topic. As I shall
soon show this confidence about my ability to delineate appropriate topics for philosophical
debate is suspect.
Rorty also understands the difficulty in using a "standard" of philosophical refiection when
"'thinking" about Heidegger? As soon as 1 seek to place Heidegger in the tradition, I have moved
away from him. In the moment 1aspire to identifL with Heidegger 1have narned him and in
narning hïm 1 have him and his philosophy as an object that belongs to a history rather than seeing
Heidegger (and in writing this sentence 1 commit the crime I am articulating) as a representative
of something entirely meta and other. KreU reflects the thinking 1 am recomrnending in his

%ee: "Overcoming the Tradition", 38.1 do not deal with Thought in this paper as Rorty
does in his. For the sake of easier reading 1think it is possible to also see Rorty's arguments as
referring not just to Thought but to Being as well.
13See:Ibid.
14

Stanley Rosen discusses the inability to Say that there is such a thing as nothingness and
relates this impossibility to Plato in a way that reminds the reader of Demda. He writes of the
Platonic decree that: "to deny the thinkability or speakability of Nothingness is to think and speak
it." See: Stanley Rosen, 'Thinking About Nothing", in Heidegger and M o d e m Philosophy, edited
by Michael Murray (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1V 8 ) ,118.
"See: "Overcorning the Tradition", 39.

response to Rorty's criticism of the holy. Krell warns Rorty not to objectQ the "holy" in a way
that would be repugnant to Heidegger. 1am, Kreil wntes, to think of the holy in the terms, or in
the sarne t e m , as the nothing which 1confiont in anxiety.I6 Considering anxiety as it connects
with the nothing will assist me in explicating this crucial point.

ANUety
1 am subtly trying to suggest that Heidegger's notion of the nothing is similar to de

Sitencio's view of the difficulty of faith in the way that it cannot remain true if it is touched by the
Iabelling effects of consideration. Heidegger's thought on anxiety aids me in considering the
connection between nothing and being. It also helps me to understand what is at stake in talking
about the nothing.
Heidegger talks of boredorn, and feelings like it, as k i n g helpfùl in showing me to myself
in relation to and in the context of the whole of beings. But boredom and its ilk do not show me

the nothing.17 There is only one mood, (and it is not a thought), that the nothing cm be shown in
and that is in the 'Kindarnental mood of anxiety."'8 Anxiety is privileged above ail other moods
and is, 1gather, deemed fundamentalby Heidegger because it has no objectI9k e other moods
16See:Intimations of Monality, 14 1.
17

See: m a t is Metaphysics?', 100.

18See:Ibid.
Igsee: Ibid. 1am not immediately sure that anxiety, even in the sense that Heidegger uses
it, does not have an object. 1acknowledge that my consideration that there is an object to anxiety,
albeit a vague premonitory object, is possibly the resuIt of the technological continuation of the
desire to narne. Al1 the same, there is a sense that when 1conceive of anxiety, even if only to read
Heidegger, I am aware of what he means thus understanding anxiety as an object. There is a
difference between knowing that one is anxious and king anxious about something in particular. I
wish to suggest that this difference is subtle, that if 1am to understand anxiety as a point of

such as sadness and happiness.20When I cry 1 have something to cry about. 1 do not need to be
given something to cry about when 1 am already in tears. When 1 Iaugh, 1 laugh at or with
something. The object of my emotions may be vague but it is there to the me when 1investigate.
This is not the case with anxiety. It c m be differentiated fiom fear in that it is not attached
to anything at dl. In fact, if t here is an O bject of apprehension 1can always, in accuracy, label the
mood as fear. When there is no object and 1feel the fez, 1 am anxiou~.~'
Heidegger writes: "Anxiety reveals the n ~ t h i n g . "Heidegger
~
explicates by explainhg that
it is the very objectIessness of anxiety which shows the nothing. (1must be careful fiom the outset
that 1 do not misunderstand Heidegger here. He is saying that anxiety reveals the nothing. He
does not Say that anxiety is the nothing.) When 1am in a state of anxiety 1 wii1 be confionteci by
the unusualness of its objectlessness. 1wili be confronted by the nothingness which 1am anxiously
apprehending. This is the ciosest, it would seem that I c m get to the nothing. I canglimpse it
through the pinpointed indetermination of anxiety?
The uniqueness of anxiety is also shown to me in my inabiiity to Say anything about it.*'

reference to the no thing 1am going to have parlay my own feelings of anxiety into an object of
potential anxiety. In this sense 1battle in, and with, the nothing about an anxiety that becornes the
object of my anxiety. This is not, 1 must be clear, irrevocable. 1raise it as another of the many
traps that await the sincere student of Heidegger.
'For corroboration, see: Caputo, 19.
" ~ e e :Caputo, 22.
" ~ e e : 'What is Metaphysics?", 101.

"Caputo reiterates this point, see: Caputo, 23.

Heidegger writ es:
Anxiety robs us of speech. Because beings as a whole slips away, so that just the
nothing crowds round, in the face of anxiety ail utterance of the "is" f d s silent.
That in the malaise of anxiety we often try to shatter the vacant stiuness with
compulsive taik only proves the presence of the nothing?
There is much that is very interesting in this passage. Frst, the silence that Heidegger shows to
pervade in anxiety is, as 1hear it, exactly the same sort of silence that Kierkegaard's Abraham in

Fear and Trembling exhibits. The difference here in Heidegger, and I think it is a problematic
difference, is that 1 cannot speak. In Fear and Trembling the "is" is part of the temptation.
Abraham, 1am told, is tempted to resort to statements of the "is". Perhaps it is impossible for
Abraham to do this but the impossibility of doing this for Abraham is countered, balanced, made
prornising, only in relation to the fact that 1 do find ways to render the insensible into the "is". If 1
read the passage again 1may hear Heidegger to Say even more. I do try to taik, compulsively.
But, and this must be from the perspective of a tmth that Heidegger is in, (with or wirhout
understanding but 1 suspect that Heidegger thinks he is in the former group) 1 am unable to speak
the tmth of the no thing no matter how I, compuisiveiy, try.
Also, I must pay attention to Heidegger's use of the word "malaise". 'Malaise" is a very
curious thing to wnte about my experience of anxiety. It is peculiar in that it objectifies the
experience of anxiety even if this O bjectification is accomplished through the subtleties of a
malaise. A malaise is something, it has an object. The object here is anxiety. This is the object of
my malaise. This suggests that my experience of the nothing m u t be wiiled. This passage
demonstrates this silent point in Heidegger. 1try to tallc over anxiety and 1cannot. 1try to taik

%ee: ' m a t is Metaphysics?', 101.
75

because 1 sense the malaise of anxiety. But 1cannot talk. But of course, as 1 know fiom my
experiences with people in the world, 1 can talk. To realize that 1 cannot address my anxiety is as
willful an act as taiking over it, of drowning it out. 1 m u t will, without connecting my wili to
logic o r common sense, anxiety to show n ~ t h i n gThis
. ~ ~ is not, it seems despite my willfulness,
what Heidegger wishes to Say. If it was, 1 wonder, would he wnte that talk "proves" the existence
of the nothing? Failed tak, it seems to me, does not prove the existence of anything. The use of
this scientific term by Heidegger confounds me.
Robert Bernasconi writes:
For the moment, the important point k i n g made here is that the nothing does not
arise out of beings as a whole; it is always aiready there, though concealed. Proof
of the "presence" of the nothing is found in the compulsive chatter that attempts to
shatter the silence. The nothing can be recognized in Our preoccupation with
beings. That we turn to beings in an attempt to escape the nothing, means that the
nothing directs us to beings. The nothing is revealed as already there by our
attempts to avoid it.17
Bemasconi writes that the nothing '%anbe recognized in Our preoccupation with beings", but it
c m , 1think, also be avoided. The point here in Heidegger's text is that it cannot be avoided. This
is not only simply wrong but also a distraction, in my view, from Heidegger's importance. Rather
than posit a transcendental category exposed by anxiety, 1suggest that Heidegger is better served
(perhaps he does not need to write about it but 1 recornrnend he not write against it) by implying
the necessary of a will distinct from the objectifying wiil. 1c m cal1 it the will of a surrendered and

'6~aputotalks of the wiliingness of the choice of anxiety, see: Caputo, 23.
27See:Robert Bernasconi, The Question of Language in Heidegger's History of Being,
(New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1985), 54.

f a i t f i l self in God without falling into the trap of objectivity." As it appears here, Heidegger's
view of silence is sayhg the sarne things that 1have heard before.
Let me return to considering the reveaiing of the nothing that is accomplished by anxiety.
Again, in revealing the nothing 1have not grasped it. The nothing does not becorne the object of
an~iety.~'
How am I to understand this? It does seem difficult. When 1am anxious, the nothing is
revealed but not held. 1s there a doubled nothing at work here? 1s there the nothing that is
apprehended in anxiety and is that no thing distinct from the nothing which underbes that
experience? 1 am not sure. 1am aware of something when 1 am anxious. This awareness is the
result of my recognition that 1 am not aware of anything. The point is that 1 do end up with a
result, thus a conclusion, thus an object." But this object is not, supposedly, the nothing 1 was
talking about. 1raise these questions not to attempt to cripple Heidegger's explication of his
approach to the nothing but to demonstrate chat participation in the unknown, non-objectifiable
nothing may require an act of will. 1 may have to willfully refuse to acknowledge the nothing that

2 8 ~ u dlfoCarnap in his consideration of Heidegger's questioning of metaphysics
acknowledges that the success of metaphysical thinking in the history of man is tied to how "they
serve for the expression of the general attitude of a person toward life." That is to say,
metaphysics cornes about through a wilied response to our emotional state, like creating a nothing
from Our anxiety. See: Rudolf Carnap, 'The Overcorning of Metaphysics through Logical
Anaiysis of Language", in Heidegger and Modem Philosophy, edited by Miehael Murray (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1978)' 32. Italics in original.
2 9 ~ e e'What
:
is Metaphysics?", 102.
'Qudolf Carnap wrote in 1931 about Heidegger's questions about rnetaphysics. Though
considered to be a scathing dismissai 1 often find Carnap's points to be well-intentioned, For
instance, Carnap writes: "If something wants to lie, in principle beyond possible experience, it
could neither be said nor thought nor asked." See: Carnap, 30.

1 ascertain as the result of the lack of anything as being an object in the name of respecting the
nothingness of nothing. It is not that 1 have nothing to Say about the nothing that is the problem. 1
have nothing to Say about it because it is not an object k e other objects in that it is not tangible;
it is beyond my experience. But it is something that 1 c m still point at.
1 wish t o remind the reader of de Silencio's view of the absurd and place that thought in

this context. The absurd in Fear and Trernbling is not removed from my will (which is a long way
ftom saying it is dependant o n my will) in that 1 must will my acceptance of it, o r more accurately

my lack of validity in having any opinion about it, so to pursue that which, in sincerity, cannot be
avoidedS3'It seerns dEerent here in Heidegger in that 1must assertively refuse to cal1 and name
what 1 have found when 1 am anxious. In Fear and Trembling I am not faced with this choice
because that which strikes as an absurd object remains unsatisfactory as an object. It is too absurd
o r ridiculous to be an object of universal sensibility. T o accept anxiety as a revelation of the
nothing 1 must wiIlfully accept that it is not the nothing it reveds.
How does this effect the view of k i n g that anxiety allows? Heidegger writes:

In anxiety beings as a whole become superfluous. In what sense does this happen?
Beings are not annihilated by anxiety, so that nothing is Ieft. How could they be,
when anxiety finds itself precisely in utter impotence with regard to beings as a
whole? Rather, the nothing makes itself known with beings and in beings expressly
as a slipping away of the whole."
What is shown to me by being is removed from me in anxiety. There is an act of replacement
occumng here. The being who 1thought 1 knew is replaced by the k i n g that is shown to me in

"Stanley Rosen writes: "Anyone who wishes to take seriously the problem of Nothingness
must reconcile hirnseif to a willing suspension of belief in the worId of concepts, objects,
quantifiers, and the like." See: Rosen, 123.

-''sec: ' m a t is Metaphysics'?", 102.

anxiety. Anxiety can show me nothing about k i n g and so k i n g is shown to me to be nothing.
But being, 1 am told, is not annihilated by anxiety. How not? Again, 1 think the reason is to be
found in the wiH. Being is not annihilated only if 1 do not accept the nothing shown to me in
anxiety as an object which tells me what my k i n g is. 1 remain an observer of nothing when 1 do
not accept nothing as something that is fully seen. Instead 1 recognize nothing in terms of context
and not as an actual object of ex~enence.))

I am arguing, that to do this requires a wiil akin to the religious inclination that De
Silencio also recornmends. This wilfil refusai to identlfy the nothing with a dictating actuality is a
religious act in the same way that a person willfuily gives in to infinite resignation." 1 am not

willing something that 1 believe in because 1 know it. 1 am willing, in the case of anxiety, against
that which has 'ken shown to me. To do this 1 must accept in faith that 1 am not comprehending
d l that is k i n g shown to me. 1 must, in effect, ailow that there is something bigger than what 1
identifjc At this juncture it is not immediately clear, outside of the arguments of a
phenomenologicd science, why 1 would do that.

Science and the IUogical Nothing
In ' m a t is Metaphysics?" Heidegger is explicitly criticai of the scientific approach, (and
its popularity), to being and knowing. The sciences have become the way that understanding is

33Caputoargues that thinking has nothing to do with definition and argument at: Caputo,

3.
"Caputo denotes this move as going from needing a reason to accepting the "without
why" and engaging "in a non-representational tinking on Being which leaves metaphysical reason
behind.". But Caputo is not clear here, except for mentioning without development Heidegger's
concept of awe, why 1 would wish to will this. See: Caputo, 8, 25.

evduated and known and, accordingly, existence has become grounded on this mode1 of
under~tanding.'~
Science, in its method of study, has posited and assurned a representation of man
whereby he is shown what and who he is. In Heidegger's language, the sciences have given beings
to thern~elves.'~
This is more complicated and diabolical than I am showing. The important words
to dweil on here are "posited" and "assurned". The scientific method has made Dasein suitable for
science and is thus exposed by it.37Human beïngs have only become understandable in relation to
the world, the attitudes they derive fiom experience in that world, and the atomism that this world
encourages. Beings, in this tri-partite relationship, are examinable and what is examinable has
come to be the standard of what is. If it cannot be exarnined it cannot be. Therefore science has

''Sec: "What is Metaphysics?", 95.
'%ee: Ibid. The opposing side of scientitic philosophy is equaliy unimpressed with
Heidegger. Rudolf Carnap mocks Heidegger's use of language as too empty of content and
meaning to be significantly empty. He writes of Heidegger's sentences that they are rneaningless
words of rnetaphysics dependant on depriving meaningful words of their meaning through
senseless metaphors. His conclusion of Heidegger's rhetoric is that it would be contradictory and
absurd if it was not already meaningless. See: Carnap, 24-5.
37See:Ibid. Heidegger defines science as working in man through a trinity of
understandings. First, man has declared himself knowable only in relation to the world that he
lives in. This is the natural world that science has the power to inspect. M a t the world shows of
beings, in its natural relationships, is what beings are. Second, the "attitude" or personalities of
beings are also derived wholly from their surroundings and there is nothing outside of these
surroundings which can contribute to being. Third, and 1think most important, the image of man
that science has created and nurtured irmpts ont0 the cornrnunity of man. With this Iast step the
atomistic subject is invented and with his development science has a source in which to be
justified. These three points fiom Heidegger (See: Ibid.) should not be understood
chronologically. A chronological understanding of that sort would in itself be scientific. How this
relationship works is not imrnediately clear. Michel Foucault in The Order of Things assists in
understanding how this development occurred. In that work, Our crumbling relationship with God
enables us to posit myself as a subject for the verifiability of the experiences of that subject.
Heidegger does not write, here, explicitly about the death of God but 1 think that Foucault is
correct in placing this data into the equation.

no interest or patience for the n~thing.'~
But, Heidegger contends, science, in order to defend
itself (which science believes should be done), needs recourse to the nothuig."
Heidegger is unwillhg to see this development of the scientific understanding of k i n g
neutrally. The guiding force of Heidegger's argument is that the route that philosophy has taken,
into an atornistic, scientific understanding of the self, has prevented man from pure access to
~eing." It has prevented me fkom asking the fundamentai question of ontology because it thinks it

has answered that very question. For Heidegger it is my anxious apprehension of the nothing that
leads me to a better path of questioning. Metaphysics is the name for that which the history of
philosophy has pursued." The metaphysicd question, which results in science and is fed,
negatively, by science, is: what is above being? This is not Heidegger's question. Heidegger's
fundamental question, as 1 see it, is: what is k i n g in? What is the Being within which beings
reside? The metaphysicai history of philosophy dodges this question with presumption. Heidegger
sees science as refusing to acknowledge the signposts of Being in its celebration and
encouragement of k i n g without Being.
Science distracts itself fkom the caiI of the question of Being by refusing to admit the

3 8 ~ osupport,
r
see: Caputo, 18.
39See:'What is Metaphysics?', 96. Whether this is the case or not, that science depends
on the nothing, seerns to be a fundarnentally scientific argument of cause and effect where the
causes in this instance are denied. 1will be discussing the scientifc bent of Heidegger shortly.
should explain what 1mean by Being in contrast to being. The term Being, in my
interpretation of Heidegger, is the absolute truth of alI beings. It is that from which 1 derive my
being. Heidegger would not use the word God for Being for any number of reasons 1 wiIl not go
into here. 1will Say that 1 am tempted to equate the two.
4 L ~ a p u demonstrates
to
Heidegger's desire to leave rationai argumentation outside of
philosophy. See: Caputo, 4.

presence of the nothing. My contentment with the modem scientific understanding of k i n g is the
same as, in Fear and Trembling, my desire for the universal ethic that prevents faith. Science's
understanding of k i n g deters me fiom my quest for Being. This occurs when 1 look to being for
the answers to being. It occurs the more I hold on to k i n g as a whole onto itseIf. The more 1do
this the more 1 tum from the nothing." This is very similar to De Silencio's complaint about the
universal ethical. 1 am drawn into that which explains me, that which makes sense to me. 1 corne
to f n d myself Living in a community where these same understandings are the currency of
participation and recognition. 1 can only be recognized by the others in my life, 1 can oniy be
granted the status of being, through participation in these standards. To attempt ro get outside
them requires a rnadness, an kational step into be it the nothing or be it faith. Heidegger is
correct to wnte that 1am perceived as delving into "nihilation" when 1 seek the nothing that
points me toward the Being of b e i n g ~For
. ~ ~Heidegger the path beyond, before, within and
outside of science is not nihilistic. Rather it represents the importance of liberating myself from
the id01 of metaphysical truth."
Richard Rorty identifies some important strearns in Heidegger's thoughts and perceives
sorne possible problem areas. He agrees with Heidegger that the ChristianPlatonic idea of the
One, distinct from the temporal many has Ied to the idea of certitude as metaphysics." Through

4 2 ~ e e'What
:
is Metaphysics?", 104.
"see: Ibid.
%ee: Ibid, 1 10. Carnap, while perhaps intending to be dismissive, assists in understanding
Heidegger by cailing metaphysics "a kind of knowledge which is not accessible to empirical
science." See: Carnap, 30.
%ee: "Overcoming the Traditionyy,43.

appreciation of the One, 1 have corne to doubt the truth of appearances. This has led to concepts
of Tmth as defined in a negative relation to the untruth of experience. In tirne and history this has
become transvaluated but the modem gesture of experience as tmth, o r empiricism, is connected
to this original underpinning. The problem with this whole tradition is the ease in which it
recognizes its own place. This ease for Heidegger is hcrbnstic. It has also contaminated me in my
approximations and appreciations of everything 1participate in. This is present in the dilemma of
the facthalue distinction. 1, living in the modem technological world, fail to see that what 1 value

has a syrnbiotic relationship with what 1 cal1 a fact. There is no distinction between fact and
value? Tradit ional, but bom in this century, arguments against the factlvalue distinct ion have
tended to argue that what 1c d facts are actually my values. Heidegger and Rorty, 1think, argue
this inversely. What I call values, and what 1value, are connected to what 1call facts. The
relationship starts with a faith in facticity and this is what encourages me to privilege that which 1
d a i m to value.

Rorty, so far, is in sympathy with these arguments. The arguments have far reaching
ramifications for the study of philosophy. Philosophy has become the rhetorical art of polernics
where the superior logical argument implies truthfulness. It is these arguments, and the
philosophers who provide t h e m that 1value. But phiiosophers like this corne from the same
communities of understanding as those who are evaluating them. The circle of philosophical
thought is very tight. 1 Like the thinkers who think like I do and allow me to think as 1do more
persuasively.

46See: Ibid, 45.

Heidegger rebels against this? Philosophers, in Rorty's understanding of Heidegger, are
not there to enhance human He? They are there to ask the fundamental question of being. The
history of metaphysics which is the histoty of philosophy has, in Rorty's view of Heidegger,
trivialized the holy. It has done this by making Being an object which is aiready understood in
beings."
How does Heidegger fit with science? What sort of question is this? 1 think it is an
inevitable but foolish question. Rorty writes that "(t)he whole force of Heidegger's thought lies in
his account of the history of philosophy.~~50
What Rorty means here is that Heidegger's project is
dependant on that which it is clashing with. He attributes the same tendency to Kierkegaard's
insistence that the entire history of theology has been a step away from God. Rorty thinks this
absurd and not worth considering. To the latter Rorty claims that there is no Christ without that
which Christians have said He is? The same goes, it follows, for Being. There is no Being except
for what beings have said about it. David Farrell Krell agrees about the "guiding force" of
Heidegger's thought.'' More importantly, Krell is willing to add that the larger point of this force

And in rebelling there is no smail degree of alignment thus the impossibiIity of
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O verco rning

met aphysics.

'*Sec: Ibid, 50. And every cornmentator I have read who would call thernselves
Heideggarian or at Ieast exhibit syrnpathy to the Heideggarian view of philosophy always return to
a discussion of the place for ethics in Heidegger. For examples, see: Rosen, 123; Caputo, 257.
j9See: Ibid.
''see: Ibid, 52.
"See: Ibid, 53.
%ee: Intimations of Mortality, 144.

may be outside of it. But he qualifies this by seeing that there rnay be some congruence between
Hegel and Heidegger as regards the movement of history. He agrees that Heidegger c m be read
as inverting Hegel's "history of ~eing".'~
Hegel and Heidegger seek different conclusions but their

methods are not disparate." Heidegger, himself, may be trapped in the thinking of technology that

he aims to expose."
1think that both Krell and Rorty are right but 1 have no interest in their correctness. It is

obvious, as Rorty makes clear at the beginning of his essay, that you cm always try to trap a
thinker or a thought into the history of metaphysics. Heidegger can be made to fit the tradition
that he rejects because the tradition can encompass anything but the presence of what Heidegger
asserts. The method of assertion can always be objectified. Words are always words in context.
When the message is that 1 must be silent the fact that it is a message cm always be shown to be
averse to the silence it recomrnends.
How am 1 then to read Heidegger? 1 concede that the problem regards his relationship to
the reading of history. This thesis thoroughly disagrees with Rorty's daim that Christ is who
Chnstians have said he is. This is, to my reading, too M

y in the representational, scientific

tradition. 1assert that it is possible to imagine, as Fear and Trernbling recornrnends, that 1
suspend this universai understanding in order to stand in the awe of my own ignorance about that
which 1 have named. Fear and Trernbling does refer to names in my Biblical lexicon but to

53Cap~to's
discussion of ' m a t 1s Metaphysics?' eventuates in a discussion of there being
a deeper power than rationality at work in the history of the West. See: Caputo, 30.
" ~ e e :Intimations of Mortali~,139.

"Sec: Ibid, 143.

automaticaüy infer that this places de Silencio's attempt to siide out of history into the unnamed
and insensible behind that history into a category of that history requires that 1accept the truth of
context as the entirety of being.
My point here is that 1cm read Heidegger without dwelling on the Yact" that he can be
connected to that which he rejects. Ln my reading the guiding force of Heidegger's thought is
mooted. To seek a guiding force is to seek a place where reduction is possible.s6
There is something important, though, to be considered in thinking of Heidegger as a
reflection of scientific thinking. 1would k e to return to my thinking about willfulness. The
present discussion also exemplifies the need for willfulness on the part of Heidegger's reader. 1

am, whether eventuaily noticed or not, forced to will a reading against this tradition. 1 have to
consciously refuse the lu11 of the universal? To do this, 1 do not necessarily have to make logical
and correct choices, but 1 do, at least once, have to choose. Even though Mary, in the Biblical
story of Mary and Martha, chose contemplation of Christ over human action, she still had to make
this choice in relation to the ~ t h e r . '1~could Say that in the case of Mary the actual presence of
Christ made her choice easier. Why do I choose the question of being? Why do 1 choose faith?"

S6Camapis convinced depends on exactly this conhision. (See: Carnap, 26.) Rosen
provides an understanding of Heidegger from a perspective of this confusion but uninterested in
it. (See: Rosen, 1 16.)
nRosen asks if it is necessary to take the nothing as a concept. (See: Rosen, 120.) No, it is
not necessary, but it is necessary, 1 am arguing, to will against the concept.

"1 will consider this in greater detail in the next chapter.
59PaulHühnerfeld provides a fascinating comment regarding these questions. He States,
plainly, that leaping into God (as Eckhart recommends) is very different from leaping into Being
(as Heidegger recommends). Why would anyone leap into Being? Why would awe be so
powerful? See: Paul Hühnerfeld, In Sachen Heidegger; Versuch über ein deutsches Genie

In asking questions like this, as Rorty, Krell and numerous others do, 1 am showing what it is that

1actuaIly have chosen and in so doing refuse to choose it.
Heidegger tries to protect his thinking From a logical, inteilectual reduction by showing
that the nothing is not the same as nihilism. For Heidegger the "nothing is more original than the
'no t' and negati~n.''~
If the nothing is to be questioned, which Heidegger recognizes he has been doing, it must
be already thereS6'This reads iike a Kantian transcendental argument or a Thomist defence of God

- given that 1 am talking about something that something m u t existF I wish that Heidegger did
not wnte things iike this because it draws the reader's attention to the phenornenological
category. In seeking to defend the nothing he is better served by announcing, as he does later, that
if 1 think of negation when 1think of the nothing 1 have conceptualized the nothing but 1 do not

have the nothinge6)The latter defence is much more powefil in that it does not draw itself into

(Munich: Paul List Verlag, 196l), 125. (Quoted in: Caputo, 34.)
While Heidegger is not completely true to his own philosophy 1 do think that this is where
he has an edge over Eckhart (my discussion of Eckhart follows in the next chapter). Heidegger
refuses to give charms or promises to Being and as a result is unable to provide a "reason" why
Being attracts.
'%ee: 'What is Metaphysics?', 97.
%ee: Ibid. Caputo agrees that an ability to question the nothing bespeaks an approach to
the question of Being. (See: Caputo, 2 1.)

621think that Carnap is correct to argue that Heidegger makes a mistake in thinking that
existence is a predicate. (See: Carnap, 29.) 1think that this is sornething that Heidegger admits
but has, it seerns, some difficulty addressing. In "What 1s Metaphysics?, there is no tallc of Being
shown to k i n g as dasein or in the actions of existence. And yet there is, in the matend under
consideration here, persistence of the importance of the existential in relation to Being.
%ee: 'What is Metaphysics?', 99.

logical considerations. Heidegger reiterates the previousness of nothing to negation later in his
essay and this time he addresses the problem of understanding his explication as logical. Nothing
is before the logical conclusion of negation. Therefore logic is not the start and there is a deeper
questioning M o r e logic that erases the pertinence of 1 0 ~ i c . ~
Of course, this is stiil logicd. 1am sympathetic to what Heidegger wants to do here but 1
wish he would do it in other ways. He should be drawing my attention to the Being of nothmg
which is not just pior to but is the source of ail things- Between the two devils of logic and
mystical revelation Heidegger chooses the former when he is eventually going to have corne back
to the latter. In correcting the history of metaphysics Heidegger is metaphysical. He wants to fix,
he wants to repair and this is a metaphysical inkling. He should recognize in his own pages that it
is the wiIl in contrast to the mind that he is addressing. If he airns to be persuasive he has to do it
at-the cost of losing the thought. Just like 1do, and so all my references to the contrary must be
reread in the light of this confessed awareness.

Nothing and Being
Heidegger explicitly states the association between the nothing and being: the nothing is
non-being "pure and

Even if 1read this as an objective statement about the meanhg of

the nothirg Heidegger knows it doesn't matter much given that non-king (in a sense that is not
simply negation) is not a term I c m technologize anyrnore than the nothing. Heidegger can Say
that "(t)he nothing is the complete negation of the totality of b e i n g ~ "without
~~
fear of beïng cailed
%ee: Ibid, 105.
'%ee: Ibid, 97.
?3ee: Ibid, 98.

a nihilist. Nihilism, as Heidegger sees it, is within the totality of beings and is negated by the
no thing?
Heidegger stresses the relationship between a king and their context in O ther beings as
representative of my understanding of myself. 1cannot understand the whole o f beings, be it the
social body o r the whole of the self, but 1 can understand myself as being in "the rnidst of beings
that are revealed somehow as a ~ h o l e . " ~Before
'
1 consider this complicated thought let me add
to it the estimation that my existence is always in the context of the ~ h o l e It. ~is ~my view that this
idea70 works on a number of levels. There are two understandings of the whole at work here.
There is the whole of society and the whole of the body.
Tt is important to Heidegger that 1have some, albeit illusionary, understanding of my place

in the social whole. It is not important that I understand exactly what my place is because at best 1
can only have a vague sense of that. What is important is that 1 recognize that 1am in relation to a
social whole. This is important for my experience with anxiety. Without a social context to relate
to the pangs of aruciety, the nothing that is revealed, will not have the appearance of a something
that is threatened. Heidegger uses the words "hover" and "hang" to describe what happens to my
association with the k i n g as a whole. In anxiety the bottorn/ground of rny king drops away from

6 7 ~ a p u twrites
o
that nothing can not be compared with Being because Being is in nothing.
And being, even dasein, does not contribute to this but its negation is not nihilism because no
essence o r presence is there to be negated. (See: Caputo, 20.)
68See:'What is Metaphysics?", 99.

am no longer concemed, in this context, about using words like these.

7 0 ~

me, it loses its credibility, and aiI 1 am lefi with is king in nothing?' This allows me to glimpse the
nothing as a part of my existence. 1 am able to do this in retaliation against, and reliance on, the
context of my understanding. It is the ground of metaphysics which is opened by the nothing.

Dasein is present here. Being is not thrown away in this episode. Nor is king redeemed through
some process of negation." I do not see myself because 1 have stripped the other or the physical
self away. They are the Lights on the platform I am standing on, they are what aUow me to see that
the platform is f a h g a ~ a y . ~ ~
It is this moment in Heidegger that 1 am given being. 1 am separated from the whoie, 1 see
them drop away in my anxiety. 1 am left with myself. It is not the nothing and no t faith, but stili

through the nothing and through faith that makes "possible the revelation of beings in general.""

My previous analogy between the nothing and de Silentio's faith has k e n fürthered. Being is now
comparable to God. It is also Being that 1 m u t wiU towards. This is still the case because as
Heidegger puts it: 'Dasein means k i n g held out into the nothit~g."~~
This is the answer to the question of metaphysics. Metaphysics, in Heidegger's account, is
the Dasein that relates to the whole and it is the history of ho w this equation has been

7 1 ~ e eIbid,
:
101.
" ~ e e :Ibid, 103. Caputo adds that thinking must be detached from being to rhink of Being.
(See: Caputo, 22.)
7 3 ~ ofurther
r
agreement, see: Caputo, 20.
7 4 ~ e e' :m a t is Metaphysics?", 103.
75See:fiid.
76See:Ibid, 109.

Heidegger's equation, and it rnight still be an equation, is the negation of ail e q u a t i ~ n s1. ~must
~
remember, though, that the nothing is essential to king. And as long as it is essential 1 have to
will it against the odds of sensibility. Anxiety is not enough as I. showed earlier, it is

all too easily

O bjectifiable.

Rorty points out that all 1 can be told about being is done through negation. The result of
this is that: "Metaphysics can only be explained by showing its history, by showing how people
thought to speak Being and wound up speakiig of b e i n g ~ . "In
~ ~Rorty's view Heidegger cannot
get any further than this. Heidegger leaves me with beings-without-Being and with no clue as to
what Thought o r philosophy might tmly be. This seerns to me to put the cart before the horse. It
is one thing to show that Heidegger discovers the ontic-theoIogical bent of Western met aphysic.
This claim is fme with me. It is another thing to castigate hïm fmr not joining in on this parade and
to suggest that 1 have to consider other ways of considering Being and being. If Rorty does not
know what Heidegger means by Thought or philosophy it is because he is still expecting the
philosopher to deliver his messages in cause and effect packages and in arguments. Rorty must, if
he wants to be a sincere reader of Heidegger, stop seeing Heidegger's exposure of the
philosophical tradition as Heidegger's idea and all the baggage that that entails.79

Finishings

77

For Caputo, Being cornrnands entire respect. We don7'tdeal with Being, Being de& with
us. (See: Caputo, 25.)
" ~ e e :"Overcoming the Tradition", 49.
79~eidegger's
baggage, according to Paul Hühnerfeld, i s Germany. He is far too much in
love with rural Gerrnan culture to think of Being outside of it. CSee: Hühnerfeld, 1 10-4, in
Caputo, 32.)

1 am much more explicit about the importance of the will than Heidegger is. But 1 end up

in the same position. My aim in discussing the will is to distance myself from what 1 read as

sincere warnings in Heidegger's text about logical thinking and objectiflcation- In my rendering,
the will wants but it does not know to name that which it wants and in that ability aims to step

into a blind and silent Tmth by stepping out of the truth.
Next, in the final chapter, 1consider Meister Eckhart's view of Christian disinterest which
is similar to Heidegger's rendering of the nothing. It is to this final view of disinterest which this
entire thesis has been both apprehensively and enthusiastically approaching.

Chapter Four - Boring Eckhart1
Corne to my houselstick a Stone in your mouth/you can always puIl it out if you
Iike it too much
- Garbage
"Supervixen"

Wise Meister Eckhart speaks to us about Nothingness. He who does not
understand that, in him the Divine light has never shone.
- anonymous nun o f Eckhart's
acquaintance

Introduction
This 1 s t chapter discusses Meister Eckhart's very short essay "About Disinterest".

Eckhart is completely essential to this thesis. Eckhart assists in making the awkwardness of what 1
have been writing about palatable. His message appears at frrst glance to be a bold one, but with

only a little consideration one can see that Eckhart's bizarre Christian message is not Far removed
from the thought of the rnainstream.

In this chapter 1am g o h g to invite you to sin with me for the last time. 1am inviting you
to be interested, with me, in the thought of Meister Eckhart.
Are these opening sentences a rhetoricd flourish or an admission of guilt? It is standard in
much acadernic writing to make statements like the above hoping to shock and entice the reader
into reading further. My sentence here, '1am inviting you to sin with me", is tmthful and, dso,
hopefuily, enticing. When reading Eckhart should I be Iearning by a method derived by Socrates

'1 would Like to especialiy thank Klaus Klostemaier for his assistance in his this chapter.
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in the Meno or by PIato in The Republic? Should 1be drawing the lesson from inside myself

where it already nestles? O r do 1need to create a context where such understandings are capable
of resonance? Or, a rhird possibility, are neither of these techniques or approaches of value?
In the pages that follow 1wish to consider Eckhart's short essay "About Disinterest". 1
have two reasons for doing so. First, the essay fascinates me and 1do not wish to dilute my initial
and preliminary fascination with too much specific consideration of other inputs. Second, 1 think
alI of Eckhart's theology c m be found in these nine pages.' (There may be one possible and

glaring exception to this trump. In other pages, completely within his sermons, there is much
discussion of ho w 1, as connected to God, c m be removed from God while k i n g within God.)

'1 may be alone in thinking this. The secondary literature that I have been able to peruse
has been rnostly, appropriately, silent on this essay of Eckhart's. There is some controversy as to
what the kernel of Eckhart's message. Raymond Blakney in his introduction to his translation of
Eckhart writes:
It could justly be said that Meister Eckhart was a man of one idea - one very great
idea, to whom nothing else mattered much. That idea was the unity of the divine
and the human. (See: Raymond B. Blakney, Meister Eckhart N e w York: Harper
& Row Publishers, 19411, xx.)
In another translation of Eckhart's writings, I fmd the following, from Edmund Colledge:
In them, Henry deals with what was to become the dominant central theme of
Eckhart's teaching, the birth of the Word in the sou1... (See: Meister Eckhart.- The
Essential S e m o n s , Cornmentaries, Treatises, And Defense, Edmund Colledge and
Bernard McGinn, translators, m e w York: Paulist Press, 19811, 7.)
Of course, these two views can be correlated. But even with an arnalgamation, they do emphasize
different things in Eckhart's work. My view of what is most important in Eckhart's work,
disinterest, is akin to but also ovenvhelms their depictions. Blakney stresses the unity of man with
God, Coliedge that the Word is on my soul. The two points, basicdy, mean the sarne thing but
they demonstrate that which is of interest to the two separate authors. It is the sarne case, 1do not
want to stress the unity of God and man, or that God is present in my heart as the Word. 1wish to
stress that, eventually, I must be disinterested and to do this 1must, importantly, put aside and
choose against these types of academic renderings.

This extraordinary thought does not fit, tightly, in what 1wish to consider. 0thers3 claim that
Eckhart's theologicd position is best demonstrated in The Defense. 1 cannot understand why this
would be true. In actuaiity, 1 think, The Defense is Eckhart at his worst and at his most anaIyticaI.
The nature of a defense is explanation and justification. If one's reading of Eckhart is to be
governed by the desire to explicate then The Defense may be an encouraging place to begin o r
continue one's research. But if this is a person's desire 1suggest that he may as weil not read

Eckhart, T o read Eckhart in the hope of understanding is very complicated. T o consider Eckhart's
influences, to consider histoncd context, to balance a phrase here with a phrase there, to apply
the usual criteria of academic exploration is not necessarily an impossible thing to do here but 1
am at a loss as to why anyone would want to.

About Disinterest
Let me begin with the title. 1, as reader, am automatically greeted with a paradox. The title
offers only two words: "About" and "Disinterest"? 1s it possible to connect these two ternis?
What happens if, as 1 am ternpted to do, 1privilege the second word: 'Disinterest"? Let me posit
an initial definition. Disinterest is to be without interest. If 1am talking about disinterest 1am
acknowledging disinterest as something, perhaps not worthy or even stated as worthy but

3The transistor, Raymond B. Blakney, of the edition 1 use here, names the scholar
Baeumker who is unfamiliar to me.
4The translator of the edition 1 am using notes that the literal translation of Eckhart's title
Von Abgescheidenheir is best translated as "About Detachment." (See: Raymond B. Blakney,
translator, Meister Eckhart [New York: Harper & Row, 19411, 3 15-6.) The points I wish to
make can be made equaily weil with either terrn: detachment or disinterest. Additionaily, Caputo
refers to the essay as On Detachment- 1 make much of the word "about" but am confident 1 could
do the sarne with "on".

somethuig, that 1can focus on. This essay is about disinterest. 1 have to wonder, then, if what is
being brought to my attention is an interest, even if it is only of the sort that is only interested
enough to point, in the subject of disinterest.
Now, let me switch my emphasis around. "About" is the focus, This changes everything.
The focus now is on the holistic, that which is al1 about. It is particularized in this usage by
disinterest. Disinterest is one of the possbilities of what there is that is about. One would think
that there may be other possibilities but I suspect that this one is where the title becomes most
intrïguing. As 1 shail show later in this chapter, disinterest trumps ail other virtues. It trumps them
because it includes what is good about them and discludes that which is self-directed and spoiled,
that is, bad about them. Disinterest is more important than humility for disinterest includes
humility but hurnility does not include disinterest. What 1 can conclude, then, is that when 1Say
"about disinterest" 1 am also saying something, and sornething more, "about love." This will
become clearer as 1progress,
One of the most important contributions that Eckhart makes to this thesis is his discussion
of Mary and Martha. The choice that Mary makes has a great deal to do with and about
disinterest and what it is to be silent in Christ.

Mary and Martha
The highest virtue is disinterest. This is what Eckhart writes:
Our Lord said to Martha: "Unwn est necessarium," which is to Say: to be
untroubled and pure, one thing is necessary and that is disinterest.'
In this passage the Lord is taking with Martha. Consider the scripture:
-

--

'Sec: Ibid, 82.

As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman
named Martha opened her home to him. She had a sister called Mary, who sat at
the Lord's feet listening to what he said. But Martha was distracted by ail the
preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, "Lord, don? you
care that my sister has Ieft me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!"
"Martha, Martha," the Lord answered, "you are womed and upset about many
things, but only one thing is needed. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will
not be taken away from ber?
From these verses Eckhart draws out the message that disinterest is the principle virtue. How he
does this is not autornatically clear. There are two pairs of actions going on in this text. One is
Martha's preparations for the visit of Jesus and his disciples. The other is Mary's listening to
Jesus. What Jesus is saying to Mary is not shared with me. Mary, in listening, has chosen a better
task than t art ha.^ What is difficuIt to understand is how 1 am to connect Mary's listening to

%ee: Luke: 10:38-42.
7 ~interpretation
~ s
of the story of Mary and Martha by Eckhart is not the only one in
existence. Eckhart provides another interpretation elsewhere in his sermons. This is only
important because t his "alternative" version privileges, famously, the actions of Martha over the
interest of Mary. It is necessary to consider this other interpretation for it seerns to counter what
view is that the action of Martha already places
is being said in this chapter. If Eckhart's
herself in a position above or equal to Christ and demonstrates that she is not fixated on the
Godhead, then 1 may have to recast what 1 have done by privileging the experience of Mary.
John Caputo uses this other, much more famous, version (oddly, although he discusses the
essay "About Disinterest" he does not allude to the presence of this second - or first interpretation) and he does so in order to demonstrate how ethical structures of ordered existence
are left unscathed by a presumed theai of a nihilistic disinterest. But, frrst, Jesus' concern with
Martha in the first version is not that she is active but that she is worried; Jesus has no comment
about her work. (See: Caputo, 137-9, 255.This is the same interest, as 1showed in the Iast
chapter, that he has with Heidegger.) He writes: 'The whole point of the story of Mary and
Martha for Eckhart is to insist upon the compatibility of mystical union with the exercise of moral
virtue." Given that this would be a trump of the principle of disinterest, Caputo c m not possibly
be right. 1s it possible that the reading 1 provide here is also thoroughly rnisleading?
1 have given some thought as to the chronology of the two interpretations. 1 had thought
that if 1 could discover which version came second then 1would know which of the two reflected
Eckhart's "true" impression. While 1 do not know the order in which they were thought, 1 do
believe that the second version has to be the one that privileges Martha, and that it is the most
important of the two interpretations. But it does not, 1 do not think, replace the first version - it is

disinterest.

There is one sort of disinterest 1can attribute to Mary: she is disinterested in the

provisions that Martha is preparing. Jesus' single staternent covers a lot of ground. He tells
Martha that she is worried about many things, presumably more than the meal and Mary's
domestic shirking.8 Also, and cnicially as it is the sole part of the verses that Eckhart relates,
only one thing is necessary. 1can see that Mary's choice is set opposed to not domestic labour

but to things that cause worry, and that which she has chosen is the only option. It is interesting
that Mary chose against that which causes worry and upset. Am I also told that Mary chose Jesus
over that which causes delight and pleasure? Yes, 1am in that Mary has chosen the one thing. If
this is so, why am 1 not told that she has chosen against that which I might construe as positive?
It is going to take some work to demonstrate the appropriateness of saying that these verses
show the virtue, the prime virtue, of disinterest.
What Mary has chosen is to Iisten to Jesus. She is, presumably, interested in what Jesus
has to Say. There are two components of this verse that are crucial for this thesis: that Mary

an extension of it. Martha is Mary retumed, disinterested in that which has Mary agog. But there
is no way for Mary to become like Martha uniess she first makes the one choice that Jesus
cornrnends her for. (Martha is premature in trying to get Mary past contemplation and Jesus does
gently chastise her for this.) This chapter is about the one choice of Mary's (which must posit
Martha in a potentiaiiy false but stiU necessary opposition). It is not about Martha because there is
no chapter about Martha.
' ~ h epresentation of Martha as a womer makes it diffkult to accept that she has reached a
stage of disinterest higher than Mary. There are a few points to consider here. Fist, 1 think it is
interesting that Martha has only one h e . M e r she is told that Mary has chosen the better thing,
she leaves the subject alone. This c m be read as a silence of defeat but this does not quite mesh
with her previous brazenness. Or it cm be read as disinterested acceptance. This still leaves me
with the problem of Jesus7telling Martha that she is womed and upset. A way to interpret this
and still maintain harmony between the two versions is to suggest that Jesus requires, in order for
her to make her one choice, a counterpoint in Martha. Thus, Jesus sets Martha up as a womer
when she is, in Eckhart's actuality, beyond such concerns. A great deal may ride on who has
hterpreted Martha's statement as deserving an exclamation mark.

chooses correctly; and that she is seerningly interested in Jesus' words? The two are. I think,
connected.

I am tempted to think that Mary's choice is made in relation to a rejection or awareness
of that which disinterests her. In fact, if Mary has indeed chosen Jesus over the domestic good
work of her sister she must be aware of that which she is rejecting. Perhaps, though, she destroys
that which governed her choice in the moment of choosing- This is not infeasible. 1s it not
possible that in rejecting 1silence that which provoked me into such an action or reaction? 1s the
contrast necessary between that which f a m to be disinterested in, (in this case the tasks of
providing a suitable party but d s o everything except for Iistening to Jesus), and being interested
in that which is not interesting, to distance myself from it? As long as I am to understand Mary
as having chosen Jesus over her sister 1 am confronted with the knowledge that she must have
been aware of that which she was rejecting. But 1 am not necessarily lost in this.
Jesus tells me and Martha that Mary chose the only thing. He does not have to tell Mary
this. What sort of choice is this? I would be tempted to Say that it is no choice at d l except that
Martha did not choose it which demonstrates to me that there is sorne notion, dbeit obscure, of
options. But in choosing it and choosing correctly that which is the only true choice, Mary
moves past choices. She has in her single choice, it appears, removed herself from having to
make more choices. She has freed herself, by rejecting that which she deems without interest,
from the duality of interest/disinterest. But, and 1must emphasize this, she does not and cannot
begin removed from that which lacks interest.

Can 1Say that Mary only shifts the focus of her interest? If it is the case that Mary

' ~ n dthis is what the second interpretation mends.
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"simply", shifts her attentions from the worldly to the divine can I presume that the principles of
sensory intellect and appreciation that Mary manipulates in her choice remain the same? Would
they not be transformed by that which they are focused on? Does it foilow that attention paid to
the debased would be debased attention where attention paid to the good would be good
attention? This is not an easy question but for now consider more deeply the notion that Mary
has chosen the one thing that is necessary,
If one were t o survey Christians on what one thing is necessary in the Christian life, what
is the one choice that the Christian must make, the answers would certainly vary. Most would, I
predict o r guess, focus on love, forgiveness, and the good treatment of others. No one, 1 aIso
predict o r guess, would narne disinterest as the primary virtue. Eckhart suggests disinterest is d
these virtues and more. The argument that Eckhart makes is very difficuk and provides for d o s e
scrutiny, for it is not entirely clear that disinterest includes these other, more cornrnonly
recognized, virtues.

The Unity of Virtues
With a little thought 1can see that the virtues o f love, forgiveness and working for the
good of others can be contained under a single umbrella concept. My first inkling would be that
that totalizing concept would be love. It does not initially occur to me that the concept would be
disinterest. One can easily see how if you are f d e d with love, especidy Iove of the Christian
divine, that forgiveness and the good treatment of others would inevitably follow. The thought
that 1would like to open up is Eckhart's view that when one is indflerent - appropriate Iove,
forgiveness, and ethics naturaliy follow.
Let me begin by briefly explicating what 1 mean by Socrates' unity of virtues. If 1consider

Socrates disrnantihg of the argument that defines courage in Laches as demonstrating the
impossibility of defining virtue in isolation to the whole of v h e , 1will be in an entertaining
position to ponder Eckhart's thinking.
In this selection of ~ a c h e s "1am shown that courage can be understood as the knowledge
of future good and bad. Given that, the understanding (or science) of future knowledge means
that one aiso has knowledge of the past and present. Courage, then, is knowledge of al1 good and
bad. But, the thorough and compIete knowledge of good and bad is virtue. And courage, which,
in this dialogue, has been understood as only a part of virtue, now appears to be the whole of

virtue. Courage turns out to be not, sirnply or only, what 1thought it was: the knowledge of the
fearful and the hopefùl.
Am 1to think that because, according to the line of the argument, courage becomes the

entirety of virtue that 1do not actually know what courage is? 1 think that 1am to reach a
different conclusion. 1suggest that 1am not to be too dismayed with the concIusion that courage
represents the whole of virtue- In fact 1should look at other diaiogues on other virtues (Lysis f'riendship, Euthyphro - piety, etc.) and see if 1 discover the same trend. 1 think 1will because what
Socrates is suggesting is not that 1am completely wrong about courage but that courage, or
whatever other virtue is k i n g considered, is comected to the whole of virtue. Thus the unity of
v i r t ~ e s .It
~ 'is, then, at the very least, odd to think of al1 virtue as encompassed by disinterest in

10

See: Plato, Laches, translated by Benjamin Jowett, (Princeton: frinceton University
Press, 196l), 197e- 199e.
"One rnight think that the Meno disrupts this argument in that virtue itself cornes away as
unknown, thus challenging my ability to narne the whole. In Laches virtue is accepted as the
knowledge of ail good and bad. This is also the starting point of the Menu but quickly becomes
confused. 1think the problem is mendable and has to do with the distinctions between believing

relation to the Socratic e 1 e n ~ h u . sSomething
.~~
has to give. To elaborate, 1wül consider Eckhart's
deceptively simple arguments in favour of the priority of disinterest.

Love and Mercy and Ethics
Eckhart shows disinterest to tmmp three traditional virtues- Disinterest is above love.'3
Disinterest is better than hurni~ity.'~
Disinterest is superior to mercy.15 The reasons why disinterest
is superior to these other virtues is that disinterest includes that which is virtuous about them, is
stiU more than them, and avoids the d u d vice that is connected to every ~ i r t u e .1' ~plan to only
discuss love and mercy. Eckhart's discussion of hurnility is interesting in how it relates to my
recognition of other things but this discussion is better, for brevity and the avoidance of repetition,
focused on love and mercy.
Disinterest is higher than love because love, eventually, focuses on the lover. Eckhart
writes:
1 put disinterest above love because love compeIs me to suffer for God's sake,
whereas disinterest makes me sensitive only to God. This ranks far above suffering
for God or in God; for, when, he suffers, man pays some attention to the creature
from which his suffering cornes, but king disinterested, h e is quite detached from

and knowing.

"0dder yet is physicist Gary Zukav's method of tuming Eckhart's unity of vu-tue into a
recomrnendation of a uneing theory of cosmology. See: Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li
Masters: An Overview of the New Physics (New York: Morrow, 1979).
l3See: "About Detachment", 82.

"See: Ibid, 84.
16caputoconcurs. He wntes of detachment as the tmmp of all virtues. See: Caputo, 1 1.

the creature."
Love is a distraction away from God. It is crucial to consider the idea of suffering for God's sake.
It is Eckhart's view, at least here, that suffering in the narne of God creates a distinction between
you and God that wiil inevitably result in the highlighting, even if in pejorative t e m , of oneself in
opposition to God.18 AU suffering, it follows, should be done in God and as the sons (and
daughterslg)of God. To accept this view of human love and how it may correlate to Christian
virtue, in the Eckhartian sense, will entail a radical transfiguration of how 1 have corne to
understand Christian ethics." It seems unlikely that 1 will be able to use any standard of affection
for one another as a measure of my status in God- But this does not rnean that 1wiU become a
social monster. There is no reason, here, to presume that. There is no reason why disinterest leads
to cruelty. This is interesting, important and difficult. 1s evil, as Hannah Arendt showed in
Eichmann in Jerusalem, the result of banality? Can 1understand banality as disinterest? Or is it
the case that evil requires not a Iack of attention or interest but particuIar attention? Again, this

17See:"About Detachment", 82. (Italics mine.)
I8See: Caputo, 13.
"1 include daughters for gender inclusivity. It is not entirely clear to me that Eckhart
would do the sarne. For an even more fascinating deliberatiori of daughters, suffering and being a
child of God, please see: Andre Dubus, "A Father's Story" in Selected Stones (Boston: David R,
Godine Publishers, 1988) 455-76.

"Of the two editions 1 have of Eckhart's wnting both introductions seek to make a place
for ethics in Eckhart's thought. Blakney is very concemed too distance Eckhart from any Nazi use
of Eckhart. (See: Meister Eckhart, xv.) Coliedge devotes a section of his introduction to what he
cails: 'Zckhart's Ethics and Mysticism". While Coiledge recognizes the difficulty of finding an
ethics in an Eckhart that denies the ultimate importance of prayer or human action, he stiU tries. It
is my argument that the mere attempt dernonstrates a profound interest in something other than
Christian disinterest. (See: Edmund Colledge, 59-61.)

would seem to Iead in the direction of Socrates in that no one, except the pathological, chooses
evil for the sake of evil. But the question is whether evil is k i n g chosen or whether it occurs
when there are no choices made. 1 may also do well to not be so interested in evil.
In considering questions like this 1 have to be careful to make sure that 1 am consistent
with my terrns. If1 am to begin with the language of complete disinterest it is not appropriate to
raise the spectre of the monstrosity of action which requires an interest to be noted." 1 was too
quick to Say that disinterest includes love, at Ieast 1 was too quick if by love 1 rnean the love 1
have in interest. 1 shall show that this is the trend with mercy as well.
The argument that Eckhart makes in regards to the supenority of disinterest to mercy is
identicai to the one on love. Mercy, too, requires that 1 pay attention to you, a s Eckhart puts it, to
cccreature~.~'
He writes:
1 also put disinterest above mercy, for mercy is nothing but a man's goîng out to
the want of a fellow and the heart is disturbed by it. Disinterest, however, is
exempt fiom this, k i n g self-contained and dlowing nothing to disturb. To speak
bnefly: When 1 survey the virtues, 1find none as flawless, as conducive to God as
disinterest."

It is going to be very hard to find a view of workable political ethics in these words? The dictum

" ~ h i sis a confusion that Bancroft 1think enters, see: Anne Bancroft, The L~rrninous
Vision: Six Medieval Mystics and their Teachings (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982), 136,
142.
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-See: "About Detachment", 84. (Italics mine.)

=Evelyn Underhill, in her remarkable but eventually discouraging book Mysticim,
confronts the completeness of self-denial in the mystical "tradition". Her intention appears to find
a way to have the mystics provide if not some ground for ethics, then no outrage against them,
she is, though, (in distinction to someone like Bernard McGinn) honest in appraising the dificulty
of doing so. She writes:
Others have reconciled seLf-surrender with a more rnoderate abandonment of

is clear: 1 am not to pay attention to the sufferings of others for if I do 1 wilI disturb my heart
away from ~ o dShould
~ ~ this
. lack of emphasis or, more accurately, denigration of ethics perturb
me? Or, a better question, what does it mean if this portrayai of the absence of ethical value does
bother me? Does it mean that 1am privileging the human over the divine?

1 have no great opinion on these questions. I raise them o d y to make a point about raising
them. The mere raising of the question betrays the asker. In querying 1am suggesting that there is
something possible outside of God that rnay need to be considered before 1derive an appropriate
understanding of God. This is the step

too far.

This can be e a d y explained. Imagine mainstrearn Christianity's response to the discussion
above? It rnight raise the cornmandrnent by Jesus:
You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart, with your whole soul,

outward things; for possessions take different rank for alrnost every human soul.
The true rule of poverty consists in giving up those things which enchain the spirit,
divide its interests, and defIect it on its road to God - whether these things be
riches, habits, religious observances, fkiends, interests, distastes or desires - not in
mere outward destitution for its own sake- (See: Evelyn UnderhilI, Mysticism.
mew York: Meridian Books, 19951, 2 1 1.)
The casual scanner of titles would be very disappointed with "BIessed are the Poor" for in the frst
page any hopes for an egalitarian ethics is shown to be not an interest of Eckhart's. He writes
t here:
"Bishop Albert says: 'To be poor is to take no pleasure in anything God ever
created,' and that is weil said. But we shail Say it better and take 'poverty' in a
higher sense. He is a poor man who wants nothing, knows nothing, and has
nothing." (See: Meister Eckhart, 227.)
%nne Bancroft adds that seeing God in other beings brings darkness. See: Bancroft, 143.
John Caputo articulates God as higher than ethical or moral virtue. See: Caputo, 11.
do this hesitantly given that 1have no clear idea what mainstrearn Christianity is or ho w
it would speak.

and with ail your rnind. This is the greatest and f i s t cornmandment. The second is
like it: You s h d love your neighbour as yourseif. On these two cornrnandments
the whole law is based, and the prophets as weU?
There is much in these verses that is of interest. 1 w u not care about that here. Let it suffice that
there is a dictate by the Lord that 1 shouId love my neighbour and whether or not this love is to
contain mercy is not stated, The point 1 wish to make is about what 1 am to do when scripture
gives me a contrary cornrnand like (for the last time):
If anyone cornes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and
children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he c a n o t be my
di~ciple.~'
My interest is not in striking a balance between the two commands. 1 am interested in what 1
might Say and how 1 might think when confronted with this latter sort of verse. My frst impulse is
to preserve the essence of the first verse in the second- Why do 1seek to do this? There are
probably a number of reasons. Among thern, 1think, is the cornfort in a learned Iesson and the
desire to feel connected, in the sense of achieving something, to my own sdvation, to Iessen the
amount of fear and trembling. The sole point I wish to make is that in doing this and recognizing
that 1 couId do this, 1 can see more clearly Eckhart's point.
The point 1 am making about Eckhart isn' t about whether or no t his theology makes room
for an ethics. The point 1hope 1 am making, and which this whole thesis is designed to make, is
what is at stake in even recognizing the distin~tion.'~It is in noticing that ethics has disappeared

%ee: Matthew 22:37-40.
27See:Luke 14:26.

'81 am going to make a sirnilar argument in contrast to Demda's apt criticisms of Eckhart
and negative theology in the closing pages of this paper.

and possessing the desire to bring thern back that reveals what is of most importance and hterest

to me. The problern is not that ethics goes misshg in these passages, the problem is that 1am
noticing its absence.
That 1might miss and long for an ethical standard raises other interesthg points about
i n q u j r and Living in the world. In Laches Socrates announced that courage represented virtue as a
whole. There appears to be an entirely différent view of virtue in the page; of Eckhart. But this
isnytthe case. What happens in Eckhart is that the correlation of the virtues into a unity is
accomplished negatively. It is what the supposed virtues are not which shows me what virtue is.
The unity of virtues for Eckhart is that they expose their own distance fiom God. Thus, it is then
fitting that virtue is not knowledge of good and bad but apathy aborit the knowledge of good and
bad. As my standard of virtue is opposite to Socrates, the method by which it is shown is
transvaluated. The erotic puli towards philosophical wisdom is replaced with a divine cornrnand of
indifference.
What sort of image of God is created by this understanding of virtue? Of course, it is
always problematic to think about images of God and as 1 wade through Eckhart's musings 1must
be careful about how much is being attempted or k i n g said in way of portrait.

Some Points About What God Ts
The path of disinterest is recornrnended because as God lives in purity and unity, He must
be disinterested. This is very bold and deserves quoting in hl]:

Disinterest brings God to me and 1can demonstrate it this way: Everything iikes its
own habitat best; Godyshabitat is purity and unity, which are due to disinterest.

Therefore God necessarily gives hirnself to the disinterested heart ."
God is disinterested, solely, because He lives in purity and unity. 1am not able to approach the
purity and unity within myself and in God without k i n g di~interested.)~
Disinterest should not be
understood as purity and unity itself, but as a path to this divine realization. Or should it? The
above text States that purity and unity are drre to disinterest. Now, God lives in purity and unity
and therefore in disinterest but God can not limited by the pIace He lives within.
According to Eckhart, I would be in error to make clairns about which one is more in
God. 1 would be wrong to think that 1 could posit a connection with myself and God as a result of
some benevolent more that is God. 1 would be erroneous if1 were to think that God is moved by
His creation. I would be mistaken to think that God is interested in my prayers and works. Before
considering these wild and radical cIaims, let me present what Eckhart writes:
Bear in muid also that God has been immovably disinterested from the beginning
and still is and that his creatiori of the heavens and the tarth affected him as Little as
if he had not made a single creature. Bcrt I gofiirther. AU the prayers a man may
offer and the good works he may do will affect the disinterested God as little as if
there were neither prayers nor works, not will God be any more compassionate or
stoop down to man any more because of his prayers and works than if they were
ornitted,
Furthemore, I Say that when the Son in the Godhead wiiIed to be human and
became so, suffering martyrdom, the immovable disinterest of God was affected as
iittle as if the Son had never become human at ail?
This single passage bears enough fimit for a long thesis of its own. When Eckhart writes: "but I go
furthe?'. between his claim that God is disinterested in his creation and my prayers and works, 1

--

'gSee: "About Detachment", 82.
30 Caputo

describes Eckhart's God as "pure detachment". See: Caputo, 1 1.

31See:"About Detachment", 85.
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see that Eckhart knew that this was bold and radical stuff, and his text turns into a dare.
For ease of consideration allow me to restate the points presented in this passage. 1. God
is not interested in the world that H e created. As far as He is concerned it is as ifHe did not
create it. 2. Prayers will not have an effect on God. 3. Works will not have an effect on God. 4.
The performance o r non-performance of prayers or works will bring God no closer or further
away. 5. The suffering and martyrdom of Jesus has no affect on God. 6. T o God it is as if Jesus
never existed?'

1 wiU fxst consider points one through four. Eckhart justifies his statements as foilows:
To God there is neither past nor future and he Ioves the saints, having foreseen
them before the world began. Then, when events, foreseen by God in eternity.
corne to pass in tirne, people think that God has taken a new departure, either to
anger or toward some agreeable end; but it is we who change, while he remains
unchanged. Sunshine hurts ailing eyes but is agreeable to sound ones, and yet it is
the same sunshine in both cases. God does not see through tirne, nor does anything
new happen in his ~ i g h t . ~ ~
This is agreeable but 1wonder why it is necessary to state. Eckhart mentions it in reference to
how it is still meritable to pray and perforrn good works but that God has noted you in eternity
and not in the moment. Even if that is so, and 1 am not sure that Eckhart can mean it, there is
another reading of Eckhart's diatribe against time." Time can be seen here as a metaphor for
meaningfulness. The word "time" and rny use of it bespeaks a respect for context and specificity
which are only relevant to a rnind captivated by that which occurs in this temporal, human realrne3'

32Forcorrespondence, see: Caputo, 11-2.
33See: "About Detachment", 86.
v i m e , d o n g with the number, are the prime targets of Eckhart's pastoral condemnation.
"For a larger discussion of how thne is a lie in Eckhart, see: Bancroft, 152.
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God in being outside of time is aiso outside of context and, it follows, outside of that which is
interesthg and humanly important. That God is outside of tirne, that God is etemal, is known to

me through Christian edicts. And if I "know" the eternal nature of God to be true then 1can not,

in good faith, connect God to the w a n d e ~ gspecificities of my daily actions, supplications and
interests.
There are many directions that 1 can go here. But before 1 consider those other paths 1
should consider points five and six. On first reading these points are outrageous. How am 1to
anderstand them? Or better yet, ho w am 1 not to reject them?
The actuality of Jesus' existence is of no interest to GO^.'^ To make sense of this I must
consider Eckhart's reflections on tirne. For if 1 don? I am faced with an extremely difficult
thought - that the idea that Jesus died for sins and was resurrected thus showing the truth of his
sacrifice, is meaningless and of no interest to God. Now this thought, for the ChristianJ7,is
unthinkable. Without a meaningful Christ there can be no Christianity.
Consider how God views b s u s in Eckhart's deliberation. The existence and martyrdom of
Jesus Christ is not, as 1 have come to think of it, a special and specific moment in tirne. It too is
presented to God h the coliapse of time which is etemity. 1can understand, then, why it may be

of no interest to God in the sense that things have to be in time to be of contextual interest. But,
and irnportantly, is Jesus to be important to me? Whether He is or not, is preordained and

preknown by God, but how am 1 to best thuik of it? It seerns, if 1am to follow the Stream of

36Fora congruent consideration of how Eckhart sees the role of Jesus, see: Caputo, 119.
3 7 ~ g a i n1 ,presume.
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disinterest, that 1 should not think of Jesus at all."8
Can this be? Let me consider Eckhart's comment that good works and prayers are still

valuable: "S t a , even if God remains forever unmoved, disuiterested, the prayers and good works
of people are not lost on that account, for weU-doing is never without its r e ~ a r d . " ' ~Can 1 fit this
with disinterest?
Let me retum to my conversation about Martha and Mary. In my consideration Mary had
benefrtted by choosing the one thing that was good to do: listening to Jesus. The complexity of

Eckhart increases greatly here. 1argued that Mary had chosen this singular task of fistening
against the works, be them good o r bad, of Martha. I argued that she had to be aware and have
some interested knowIedge of these works so in order to know to reject them as not being the

Lord. In this sense these works benefitted her. (Eckhart seems to imply that the performance of
good works and prayers are good because they are aligned with what God has come to expect.
This is, 1think, not right- If 1 am to think of my actions and considerations of God as connected in
this way, there is no way that 1 can posit a free will that can aIter the path of eternity. It is not as if

I can fail to do that o r not do that which is dictated in an everlasting tirne which numes the very
context of time.)
1suggest that 1 am to read the experience of Jesus and cf good works as beneficial in this
same way. Consider the simple statement and declaration of faith: Jesus died for my sins. Should
this interest me? No, at least not in the sense that the words speak a proposition. 1 do not have

"~ancroftw m s those who fuid comfort in the presentation of Christ that their is a
physical, animal cornfort. See: Bancroft, 135.
3 9 ~ e e"About
:
Detachment", 86.

fa& in recognizing Jesus Christ. 1maintain faith in k i n g disinterested in the human image of
Jesus Christ. 1 must, through Jesus, get past Jesus. Interest on the Me and teachings of Jesus is
not Christianity, not in the Eckhartian sense, 1 must be, eventually, disinterested in the Me and
times of Christ. To do this 1surrender myselfto that Christ who is shown to me in tirne, In that
surrender the relevance of the object which provides that surrender is made empty and rnoot, The
true Christian who has nothhg in their heart but God, or so Eckhart asserts, has no need for
Bibles, churches, or Jesus.
Thus the story about Mary and Martha becomes very complicated. That whîch Mary
chose correctly to do, Listen to Jesus, is not what it first appears- Her good act, which erases the
need for further actions, is not listening to Jesus the man, but opening her heart to Jesus, the
Lord. And to do this requires that Mary have disinterest in Jesus, the man she is Listening to and
Martha is no t.
Interest relates itself to tirne suid time reIates me to the world and the world is apart from

esu us?' The words for how 1 am to listen do not and can not exist. To seek to describe this
rnovement is to make it a moment. It is to categorize it and place myself in a position of curious
inspection and wonder and not in God.

Purity and Emptiness = Disinterest
Disinterest is not the end of human existence. For it to be that, it would have the potential
to be something of interest. Instead, disinterest is a path to purity of heart. Eckhart writes with
praise:

%ancroft notes that if you have a mind, you do not have God. See: Bancroft. 142, 144.
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Experience must dways be an experience of something, but disinterest cornes so
close to zero that nothing but God is rarefied enough to get into it, to enter the
disinterested h e a d l
The point is fairly clear: consideration of my own expenence distances myself from the purity
which is Gad? 1 must clear everything fiom my heart- No more am I to think of you, no more am

1 to ache at my child's incessant cry. No longer am 1 to note the wounded animal that has crawled
beneath the wood pile beside the garage. No more am 1to worry about the paper that has yet to
be written, the books lefi unread. No more am 1 to be concerned with the text that appears before

me and the words that 1 have place upon it. No more am 1 to be concerned with applications and
with scholarships. No more am 1 to be happy with the ideas and thinking that my ancestral reading
has shared with me. The dialectic stops here. The imagination of the poet stops here. The new
medicine from the new lab is not to be detivered here. How can 1 do it? How can anyone do it?
How can 1 believe it needs to be done?
The last question is the easiest and the hardest of them dl. But the fist two questions can
be quickly considered, Note that Eckhart does not Say that 1 become zero. He writes that 1 corne
close to zero. Perfection is not demanded of 1. This is not a relief or an excuse. To name this

impossibility as a defense is not to come closer to that zero-point but to distance myself even
further. The zero must be my goal, and so, yes, 1 must deny my own experience as telling,
important and interesting.

"See: "About Detachment", 83, 88, 89.
"Caputo notes that through desiring nothing, selflessness, cornes to be uniform with God.
See: Caputo, 17. For similar sentiments, see: Bancroft, 146, 149. Bancroft adds that complete
detachrnent will set you free. But X cannot understand how the detached person is to have interest
in understanding what freedom might mean.

There is nothing in these pages, above or below, of truthful interest to me o r to you. Why
have 1 written them? If not for the pages thernselves 1 have produced them so to maintain my
status in a world that bears interest to me. 1 rnust lose this. 1 must quit- But to do so, am 1not just
p r o p e b g the same problem? (This is a diffcult area to discuss as ail that can be said bears the
scent of justification.) T o seek finality and escape, would 1 not be doing so in the pursuit of an
idea that interests me? What 1 must do is become the hinge in Eckhart's metaphor of the door?'

WhiIe 1 swing back and forth in the topicalities of modern thought, the "1", the me at my centre,
rnust rernain unrnoved, untouched, a virgin bride for penetration by God. This 'Y cannot invest
itseif in the movernents of the moment? This '9" c m nurse his baby's tears, feed the wounded

animal, read the book and write the poem, fill out the forms but he cannot become that which he
is doing. The inner man, in his purity that invites and allows the presence of God, allows him to
guard against the affects of the experiences of the outer man?
How am 1 to consider the third question: How can 1 believe it needs to be done? 1need to
open this question up. How am 1 to wage my own saivation? How am I to conceive of worship,
of feilowship, of Christian ethics? Can it be done by forgetting o r negating that 1 need to know
any such thing? The idea of diskterest is a step away from the measurement of plausibility and
desirability? 1 believe it because 1 am told to. But, you rnight ask, how can you know that this is
what you have been told? Because the scriptures, that gigantic crossed out book, do nothing but

"see: "About Detachment", 89.
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For corroboration, see: Bancroft, 146, 148; Caputo, 14.

" ~ e e : "About Detachment", 87.
4 6 C a p ~ twrites
o
that to be detached is to not wish for anything at all. See: Caputo, 14.
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tell you this. But, again you rnight ask, the scriptures tell me many things, some things that are in
complete contradiction to this view, why this view? Because it is the only way to reconcile bath
sides of possible interpretation. One cannot conform the c d to disinterest of the Bible into the
ethical components but one can bring the ethics into alignment with disinterest. 1s it then
approved to you because of its exegetical and hermeneutic superiority; because of its apologetic
finesse?
1am not to think that weekly Sunday observance, care for the poor, active love of good,

consideration of the nature of virtue and the good, courageous pursuit of the holy, are by nature
sinful. They are not, they are, apparently, a part of the God that is eternally pleased. But 1 cannot
or should not make them the gauge by which 1 am. The only gauge for rhat is my empty
receptiveness to God. The cornrnandment to love one another, 1 recail, is the second of two
commandments. The first is to love God. The satisfaction of the first requires that the second
cornrnandment never vie for first place in the heart.

The Christian Does Not Know That He 1s
Nor am 1 to think about the goodness that is disinterest. Doing so wiU negatively quaMy
al1 that which 1have attained. 1 think that this is a crucial component of Eckhart's theology, a
component that is neglected by many in the theological traditions that came before and after him.
This step of further silence moots the possibility of making the Christian life a pragmatic
endeavour, thus qualifying it as hurnanly attractive. By not k i n g interested in my disinterest I
sidestep an interest in myselfand my own redemption. By king disinterested in rny own
redemption I am further able to disengage myself from the clutter that threatens to surround my

h e a d 7 Eckhart explains:
If, however, she had said: "He hath regarded my disinterest," her disinterest would
have k e n qualifïed by the thought and not perfect, for she would have departed
fiorn it. Any departure from disinterest, however srnail, disturbs it; and there you
have the reason why our Lady gloried in hurnility rather than in disinterest?
Ignorance, 1 think, cornes into

If 1am to fully clear rny heart of distractions and

open it to God 1cannot be aware that this is what 1 am doing, or if i am, 1cannot be smitten,
enticed, or interested in doing it. 1 am to seek my salvation but 1am not to think of myself as an
entity seeking salvation. If 1 do think in these t e m the iine between k i n g a person who is
disinterested in the human elernents of his own existence and of his eschatological future and a
person who wages his salvation in the hope of what he conceives as an eschatological promise is
easier to cross. If 1 am to sincerely be of the former category there is no such term or delineation
of a line. There is no existence, and despite Evelyn Underhill's interesting cornments", no duality.
For there to be duality there must be a self outside of God,

If this is so there c m be no self seeking to approach God. Eckhart puts it more bluntly:
The prophet says: "Audiam, qui loqrtator in me Dominus Deris," which rneans "1
will be silent and hear what God the Lord wili utter within me" - as if to say, "If
God the Lord wants to speak to me, let him corne in, for 1s h a not go out."5'
This silence in which God speaks is a tme silence, and not just a form of quiet, in that 1 am not to

o or clarification, see: Caputo, 16.
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de gain, if you have a mind, you do not have God. See: Bancroft, 142.

"Sec: Underhill, 37-8.
"Sec: "About Detachment", 84.

acknowledge in my own ears the moment that -Godspeaks. My silence is not appropriate until
God speaks. It is a silence that must be maintained. 1 must shut up for God to speak to the heart
and when God does speak, 1as a human k i n g Living in a human world, am unable to hear or
translate that which is k i n g said back into my beveryday Mee
Much of theology that speaks highly o f a silence of the parishioner in relation to their God
is not careful to avoid, what I wiiI c d , the s t e p back. This step back always ailows the critic to
pragnatize the theology in question. When o n e is able to answer the question: why?, even
partialiy, one has opened oneseif to accusations of prapatism.

To avoid this question, 1 must

undercut that which lies as a source or trace o f that question. This cannot be done if the end of
theological contemplation is again rooted in t h e ontic self that it sought to escape, Of course, my
terminology of escape is poorly chosen. 1 have chosen it to show how poor it is.
The word escape imediately brings te mïnd that which is k i n g escaped. If I am to
consider the theology of Eckhart as an escape f i o m the selfbound by human constraints, 1 am
going to be irrevocably tied to that which 1 w a s hoping to get past. This is why it is so important
that 1 not be interested in my disinterest, for in not being interested in anything 1c m be fuliy
silent. In a thorough silence the question of escape and the place 1wish to escape from are
mooted. It is not that they cease to be irrelevarat, it is that they cease to be interesting and in that
moment they cease to be criteria. Of course, this step requires a step. But as 1 have shown

Eckhart to show in the story of Mary and Martha 1 only need to acknowledge this choice once. In
that choice 1 can remove myself, and rnoot, d l future choices and the recollection of the choice

that 1 did m a l ~ e . ~ ~
1am to be, Eckhart recornrnends, dead to the world but with God living within mess3How

am 1to live like this? Why should 1Iive at ail? Eckhart does not recommend that in being dead to

the world that 1 stop king." 1, as 1have aiready stated, can continue to live but 1am no longer to
notice or consider my He to be of interest. 1may continue to study but no longer with an
interested eye on seKimprovernent or career. 1 can have my career but 1 am not to confuse what I
do with who 1am, in essence*1am not to confise who 1 am in my life with the self that is
connected to God. 1, as Eckhart puts it, can learn as 1wilI but on the inside 1 am not to careeS5
Aliow me to illustrate: 1 have an "interest" in early Greek tragedy. 1 try to read all of the

latest cornmentaries and become excited by new translations- In casual conversation, when 1 hear
about the adventures of a friend, I may be prone to relate what I hear to a text by Sophocles. I am
often tickled and "moved" by the ideas and ernotions expressed in these texts but they are not at
my centre. Eventually, 1don't think these wondemil tragedies explain anything. 1 swing in them as
the Grecian breeze blows, but my hinge remains unknown and untouched. 1 am not interested in
approaching or defining this hinge.
It strikes me as odd, then, to read, in at least two translations, of how important Eckhart
is. Eckhart, if1 have hirn right, is not and cannot be important. As stated earlier, as things and

"1 will return to this topic in my conclusions where 1 pit Eckhart against Demda's vision
of the trace.

54~ancroft
is careful to state that Eckhart's a h is not to destroy but to transcend. 1am not
fm about the difference between the two. See: Bancroft, 135.

"Sec: "About Detachment", 87.

events offer thernselves to me, 1 can swing with thern as a door does, but my interior self. the

hinge, must remain untouched and unmoved. Blakney may be nght in stating that the union of
God and man is Eckhart's central therne but that should not concern me at d.
Again, I raise the question of ethics which surely by this point, despite the emphasis of
other commentators, is ceasing to be a question. Eckhart is careful in his writing:
Now both in Christ and Our Lady, there was an outward man and an inner person
and, while they taught about extemal matters, they were outwardly active but
inwardly unmoved and disinterested. This is how it was when Christ said: "My
sou1 is sorrowfiil even unto death." And whatever the lamentations and other
speeches of Our Lady, inwardly she was stiU unmoved and disintere~ted.~~
There is no law in Eckhart against external actions but there is certainly no privileging of thern.
What we do to become good men and women in Our daily exchanges and charity has no bearing
on Our disinterested core? Again, it is as if 1 had done nothing. Noble goals for egaiitarian causes
and human emancipation are fme but they are nothing to be interested in. They are certainly not to

be at the centre of my existence. If you happen to be ethical that is fine, but there is no essential
importance to becoming an ethical person. It is likeIy that with God in one's heart that one is
likely to be a loving, generous, kind, charitable person but this relationship flows, if it flows at dl,
o d y this one way. One does not place God in one's heart through good works. One does not seek
to have God in one's heart so to perpetuate ethicaI goodness.

Eckhart Begins To Say Too Much
It is time to bring Derrida and the trace into this text. There is a great d e d in Eckhart that

%ee: Ibid.
5 7 ~fact,
n according to Bancroft, habituation is an asset to living the detached life given
that a routine solves the need for consideration. See: Bancroft, 146.

is susceptible to Derrida's consideration of trace. This is especially the case if you view Eckhart's
central theme as the Word of God in Our souk; a unity between the human and the divine; or
demonstrating the power of rnysticism in relation to modem epistemology and other theologicd
traditions." 1think that 1 have avoided this retum to language and human structures by privileging
disinterest, in the way that 1 have, but 1shall see.
Consider the foliowing by Demda:
At the moment when the question "how to avoid speaking?'is raised and
articulates itself in al1 its rnodalities - whether in rhetoricd or logical forrns of
saying, or in the simple fact of speaking - it is already, so to speak, too late. There
is no longer any question of not speaking. Even if one speaks and says nothing,
even if an apophatic discourse deprives itself of meaning or of an object, it takes
place. That which comrnitted or rendered it possible has taken place. The possible
absence of a reverent s t a beckons, if not toward the thing of which one speaks
(such is God, who is nothing because He takes place, without place, beyond
Being), at least toward the other (other than Being) who c a s or to whom this
speech is addressed - even if it speaks only in order to speak, or to Say
nothing...There was no Ionger any question of not speaking. Language has started
without us, in us and before us. This is what theology calis God, and it is
necessary, it wiii have been necessary, to
And:

But to lose the name is not to attack it , to destroy it or wound it. On the contrary,
to Iose the narne is quite simply to respect it: as name. That is to Say, to pronounce
it, which comes down to traversing it toward the other, the other whom it narnes
and who bears it. To pronounce it without pronouncing it. To forget it by calling
it, by recailing it (to oneself), which comes down to calling or r e c a h g the

'*~hesethree interpretations are made, accordingly, by Colledge, Blakney, and Underhill
which 1refer to in an earlier footnote.
" ~ e e :Jacques Derrida, "How To Avoid Speaking: Denials" in Languages of the
Unsayable, Sanford Budick and Wolfgang Iser, editors, (New York: Columbia University Press,
1989), 27-9. (Italics and parentheses Derrida's). 1 have limited myself to using just one, actually in
this case two, selection from this very fuli essay.

O ther,.

-*

1s this what is happening with Eckhart? Can 1 point at these texts on silence (at this text on
indifference) and state that in that dernand there is a Ioud voice sign@ing itself? I have suggested
that 1 cannot, but, certainly, 1 can. If 1 could not the text would not be written, or it would already
be written. If 1 were already detached I would not need to make that frst choice, the same one

Mary makes, against the world.
Derrida's deconstruction of negative theology is mostly suitable. His depictions of
Dionysus the Areopagite, Eckhart, and Angelus Silesius (Eckhart's poeticai irnpersonator6')do
not, in general, challenge anything. But they are not necessary in that they are not, eventually,
interesting. 1 dodge the Demdean bullet with my disinterest. 1 gant that this disinterest, this
silence if you will, once relied o n the other as author, on the voice of this other, but in choosing
away, and privileging that, for the moment, which I chose against, 1have mooted the relevancy of
this other, of this eternai Ianguage which seeks to bring me back.
Demda's statements are very useful in deconstmcting prayer, virtue (especially courage),
unities, and good works. But Derrida is stilI just another of a long line of epistemologists. His
trace or dzjcferance may look and sound very difîerent than Kantian categories or transcendental
arguments but they foilow the sarne principle. The concept and the person who thinks the concept
are present before the attempt to articulate the concept. This, it seerns to me, fails into the trap

that Derrida sets for the phenomenologist; the inkling to think before concepts is conceptual.

%ee: Jacques Derrida, "Sauf Le Nom7'in On the Name, translated by David Wood, John
P. Leavey, Jr., and Ian McLeod, Edited by Thomas Dutoit, (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1995), 58. (Parentheses Demda7s).
%ee: Meister Eckhart, xxv.

Derrida, in these two fragments, seeks to address the other side of the phenomenological, those
who reject the concept afier the concept is in place. And this can dways be done.
My point is that doing so bespeaks a great deal more than a logical necessity. If Derrida
were at the party with Mary and Martha he would be telling Mary that she hadn' t really separated
herself from her sister, but lMary wouldn't be Estenhg to Demda and if she was his words would
change nothing for her.

If Eckhart's singular theme is the unity of the human and the divine, or that the Word of
God is in my heart, then there is no escaping the trace. But one does escape the trace in choosing
against it, and yes, in that moment of choosing, the other is highiïghted but because t am not
suggesting that the original choice is the moment of interest or importance, (what is important are
the non-moments that do not foilow), 1am lefi untroubled by Derrida's desire to place and
situate. 1 aii unmoved and apathetic about Demda's claim that my silence has its thunders. I
rnight be concerned, as Blakney and Colledge might be, if instead of k i n g silent 1wished, mostly,
to hear about silence from Eckhart. If this was the case. 1 may as weU listen to Derrida.
Demda's thinking on the trace makes Socrates Platonic. What do 1 do with the Socrates
who thought that through inquiry ail that was already inside me could be remembered? It was
PIato who, in The Republic, suggested that 1 cannot rely on the self to do this and that I must
create a context where such things have meaning and relevance. Eckhart, 1 have argued,
transvaluates Socrates, and if Plato is right about the necessary relationship between power and
truth, between tyranny and truth, then a transvaluated Socrates is the oniy way around the
contextual. Kierkegaard, in his doctoral thesis On the Concept of lrony, provided great steps for
this transvaluation. But the best step is the one that uses Socrates to silence Socrates. This is the

step of disinterest and this is why positing disinterest as a high virtue is a wonderhl way of both
addressing the other and mooting it. That which is defined in distinction is here defined not in a
pure distinction but in deference and authority. Disinterest is the highest of ali virtues and as a
virtue it disintegrates the idea of virtue. T t does not seek to Say no, it seeks to Say yes and cease
seeking. Derrida views this ceasing as a rejection at that momenyerasure of moment when it is
not.
Tharkfully, Eckhart, in the closing pages of the essay, tries to interest me in something
other than the final interest which is disintere~t.~'Eckhart writes strange things:
Heed this, intelligent people: Life is good to the man who goes, on and on,
disinterestedly ...The steed swiftest to carry you to perfection is suffering, for none
shaii attain etemal Me except he pass through great bitterness with Christ.63
And worse by far:
Among men, be aloof; do not engage yourself to any idea you get; free from
yourseIf from everything chance brings to you, things that accumulate and cumber
you; set your mind in virtue to contempIation, in which the God you bear in your
heart shall be your steady object, the object fiom which your attention never
wavers; and whatever else your duty may be, whether it be fasting, watching or
praying, dedicate it ail to this one end, doing each onIy as much as is necessary to
your single end. Thus you shali corne to the goal of perfection."
With these words Eckhart attempts to interest me in my own sdvation. It is with these words that

I stop k i n g interested.

62Strangely,it is this interest which has captivated many commentators. Caputo writes:
'The whole argument of On Detachment is that in detachment a11 the virtues reach their
fulfilrnent." Elsewhere he articulates the rewards of k i n g a mystic. (See: Caputo, 255, 28.)
Bancroft discusses how immersion in mysticism will make you a more sensitive citizen. (See:
Bancroft, 141.)
63See:"About Detachment", 90.
%ee: Ibid, 9 1.

Uninterested but also concerned by the lesson of Nevue Dane and his second book of
poetry published in the 1940s and entitled W!a!l!k!s! i!n! E!d!e!n!. His frst book Angel

Telegrams had k e n a declaration of war on meaning from the side of language. The second book
continued the fight with graphic illustration. Every letter on every page is followed by an
excIarnation mark. E!v!e!r!y! I!e!t!t!e!r!.

It is an ecstasy of meaninglessness, of surrender to the

only meaning which is Ianguage expressed and written and which is also no meaning at dl, surely
meant not to be read but only written. But what could Mr. Dane do then? How c m he corne
back? To wnte in any other way would be to Say that the punctuated text of his walks in Eden
was either a mistake or a lie. Why else feel compelied to write down further words in a different

dialect or rnethod? Neville Dane wrote no more texts.
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