
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Ph.D. Thesis - Justin D. Klassen McMaster - Religious Studies 

you would allow that preference to be driven out of your love for him or her, that you 

would love your spouse in such a way that his or her preferred qualities would be allowed 

to "hang loosely." In other words, "your wife must first and foremost be to you the 

neighbor; that she is your wife is then a more precise specification of your particular 

relationship to each other. "87 

Even this account of the way neighbor love puts a special relationship like 

marriage through eternity ' s change, but without destroying that relationship--after all, as 

we have seen, the change of eternity is precisely to the end of securing love-even this 

does not spell a "synthesis" between neighbor-love and what Stephen Evans, for 

example, calls "special loves." As we conclude this section, then, we will do well to 

recall Kierkegaard's addition of "just one more thing! 'Remember in good time that if 

you do this or at least strive to act accordingly, you will fare badly in the world. "'88 

Worldly self-denial allies itself with the self-deceived crowd, in order to enclose itself 

once and for all in the circle of self-love. Such self-denial thus ventures only "into the 

danger where honor beckons to the victor, where the admiration of contemporaries and 

onlookers already beckons to the one who simply ventures. "89 But Christian self-denial 

means venturing into a danger where no admiration awaits, even the admiration of those 

with whom you are closest, for as difficult it is for you, so shall it be for them-to 

become the neighbor: 

Christian self-denial is: without fear for oneself and without regard for oneself to 
venture into the danger in connection with which the contemporaries, blinded, 

87 Works of love, 141. 
88 Works of Love, 191. 
89 Worksoflove, 196. 
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prejudiced, and conniving, have or want to have no idea that there is honor to be 
gained; therefore it is not only dangerous to venture into the danger but is doubly 
dangerous, because the derision of the onlookers awaits the courageous one 
whether he wins or loses. 90 

With such a conception of Christianity-as not just dangerous in reference to an 

economy of reward naturally understood, but as the double danger of a venture that can 

secure, vis-a-vis the others, only more danger-one must be wary of "enticing." In fact, 

says Kierkegaard, "we almost prefer to warn. ,,91 We prefer this because mistrust 

becomes polemical against living the truth precisely under the cover of a fervor for 

objective certainty. On the other hand, it is faith's refusal to "conclude"-and therefore 

the necessarily inexplicable nature of its "resolve"-that keeps it interminably in motion. 

Thus, "if the discourse is to be about the essentially Christian, it must continually hold 

open the possibility of offense, but then it can never reach the point of directly 

recommending Christianity. "92 

How can it be that a refusal of direct recommendation is uniquely capable of 

keeping the subject in motion according to an eternal measure? As Kierkegaard puts it, 

"only the possibility of offense (the antidote to the sleeping potion of apologetics) is able 

to rouse the one who has fallen asleep, is able to revoke the enchantment so that 

Christianity is itself again. "93 In the next and final section of this chapter, we shall need 

to explore this connection between Christianity's necessarily indirect form and its ability 

to generate the only truly existential subjective continuance. It turns out, as we shall see, 

that this connection has everything to do with love as a unique mode of expectancy, a 

90 Works of Love, 196. 
91 Works of love, 197. 
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believing relationship to the future as the possibility of the good. 

LOVE AS EXPECTANCY OF THE GOOD 

1. Believing What is Hidden 

For Kierkegaard, the life of Christian love is irreducibly hidden. Therefore 

nothing about such love, despite its being the mysterious root of all existence, can 

directly attract the human being to traverse in faith the sublime distance that stands 

dauntingly before any would-be temporal continuance. There is, Kierkegaard says, "no 

' thus and so,' that can unconditionally be said to demonstrate unconditionally the 

presence of love or to demonstrate unconditionally its absence."94 It is not to be 

demonstrated, it is to be believed. Therefore "the discourse returns to the first point and 

says, repeating: Believe in love! "95 This exhortation must be said in response to both the 

one who mistrustfully concludes love' s impossibility, and the one who, confident that 

love will be "known by its fruits ," takes up the mantle of "the expert knower."96 For 

Kierkegaard, the point of the New Testament claim that love will be known by its fruits is 

not to puff up the human being with knowledge, but to suggest that only in love and 

through loving shall one be known in the eternal sense. Fittingly, then, "the 

last. . . unconditionally convincing mark of love remains-love itself, the love that 

becomes known and recognized by the love in another. Like is known only by like; only 

someone who abides in love can know love, and in the same way his love is to be 

92 Works of l ove, 199. 
93 Works of l ove, 200. 
94 Works of l ove, 14. 
95 Works of l ove, 16. 
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known. "97 That love shall be known by its fruits thus least of all allows the human being 

to evade the requirement of believing in love. For if he or she could "know" love without 

yet committing to it, this would suggest that on the path to love, mistrust is allowed to 

come along for awhile, but will perhaps at the end be surmounted. For Kierkegaard, 

however, the first and the last thing to say is "Believe in love," which must also mean, do 

not allow love to win over your mistrust, but banish your mistrust! 

Thus the transformation accomplished by love is not that of an observable 

political program or even of a singularly effective humanitarian effort; rather it is a 

transformation in the inner being. Love, Kierkegaard writes, "must first of all form a 

heart. "98 Yet this transformation in the inner being is nothing else if not a kind of giving 

birth to a new spiritual life in the human being, and thus we might expect it to become 

obvious to the observer. But for Kierkegaard, the "difference" of a spiritual 

transformation is akin to the difference between the language of immediacy and the 

language of metaphor. Words used metaphorically bear no overt difference from words 

that are used in what Kierkegaard calls a "sensate" manner. Similarly, a spiritual 

transformation need not "parade a noticeable difference-which is merely sensate, 

whereas the spirit's manner is the metaphor's quiet, whispering secret-for the person 

who has ears to hear. "99 As in the case of language, then, where the attainment of 

spiritual discernment does not mean learning an entirely new language but gaining the 

ears to hear the metaphor's whisper in the very same words, so it is with love, whose task 

96 Works of love, 15. 
97 Works of love, 16. 
98 Works of love, 12. 
99 Works of love, 210. Emphasis added. 
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is not to know the presence of love in particular worldly significations, but to banish 

doubt over its presence by actualizing one's duty. The first step in actualizing this duty is 

to "deactivate" the pursuit of a conclusive knowledge about the fruits of others. One can 

only deactivate this pursuit rooted in mistrust by proceeding as if love as duty is already 

the neighbor's ground-in other words, by loving the other person not as he or she might 

want to be loved according to self-love, but to love him or her as the neighbor. Thus we 

return to love's primary injunction: believe in love! 

Why is a "belief' in love in the character of love itself, which seems more about 

acting and less about thinking/believing? The believing aspect of love becomes clearer 

as Kierkegaard proceeds with his discussion of how love "builds up." To love the 

neighbor means to build up from the ground, to build up a self according to the 

movement of a true "redoubling." There is no other ground of this redoubling than love, 

nor any other agency in this building than love. Thus, "love is the ground, love is the 

building, love builds up. To build up is to build up love, and it is love that builds up." 100 

At first glance, this seems to put the lover in control of the neighbor, to tum the object of 

love into the lover's "construction project." But Kierkegaard is quick to remind us that 

"it is God, the Creator, who must implant love in each human being, he who himself is 

Love."101 This implies that, whereas conventionally speaking to build up means that one 

is in control of what one is building, in this case "the one who loves builds up by 

controlling himself!"102 He controls himself by banishing his mistrust in the other, and 

100 Works of Love, 216. 
101 Works of Love, 216. 
102 Works of Love, 217. 
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he banishes this mistrust by loving the neighbor. Therefore the requirement of self-

control determines "only one course of action, to presuppose love."103 Presupposing love 

is to love the other person, of whom mistrust would conclude despair, instead as the 

neighbor, eternally "held fast" by love. 104 By presupposing love in this way, the lover 

"draws out the good, he loves forth love, he builds up. Love can and will be treated in 

only one way, by being loved forth; to love it forth is to build up."105 Building up in this 

sense cannot even tempt one to adopt a position of control, for to be so tempted one 

would have to contemplate the external "effectiveness" of one's love. The Christian 

lover has no time for this, for he shall love, and this means he shall "be the one who 

serves." 106 The sensate person would like the building up to register in the external in 

virtue of his "doing something," while "to build up by conquering oneself satisfies only 

love; yet this is the only way to build up." 107 

Does it not become more and more absurd, however, to continue presupposing 

love in certain cases? Perhaps it does, to the sensate mind, but the one who actualizes his 

duty to love recognizes that the injunction to love this other person as the neighbor is no 

less binding now than it was when it seemed like love's presupposition might be 

vindicated externally. The transformation of love into a duty to love the neighbor 

provides an interminable patience-in the form of a requirement continually to banish 

one's impatience. One must banish such impatience because it signifies a desire to judge 

and evaluate the neighbor's worthiness, and "the one who judges, even if he goes at it 

103 Works of love. 217. 
104 See Works of love, 65. 
105 Works of love, 217. 
106 Works of love, 217. 
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slowly, the one who judges that the other person lacks love-he takes away the 

foundation ; he cannot build up, but love builds up by patience." 108 The lover ' s patience 

in presupposing love cannot be exhausted if he or she loves in accordance with duty, for 

then his or her love is secured at every successive moment-not by virtue of the 

neighbor ' s congruence with preferred criteria, but by the lover ' s duty to love this one and 

all others as the neighbor. And as we have said, to love the other as the neighbor is first 

of all to presuppose that this one is a neighbor-that he or she is like the good Samaritan 

whom Jesus praises, whose selfhood is not secured by his passionate relationship to 

parochial preferences, but by love itself, the only true security. Thus does Kierkegaard 

conclude his chapter on love as upbuilding by suggesting that "it has now become 

manifest that to be loving means: to presuppose love in others."109 

To love the neighbor, or to love the other person as the neighbor, means to 

presuppose love in them. This also implies the requirement of abandoning any 

comportment to that person whereby we might conclude, on the basis of a "knowing" 

experience, that his or her life has some distance to go before it is truly determined by 

love. Presupposing love has already dispossessed us of a relation to the other person as 

"known" by externals- he or she has become for us the neighbor. Therefore, 

Kierkegaard says, "experience will teach that it is most sagacious not to believe 

everything- but love believes all things. " 110 

Does this not simply mean, then, that love "knows" nothing, that in relation to 

107 Works of love, 219. 
108 Works of love, 220. 
109 Works of l ove, 224. Emphasis added. 
11 0 Works of l ove, 226. Emphasis added. 
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knowledge, it is duped? With this question we risk being caught again in the trap of 

mistrust, since for Kierkegaard, knowledge about actuality is not a conclusion irrevocably 

generated by the machine of human reason. Instead, he calls knowledge "the infinite art 

of equivocation, or infinite equivocation," and adds that "at most it is simply a placing of 

opposite possibilities in equilibrium."111 We might recall here that for Kierkegaard, as 

Milbank helpfully explains, temporal existence is truthfully characterized not by a series 

of lines inexorably connecting dots, but by "infinitely many transitions," each one 

requiring a "leap." Therefore "knowledge" of the actual at its best means a kind of clear 

thinking that situates the human being in the place, not of certitude, but of what 

Kierkegaard calls an "equilibrium" of possibilities. Once bringing the human subject to 

this place, knowledge cannot bridge the gap between the subject and a particular 

possibility. Only a subjective gesture can do this-be it a gesture of despair or faith. 

Once the subject is placed in this equilibrium, "and he is obliged or wills to judge, then 

who he is, whether he is mistrustful or loving, becomes apparent in what he believes. " 112 

Knowledge therefore does not bring you to a place where either you continue to "know," 

or else you abandon reason and adopt "faith"; instead, it brings you to a place where your 

heart shall be disclosed, either way. Thus, while mistrust claims it opposes faith on the 

basis of knowledge, it is more accurate to say that "knowledge does not defile a person; it 

is mistrust that defiles a person's knowledge, just as love purifies it."113 

This account of knowledge as equilibrium resonates with Milbank's suggestion 

111 Works of Love, 231. 
112 Works of Love, 231. 
113 Works of Love, 233. 
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that there is really no "construal" of existence that is metaphysically justified. Thus the 

narrative of secular reason, according to which the hypostasized "immanent sphere" was 

the inevitable discovery of a human reason more and more free of religious authority, is 

but a wager of faith. More specifically, the wager of secular reason is for Milbank a 

wager of mistrust, the refusal of a mysterious relation of eternal and temporal, which 

instead "concludes" an irrevocable boundary between them. Such an account is similar 

also to Karl Barth's characterization of the pursuit of knowledge in the "exact sciences," 

which he says is not defiling in and of itself to the Christian faith, except where it 

becomes "dogmatic"-i.e., except where it pretends its conclusions stem from knowledge 

itself rather than mistrust. 114 The difference of Kierkegaard's account, of course, 

especially in relation to Milbank, is that unlike Radical Orthodoxy, the Christian wager of 

belief for Kierkegaard is not decorated with a beauty that itself banishes the self-

protective fear of which mistrust is the expression. Here, instead, only the act of 

believing can banish mistrust. Knowledge's opposites are for Kierkegaard "undecidable" 

but for the act of deciding: "Mistrustingly to believe nothing at all and lovingly to believe 

all things are not a cognition, nor a cognitive conclusion, but a choice that occurs when 

knowledge has placed the opposite possibilities in equilibrium. "115 

2. To Hope All Things 

The equilibrium of knowledge and the differing gestures of mistrust and love in 

114 See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 111.2, The Doctrine of Creation, trans. H. Knight, G . W. Bromiley, J. 
K. S. Reid, R.H. Fuller (New York: T&T Clark International, 1960), 24-25 . 
115 Works of Love, 234. 
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relation to the opposite possibilities does not only concern how one is to evaluate a static 

"truth claim." Indeed, existence's paradigmatic situation of equilibrium among 

undecidable possibilities is the situation of the human being in the present, for whom the 

impendence of the future is one of infinite possibility. Therefore love, in determining a 

believing relationship to the possibility of love in the other person (where mistrust would 

conclude that it "knows" love is absent), also and especially determines a certain 

comportment to the future. In this part of Kierkegaard's discourse, where the relationship 

of love to "hope" is crucial, it becomes most clear how love as utterly opposed to 

preferential eras is uniquely suited to generating a human existence as genuine temporal 

continuance. This is, of course, also a matter of crucial importance for this thesis as a 

whole, since it concerns how a temporal continuance can be preserved by a love that does 

not "woo" the subject rhetorically across the sublime gap of future possibility, but only 

commands him or her to love. 

When we speak about hope, we indicate a subjective relation to the future, which, 

in temporality, is also a relation to the eternal. Thus the how of your relationship to the 

future may become the reconciliation of time and eternity-if it is a relationship of hope. 

Let us quote Kierkegaard at length here: 

To hope relates to the future, to possibility, which in turn, unlike actuality, is 
always a duality, the possibility of advance or of retrogression, of rising or falling, 
of good or evil.. .. When the eternal touches the temporal or is in the temporal, 
they do not meet each other in the present, because in that case the present would 
itself be the eternal. The present, the moment, is over so quickly that it actually 
does not exist; it is only the boundary and therefore is past, whereas the past is 
what was present. Therefore, when the eternal is in the temporal, it is in the 
future (because it cannot get hold of the present, and the past indeed is past) or in 
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possibility. 116 

Only for love and its concomitant hope does the future, and thus the presence of the 

eternal in the temporal, remain what it is-possibility. That is, love's security in duty 

implies that no matter what our experience of a person's past course of life may be, we 

shall believe love. Therefore we shall act as if we as existing beings are situated in 

relation to a future that is not "determined" by the past, but comes toward us as an infinite 

duality of possibility, which thereby always leaves open the possibility of the good. 

Mistrust concludes in certain cases that future possibilities for love are in fact ruled out 

by a "known" lack of love in a person's past, and that time itself therefore is not 

"touched" by the eternal via the future. For mistrust, then, the future is not possibility but 

a predictable repetition of the past. Mistrust turns everything into the past. Love hopes 

otherwise, in that it first of all does not pretend to "know" the neighbor's past, and 

therefore it does not "conclude" any particular future, but resolves to hope that in the 

future the good is always possible. The expression for love's presupposition of love in 

relation to a human existence understood as existence, in the temporal, is therefore hope 

in relation to the future. 

The lover is related to the possibility of the good in an eternal expectancy because 

no matter what "actuality" may appear to determine in the other person, love's duty is 

such that it shall love . Thus is its hope eternally secured, not temporally refutable. By 

contrast, "to relate oneself expectantly to the possibility of evil is to fear." 117 Mistrust in 

the eternal possibility of the good is rooted in the subject's fear that if it were to give over 

116 Works of love, 249. 
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its security to the eternal security of duty, it would lose its very self. Therefore such fear 

decides instead to be related to the future not via an expectancy wherein duty maintains 

its belief in the good, but via an expectancy that pretends to knowledge on the basis of 

external determinations. Fear leading to mistrust thus constitutes a denial of possibility as 

possibility, for mistrust's conclusion amounts to the reification of a temporal economy 

removed from the possibility of being "touched" by the eternal via the future. That is, to 

pretend to know the unworthiness of love in all but those who meet the criteria of 

preference is to claim to "know" the future as the determinate (non)possibility of evil. 

Thus it is to cease to want to be a "self' according to the spiritual movement by which 

existence, though not eternal in and of itself, nonetheless participates in the eternal. Fear 

hereby becomes a denial of the possibility of an existential or spiritual selfhood 

whatsoever. By contrast, "love hopes all things," which means that no possibility is 

closed off to love, since no matter what the foreboding suggestions of a particular past as 

actuality, love shall believe love. Therefore it shall hope all things, which means it is, 

unlike fear, still open to the future as possibility. 

All of this suggests that to hope all things in virtue of one's duty to love is the 

only way to avoid the reification or spatialization of your "self," and thus to remain in the 

process of "becoming" through which Christianity wants to make human beings eternal. 

As Kierkegaard puts it, 

By means of the possible, eternity is continually near enough to be available and 
yet distant enough to keep the human being in motion forward toward the eternal, 
to keep him going, going forward. This is how eternity lures and draws a person, 
in possibility, from the cradle to the grave-provided he chooses to hope .... To 

117 Works of Love, 249. 
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lure is continually to be just as near as distant; in this way the one who hopes is 
always kept hoping, hoping all things, is kept in hope for the eternal, which in 
temporality is the possible. 118 

Kierkegaard is emphatic that this "luring" of the human being toward the eternal through 

possibility is not a direct luring-that it is not, in effect, the provision of a rhetorical 

"push" that would violate his earlier construal of possibility as equilibrium. Therefore 

the eternal is in the possibility of the good incredibly near, but this nearness is only 

"explained" by the next phrase-if one chooses to hope. The one who hopes does not 

"know" the possibility of the good, he is not "convinced" of it; he hopes according to his 

duty to love, and therefore the possibility of the good remains an eternal possibility, 

which keeps him ever in motion, in existence. On the other hand, "the person in 

despair. .. gives up possibility (to give up possibility is to despair) or, even more correctly, 

he is brazenly so bold as to assume the impossibility of the good." 119 Indeed, being 

unwilling to face up to this gesture as a mere "assumption," such a person even tells 

himself he "knows" the impossibility of the good-but this is precisely the defeat of 

possibility. 

3. Unauthenticated Hope 

Finally we must ask, why does the lover hope in this way? Has he been persuaded 

by accounts of others who have hoped and have been "vindicated," in a way that appeals 

enough to his eros to "push" him into making the same leap? For Kierkegaard, unlike 

Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy, it is crucial that the "why" of hope is not just 

11 8 Works of love, 253. 
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inexplicable in terms of a "metaphysical" justification; it is also rhetorically inexplicable. 

That is, knowledge in relation to the future is indeed an equilibrium (metaphysics is 

impossible); but at the same time, a rhetorical mitigation of equilibrium is also out of the 

question: "the one who loves, the one who truly loves, does not hope because eternity 

authenticates it to him, but he hopes because he is one who loves, and he thanks eternity 

that he dares to hope." 120 This "because" opposes theologians such as Milbank on the 

question of how one may or may not communicate the Christian "venture" and the fruit it 

acquires. Recall, for example, how Milbank's reading of Fear and Trembling turns 

Abraham into a rhetorical exemplar of faith, suggesting that "for Abraham to make the 

gesture of sacrificing Isaac is to know that he will not sacrifice him, or that Isaac will 

return."121 The offering of Isaac is not a sacrifice because it is not undertaken in the 

service of preserving something; it is not, in other words, the offer of one person for the 

sake of "the city," which both Milbank and Girard recognize as the violence animating all 

secular cultures. Rather, in Isaac, the promised descendant, the whole "people" of Israel 

is relinquished. Therefore Abraham's gesture is one of giving over the whole of the city 

to God, instead of an act of violence designed to preserve an existing city's precarious 

self-security. By using Abraham as an example, however, through which one can 

"know" that a full-scale self-denial nonetheless acquires its true self from God, one 

misses the fact that one cannot "know" such security unless one undergoes the same 

ordeal oneself. That is to say, the important thing about Abraham, on the logic of 

119 Works of love, 253. 
120 Works of Love, 259. 
121 Milbank, "The Sublime in Kierkegaard," 145. Emphasis added. 

314 



Ph.D. Thesis - Justin D. Klassen McMaster - Religious Studies 

Kierkegaard's Works of Love, is not that we can portray the ordeal he undergoes in such a 

way that we will be persuaded to suffer our own, but rather, like the importance of all of 

Scripture's metaphorical language, it is that we can be related to Abraham in faith. That 

is, Abraham is important when we believe that love is the ground and the acquired 

security of Abraham' s gesture of self-denial. But we cannot do this except by 

undergoing an analogous ordeal ourselves, which Abraham as a written exemplar does 

not first help us with. For Abraham to function as an exemplar, we must already believe 

in love. 

Kierkegaard does of course speak of faith 's venture in a way that recalls 

Milbank's discourse, which is to say that he tells us that love, which "does not seek its 

own," gives up everything only to get it all back in freedom. Consider the following: 

"As Paul says, 'All things are yours,' and as the truly loving one in a certain divine sense 

says: All is mine. And yet this happens simply and solely by his having no mine at 

all." 122 In other words, by giving up his "mine," all things come to "belong" to the true 

lover; all things "work together" for his good. But for Kierkegaard this state of affairs is 

never directly graspable. Thus he goes on to say of this believer that "the fact that all 

things are his is a divine secret, since humanly speaking the truly loving one, the 

sacrificing, the self-giving one who loves, totally self-denying in all things, is humanly 

speaking the injured one. " 123 This is precisely the ordeal that Abraham goes through; the 

fact that Isaac is returned to him is God' s declaration that "all things are his," and yet 

humanly speaking, he is the injured one. That is to say, he has received Isaac as the 

122 Works of Love, 268. 
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neighbor, as one grounded not in Abraham's possessive preference but in the love of God 

itself; and yet, humanly speaking, he has become the injured party. He has given up his 

possession of Isaac so that he can love him as the neighbor, and yet one can perhaps 

begin to imagine what sort of strain this puts upon his "special relationship," for Isaac 

must surely want to be loved for what he is "worth" to the one who loves him-his 

father. Isaac himself, in other words, must go through the ordeal of sacrificing what he is 

as a "what," in order to come to terms with his father's love. Even being directly present 

to Abraham's ordeal must have been no salve to his offended sense of worth. Simply to 

be related to Abraham's gesture in faith, for Isaac as for us, must also mean precisely 

this-to get everything back only by becoming, humanly speaking, the injured one. For 

in order to believe love in the case of Abraham, both we and Isaac must lose the very 

conception of ourselves as something "worth" withholding from God, our true security. 

We must, in our own relation to the duty of love, gain the courage that "gains God-by 

losing its soul." 124 To see Abraham sacrifice Isaac is therefore not to "know" anything, 

for his gain is a divine secret that love must believe. 

What a glorious truth, from Kierkegaard's perspective, that "the one who loves, 

who forgets himself, is recollected by love." 125 But what little time to waste, then, in 

forgetting oneself! For indeed, this glorious truth is not persuasive, is not "acquired" 

except through the loss of oneself; and the one who has lost himself or herself no longer 

has time to be persuaded, so busy is he or she-hoping all things. The accusation of a 

123 Works of love, 268. 
124 Works of love, 269. 
125 Works of Love, 281. 
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rhetorical theology at this point, which should sound familiar by now, is that such a 

refusal to mitigate the terrifying duality of possibility-that of good or evil-does too 

little to get love in motion. That is, a refusal to compel the human being out over the 

distance of future possibility via some rhetorically persuasive appeal consigns that human 

being to the stasis of fear 's conclusion- the conclusion of mistrust that to live as spirit, to 

live towards the future as the possibility of the good, is, simply put, impossible. To say 

that only love knows love in this way is not only to forgo the task of apologetics, 126 but 

also to give up on the character of Christian life as an irreducible temporal movement. To 

say that one cannot give a construal of love that might persuade one who himself does 

not "yet" love to do so is, on Radical Orthodoxy's logic, to abstract the truth of love from 

its site in existence-it is to refer to a love whose indirect appeal means that it cannot 

actually be lived; to an "eternity" with which we can never be reconciled; and to a 

Christianity that can never become Sittlichkeit. 

I hope we have done enough by now to assuage this fear on the part of rhetorical 

theology, that we have seen with sufficient depth the complicity of human eros in fear's 

effort of self-protection to realize why Christianity must remain both anti-metaphysical 

and rhetorically offensive-despite Radical Orthodoxy ' s supposition that to oppose 

metaphysics one must adopt a rhetorical form of communication. More than this, I hope 

we have seen that only a Christian hope that is, humanly speaking, offensive-given its 

foundation in love as duty- is able to keep one's temporal existence in motion as a 

126 And we have seen how Radical Orthodoxy is not willing even to forgo the necessity of apologetics. 
See, for example, Graham Ward, " Barth, Hegel , and the Possibility for Christian Apologetics," in Radical 
Orthodoxy and the Reformed Tradition, eds. James K.A. Smith and James H. Olthuis (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2005). 
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becoming in relation to the eternal. As a comportment to the future, this hope acquires its 

fruit by virtue of its continuance, which does not begin when first one is convinced of its 

fruitfulness, but only when one, in truth and self-denial, "hopes all things." Only such 

hope is able to keep temporality in motion because it alone does not waste time with 

persuasions-which already concede too much to mistrust-but busies itself immediately 

with abiding in love. Only when rhetorical persuasion is not a factor in a person's 

transformation by Christianity does its spiritual movement acquire the continuance of a 

reconciliation of the temporal and the eternal. For this lover, who hopes all things, is 

high above any genealogical construal of actuality, and therefore his love and hope 

uniquely cannot be refuted by new present circumstances. Thus even when the beloved 

for example appears to "prove" the lack of love which mistrust is already willing to 

conclude-perhaps by breaking the relationship-still "the one who loves says, 'I abide; 

in this way we are still speaking with each other, since silence also belongs in 

conversation at times. "' 127 The future and its possibility of the good, as the place where 

eternity "touches" the temporal, is the lure by which the eternal keeps being in motion. 

What joy, then, that love's inexplicable hope can transform even a "bad," even a 

rhetorically unaccountable past, into the future: "Therefore the one who loves expresses 

that the relationship, which the other calls a break, is a relationship that has not yet been 

finished." 128 What joy, finally, that this dutiful lover "knows no past; he is only waiting 

for the future," 129 a future of which he, just like mistrust, knows nothing, and yet hopes 

127 Works of Love, 306. 
128 Works of Love, 306. 
129 Works of Love, 307. 
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all things. 

CONCLUSION: CHRISTIANITY AS AN IRREDUCIBLE "WAY" 

In this chapter I have offered a rejoinder to Milbank' s suggestion that accounts of 

Christian love which presume to "purify" it of eras are subject to the same nihilistic 

gesture that animates secular reason. Most centrally, then, I have tried to show that on 

Kierkegaard' s account, Christian love dethrones preferential eras while at the same time 

remaining better attuned than such love to "the person it sees." Here I shall attempt to 

give a succinct rehearsal of where the chapter has taken us. 

Our first section devoted to Works of Love treated preferential love and what 

Kierkegaard suggests is its foundation in self-love. There we saw in various ways that 

preferential love, which claims to be animated by its attunement to the beloved object in 

all of its visible particularity, in fact expresses the despairing, self-protective effort of a 

subject who does not want to be secured in the eternal. This subject, who loves according 

to preference, believes himself to be truly loving. He relates himself passionately to the 

object in regard to which his love has "spontaneously" arisen. He will do anything for 

this beloved object, will safeguard it at all costs. But it turns out that his unreserved 

passion for this one preferred object indicates his refusal to have his selfhood grounded in 

a love that would prise him apart from self-love. He prefers the security of self­

possession, which he "proves" by relating himself passionately to the preferred beloved 

or friend as but "another I," an occasion to congratulate himself for preferring what he 

prefers- himself. Such a love is therefore explicitly removed from love's need to love, 
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for it believes itself to be justified in refusing love to any but those who will confirm the 

infinite power of its passion for itself. Instead of loving the person it sees, then, 

preferential love most often presumes to discover "sin" even where it does not exist, and 

especially in the one who loves truly-the one who loves the other not by esteeming him 

as a self-possessed thing, but as the neighbor. Thus we saw that preferential love must 

become allied with others in a relationship of escalating esteem, such that its sacrifice of 

"undesirables" will seem justified. 

In the next section we considered the honest self-denial of neighbor love, and in 

particular how its "blindness" to the beloved's possession of preferred criteria brings 

about a proximity to the real, particular object of love that preferential love cannot begin 

to imagine. Unlike preferential love, Christian love's commandment presupposes self­

love in the human being, but precisely in order to break it open-to ensure, in other 

words, that the neighbor is not "another I," but a redoubling. When you love because 

you shall, therefore, you are not obsessively related to the beloved as an object of your 

preference; instead, as concerns your love, you become indifferent to that person as a 

compilation of objective qualities. Hereby, without the clouding of obsession, the one 

who truly loves is able to see created distinction in the way that it is meant to be seen, as 

a splendid variation, the greatest heights of which are still not worthy of worship. Only 

the one whose love is purified of preference-the one who loves without care for the 

beloved's objective particularities-is therefore sober enough to remain attuned to those 

distinctions, since his love is secured elsewhere, and his anxiety need not work itself out 

in relation to those particularities. He is "freed" of his obsession with them, and so they 
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become, to him, freely available. 

In the final section we began with the claim that to love ultimately means "to 

presuppose love in others." We saw that to love the other person as the neighbor means 

to love that person as ifhe or she is already secured in the eternal through love. To love 

in this way is to court injury, humanly speaking, for it means to treat the beloved as if 

their distinctions do not matter in an eternal sense. It means to remove oneself from the 

escalating frenzy of culture' s aspiration to the highest. But therefore it also means to 

"love forth" the other' s true selfhood, as grounded not in self-protection but in eternity ' s 

peaceful differentiation, its movement of redoubling. 

In this section we discovered also that in order really to grapple with love' s 

comportment to differentiation, we had to consider existence's fundamental 

differentiating principle-that of temporality. Thus we moved to a discussion of love's 

temporal mode as one of "hope," and found we had to confront the ultimate subtlety of 

the distinction between Kierkegaard and Radical Orthodoxy. We began by recalling 

Milbank's suggestion that Christian existence constitutes a metaphysically unjustified 

"suspension" toward the future, which initiates the subject into a traversal of 

temporality's "gap" that accords with the measure of caritas. I tried to show first of all 

that Kierkegaard, like Girard in his account of Christian sociality as the practice of 

forgiveness, has an account of Christian existence that is profoundly resonant with 

Milbank here. That is, for Kierkegaard, the supposed "metaphysical justifications" of 

immanentism are but covers for a fearful subjective gesture of mistrust in relation to 

future possibility. Mistrust is opposed to believing that the future is something other than 
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either predictable fate or sublime disharmony, both of which make it nonsensical to relate 

to the future in love. By contrast, a love that loves because it shall determines the 

subject's relation to the future as an irrevocable hope in the possibility of the good. Like 

Milbank's account of caritas, for Kierkegaard love's hope alone keeps the subject in 

motion, thus reconciling the temporal and the eternal by drawing the subject toward the 

future, that place where, in temporality, the eternal "touches" existence. So unassailable 

is this hope-secured-by-love that it can even turn the past-which as dead "actuality" 

becomes to the natural man a harbinger of fate, a refutation of the future as infinite 

possibility-into the future, can turn an unhappy state of affairs into a merely unfinished 

relationship, can turn everything into possibility, all because it shall love and therefore 

must "hope all things." 

Despite this similarity, our final pages also gave consideration to a nonetheless 

crucial distinction between Milbank' s rhetorical Radical Orthodoxy and the indirect 

appeal of Kierkegaard's Christianity. That is, while both have similar accounts of the 

existentiality of the Christian life-which for Radical Orthodoxy signifies its important 

distinction from secular reason's "hypostatization" of immanent and transcendent­

Kierkegaard finally does not "go further" than presenting the future as an "equilibrium" 

of possibilities. For Kierkegaard there is ultimately nothing more to say here, for how 

one chooses in relation to the equilibrium will be the disclosure of one's heart. To 

rhetorize the "gap," to make temporal differentiation persuasive as the possibility of love, 

is not to do the essentially Christian any favors; or rather, it is not to do the subject who 

wants to relate himself to the essentially Christian any favors. Contrary to Radical 
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Orthodoxy ' s logic, for Kierkegaard this rhetorical "draw," which seems to move the 

Christian beyond the objectifying stasis of one who despairs rather than give himself over 

to temporality ' s eternalizing movement-which seems, in other words, to keep being in 

motion-in fact threatens the interminable continuance of a love secured in duty. That is, 

as soon as an appeal to Christianity becomes intentionally persuasive, it invites its hearer 

to evaluate the appeal in relation to his preferences, which is already to remove him from 

the place of immediate and imperative enactment. To introduce rhetoric is therefore not 

to inspire the subject to life as interminable spiritual movement, but to keep alive an 

evaluative conversation that is the sinful subject ' s preferred delay tactic. "Yes, please," 

the subject says to the rhetorician, "only take some time to convince me, and then 

perhaps I shall act." But for Kierkegaard, the essentially Christian takes no time to 

persuade; it is too earnest about making the subject alive in spirit even to allow him to 

spend another second not living. So the essentially Christian, for Kierkegaard, does not 

say anything beyond this: "Believe in love! " 

I hope that what I wrote in the second chapter, that I have undertaken to write a 

work of theology that is most adamant that it not be taken with any seriousness, is now 

better understood. Radical Orthodoxy is an important theological interjection in the 

current philosophical discourse, especially because it is opposed in interesting ways to 

the objectification of existence, which presumes on metaphysical grounds to rule out the 

possibility of Christian life as a reconciling way of living. But the urgency it ascribes to 

itself is problematically complicit, I have argued, in the life-stultifying elements of 

secular reason it tries so hard to oppose. It is important for theology to make distinctions 
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about what Christianity is and is not. But as soon as the articulation of a particularly 

persuasive account of Christianity acquires a salvific importance in a particular era, lest 

we be "lost" to the nihilism of our self-justifications, then we are no longer in the realm 

of the essentially Christian. The essentially Christian recalls to us that our situation is 

one of fundamental uncertainty, and that all of our life-denying conclusions are but 

mistrustful subjective resolutions. But it does not then go further and say, Here, see this 

one who resolves in faith, and perhaps it shall be easier for you to do so. Instead it tells 

us that it will not be easy, and that even to consider this one in faith, this Abraham for 

example, you must have already given up your soul. Christianity thus puts us into a state 

of equilibrium and then moves immediately to the imperative-"hope all things!" So too 

shall we finish, by insisting that in reading these pages, no one has become closer to 

becoming a Christian. Yet at the same time we hasten to add that one must strive to be 

comported in hope toward the possibility that the same reader shall, through the loss of 

his soul, gain ears to hear the whisper of metaphor. Thus shall this reader attain freedom 

for the world, and yet also freedom from it as an object of obsession. So let none be 

persuaded; but, in the anxious situation of present anxiety, let each become the neighbor 

and hope all things! 
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