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Vän! I förödelsens stund, när ditt inre av mörker betäckes, 
när i ett avgrundsdjup minne och aning förgå, 
tanken famlar försagd bland skugggestalter och irrbloss, 
hjärtat ej sucka kan, ögat ej gråta förmår; 
när från din nattomtöcknade själ eldvingarne falla, 
och du till intet, med skräck, känner dig sjunka på nytt, 
säg, vem räddar dig då? – Vem är den vänliga ängel, 
som åt ditt inre ger ordning och skönhet igen, 
bygger på nytt din störtade värld, uppreser det fallna 
altaret, tändande där flamman med prästerlig hand? – 
Endast det mäktiga väsen, som först ur den eviga natten 
kysste serafen till liv, solarna väckte till dans. 
Endast det heliga Ord, som ropte åt världarna: “Bliven!” – 
och i vars levande kraft världarne röras ännu. 
Därföre gläds, o vän, och sjung i bedrövelsens mörker: 
Natten är dagens mor, Kaos är granne med Gud.

Friend, in the desolate time, when your soul is enshrouded in darkness, 
when, in a deep abyss, memory and feeling die out, 
intellect timidly gropes among shadowy forms and illusions
heart can no longer sigh, eye is unable to weep;
when, from your night-clouded soul the wings of fire have fallen
and you, to nothing, afraid, feel yourself sinking once more, 
say, who rescues you then? – Who is the comforting angel
brings to your innermost soul order and beauty again,
building once more your fragmented world, restoring the fallen
altar, and when it is raised, lighting the sacred flame [with priestly 
hand]? – 
None but the powerful being who first from the limitless darkness
kissed to life seraphs and woke numberless suns to their dance.
None but the holy Word who called the worlds into existence
and in whose power the worlds move on their paths to this day.
Therefore, rejoice, oh friend, and sing in the darkness of sorrow:
Night is the mother of day, Chaos the neighbor of God.

Erik Johan Stagnelius (1793-1823, translation by Bill Coyle)1

1 Erik Johan Stagnelius, “Vän i förödelsens stund,” in Stagnelius, Dikter i urval 
(Stockholm: Wahlström och Widstrand, 1988). Translation by Bill Coyle, http://www.
firstthings.com/article/2003/05/friend-in-the-desolate-time (last checked on 10 October 
2015).
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“He Bound His Son Isaac and  
Laid Him on the Altar” 

Reading the Akedah through Kierkegaard  
and Stagnelius

Susanne Wigorts Yngvesson

While preparing this chapter I had a dream that, when I woke up, felt 
hazy and blurry, as dreams tend to do when one opens one’s eyes and 
dispels the “baseless fabric” of this peculiar kind of vision. I had been 
reading Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling and John Caputo’s book Against 
Ethics, both of which treat the story of Abraham and the sacrifice of Isaac 
as something to be dealt with in dreams, poetry, or art – that is, as a 
metaphor or not at all. I accordingly experienced a trembling of my own 
about saying anything about Abraham, Isaac and the indefensible act 
that both authors examine. Kierkegaard quotes Johannes de Silentio – an 
excellent paradox – who says in his “Preface:” “The present writer is 
nothing of a philosopher; he is, poetice et eleganter, an amateur writer 
who neither writes the System nor promises of the System, who neither 
subscribes to the System nor ascribes anything to it.”2 Echoing de Silen-
tio’s declaration, Caputo feels the urge to detach reason from philosophy 
and deconstruct it, even though he is aware he is using the tools of 
philosophy to do it. In proclaiming, “I am against ethics. Here I stand. 
I cannot do otherwise,”3 he makes a sly allusion to Martin Luther’s 
defense before the Diet of Worms in 1521, and in the process calls upon 
the reader (or himself?) to have faith.

Back to my dream and my eager search for a way into the text. It was 
like looking for the text’s own body; “Upon my bed at night I sought 
him who my soul loves; I sought him but found him not…” (Song of 

2 Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling and The Sickness unto Death, trans., intr., 
and notes Walter Lowrie, paperback ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1968), 24 (henceforth cited as FT).

3 John D. Caputo, Against Ethics: Contributions to a Poetics of Obligation with Con-
stant Reference to Deconstruction (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), 1.
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100 SUSANNE WIGOrTS YNGVESSON

Sol. 3:1).4 In the absence of an answer to a question I did not know, I 
was told the following:

You are a parent.
You have a son.
Your son is smiling.
You are looking at your son and he is looking at you.
You are going to kill him.

I wrote down the words. A couple of weeks later, another person tried 
to join this ongoing conversation in my thoughts. It was a poet from 
Kalmar, the town where I was born. I have been reading his texts since 
I was a teenager, and I suppose that his words have entered into my 
blood. His name is Erik Johan Stagnelius. One of four children of the 
Bishop of Kalmar, he died in Stockholm in 1893, probably from a com-
bination of alcoholism, poverty, and depression, at the age of thirty. I 
will let his poem introduce the theme of this chapter. This poem, which 
I have read so many times, suddenly revealed itself as a comment upon 
Abraham and his struggle with God: “When, from your night-clouded 
soul the wings of fire have fallen / And you, to nothing, afraid, feel 
yourself sinking once more, Say, who rescues you then?”

Inspired by Caputo’s method, I will allow two voices to dominate my 
interpretation of the Akedah, the Binding of Isaac:5 Kierkegaard (alias de 
Silentio), and Stagnelius, whose poem I read as a version of the Akedah 
because it contains structures and symbols that can be interpreted as a 
Gnostic/Christian version of the Akedah. It should be said though, that 
I have not found any research that supports my reading of the poem as 
a version of the Akedah and I do not know about Stagnelius’ intentions. 
With these reservations mentioned, I nevertheless take the liberty to 
interpret the poem as a version of the Akedah, since I find a lot of simi-
larities both in the structures of the texts and in the symbols they use. 
Moreover, I have chosen to read “Friend, in the desolate time” as a com-
ment on the Akedah since the poem contains many of the components 
of the text in Genesis. Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, on the other 
side, is of course an outspoken reflection on the Akedah.

4 All biblical quotations are from New revised Standard Version.
5 For a short biblical orientation about the binding of Isaac related to faith in the 

New Testament, see Troels Nørager, Taking Leave of Abraham (Aarhus: Aarhus University 
Press, 2008), 29.
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 “HE BOUND HIS SON ISAAC AND LAID HIM ON THE ALTAr” 101

In my interpretation I will be reading the Akedah principally in rela-
tion to the issue of vision as perception, which I will examine from three 
points of view: Abraham’s; Isaac’s; and the triangular relationship between 
God, Abraham, and Isaac. As I interpret and let the three texts interact, 
they will open up the biblical text to interpretations which are not out-
spoken or accessible in an immediate way. The different levels in the 
reading will “force” themselves to speak with their own voice, just like 
they speak to Caputo in his poetics, who lets the figures of Kierkegaard’s 
text visit him and force him into a dialogue with messages in the text. 
First, I start with a close reading of the Akedah in which Abraham is the 
main character. Then I change perspective to see what happens if it is 
Isaac who is the main character. And last, I let all three persons interact – 
God, Abraham and Isaac – into a power relation with sexual and reli-
gious taboos. Kierkegaard and Stagnelius are my companions along the 
way. At the end of the article I will summarize my conclusions.

1. The Father of Many Is Seen by God

Shortly before the test, the Lord summons Abraham, who shows him-
self. The summons can be interpreted as a parallel to the summoning of 
Adam after he eats of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. God calls out: 
“Where are you?” Like Adam, Abraham answers, “Here I am.” The situ-
ation is somewhat absurd: the Creator of heaven and earth walking 
around in the Garden of Eden, shouting and looking for his creation, as 
if he did not already know exactly where Adam and Eve were hiding. 
Abraham is not hiding from God. His relationship to the Lord is built 
on trust, particularly since God fulfilled the promise to give Abraham 
his children Ismael and especially Isaac (“his only son,” as the writer puts 
it). God sees Abraham as both an individual human being and the father 
of a coming race. The promise of future generations has already been 
made decades earlier.

Kierkegaard/de Silentio describes this moment, in which God calls 
Abraham and explains what he has to do, as a struggle against that “alert 
enemy which never slumbers,” that is, he whose eyes are never closed: 
“Now all the terror of the strife was concentrated in one instant” (FT, 
33). Kierkegaard states in the panegyric that Abraham’s reaction upon 
being seen and summoned by God was to believe in Him: “Yet Abraham 
believed and did not doubt, he believed the preposterous” (FT, 35). 
Abraham does not even pray for the Lord to spare his and Sarah’s beloved 
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102 SUSANNE WIGOrTS YNGVESSON

son. During the three days in which Abraham journeys, God remains 
silent, presumably watching from some divine vantage point.

From the very start, God’s actions and Abraham’s response defy 
human reason and ethics. In the defying structure of creation it is impos-
sible to escape from God, from the One who is looking: “If I ascend to 
heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there” 
(Ps 139:8). You can try to hide or turn against the forces of existence, 
but in the end there is nowhere to go. Not even if you hide in the body 
of a huge fish, as Jonah did later on. God’s overall presence is a precon-
dition for all human beings, an inner logic of divine creation. When God 
sees Abraham, according to this precondition, he also sees his potential 
which is not yet realized – and it is in this precondition, and only here, 
that Abraham does what he is told. He struggles to believe in the pre-
posterous, writes de Silentio, but does not obey any rule or logical argu-
ment about ethics. In fact, in the story, Abraham is described as a some-
what robot-like father – or could it be a lack of communication and 
language towards the situation – even though the reader knows from 
earlier texts that he does indeed love his son. Actually, Kierkegaard’s 
interpretation of the Akedah as a test of Abraham’s faith, has been criti-
cized by scholars such as Jon D. Levenson, because it “moves the focus 
of attention away from the question whether God might really command 
the slaughter of the beloved son.”6

Against the background of his interpretation, though, Kierkegaard 
highlights Abraham’s feelings and inner character as evidencing a condi-
tion that he calls absurd: “All that time he [Abraham] believed – he 
believed that God would not require Isaac of him, whereas he was will-
ing nevertheless to sacrifice him if it was required. He believed by virtue 
of the absurd…” (FT, 46). Kierkegaard derives theology from a largely 
wordless Abraham who seems to act mechanically, rather than from any 
understanding of the situation. The process of deriving theology from 
the wordless should also be understood against the background of the 
events narrated earlier. A few chapters before the Akedah, Abraham con-
fronted God and full of words negotiated for the few righteous people 
in Sodom and Gomorra. To save his own son, however, he does not have 
any words.

While sharing Kierkegaard’s sense of unreasonableness, Stagnelius 
apparently discerns both a darker darkness and a brighter light than de 

6 Nørager, Taking Leave of Abraham, 33.
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Silentio. For Stagnelius, darkness is also the absence of faith, as he sug-
gests in the opening of his poem: 

Friend, in the desolate time, when your soul is enshrouded in darkness
When, in a deep abyss, memory and feeling die out,
Intellect timidly gropes among shadowy forms and illusions
Heart can no longer sigh, eye is unable to weep…

The struggle in darkness and despair is also familiar to de Silentio, 
who opens his panegyric to Abraham in this way: “If there were no 
eternal consciousness in a man, if at the foundation of all there lay only 
a wildly seething power which writhing with obscure passions produced 
everything that is great and everything that is insignificant, if a bottom-
less void never satiated lay hidden beneath all – what then would life be 
but despair?” (FT, 30). For the poet as well as for the philosopher, the 
struggle is uncompromising. If any liberation or salvation exists, it lies 
elsewhere.

From a human point of view, it would make more sense if Abraham 
had at least asked why God wanted this from him. Had God answered 
that it was a test or a punishment, he could then have refused. Why 
didn’t he? One suggestion, as Kierkegaard says, is because it would have 
been meaningless, and because Abraham in this particular situation 
becomes a subject of faith. An alternative answer is offered by Caputo. 
When summoned by the almighty, Abraham is made the object of which 
God is the subject, which for the human means: “Structurally, one is 
always at the receiving end of an obligation.”7 In the text it seems as if 
this is the hierarchy of an order in creation, a structure that cannot be 
changed. For this reason, Abraham says not a word to God.

By reading Stagnelius’s poem as a version of the Akedah, on the other 
hand, it is the writer or inner voice of the poem that is the subject, and 
I, the reader, who am its object. Stagnelius speaks as though we share an 
experience of oblivion, of darkness, of hopelessness, until we are saved 
by “the holy Word who called the worlds into existence.” The speaking 
act is God’s relation to the body of creation, the “breath of life” that fills 
Adam. Abraham is again reminded that he is the flesh of the world. 
Stagnelius himself, however, holds that this passage should be interpreted 
against the background of the poet’s Platonic ideas, nineteenth-century 
romanticism, and notions of mortality as a consequence of the Fall. 
reconciliation between God and humanity requires the healing of a 

7 Caputo, Against Ethics, 11.
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104 SUSANNE WIGOrTS YNGVESSON

Creation that has been spoiled. Stagnelius’s notes show that he was influ-
enced in this matter by two psalms: “They have all gone astray, they are 
all alike perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not one”; and 
“Surely everyone goes about like a shadow, Surely for nothing they are 
in turmoil; they heap up, and do not know who will gather” (Ps 14:3 
and 39:6 respectively).8 According to the Lutheran theology in which he 
was raised, there is no deed that can rescue him. Man is saved by faith 
alone. On life we can only remain silent – at the receiving end of an 
obligation. Hence, when it comes to faith, Stagnelius and Kierkegaard 
are both influenced by the same theological tradition and it is from this 
perspective they interpret the Akedah.

The second occasion when God confirms that he sees Abraham occurs 
just before the act of sacrifice. The angel calls Abraham, who replies for 
a second time: “Here I am.” When first summoned, he was required to 
respond to an obligation. The second time, Abraham is freed from this 
obligation, even though he is still the object, or the receiver, in the rela-
tion. God opens Abraham’s eyes; he sees a ram which he kills instead. In 
the preceding chapter, God opens Hagar’s eyes after she, having failed to 
find water, leaves her son to die on the ground. Abraham and Sarah had 
told her to leave with Ismael, for which reason she was “wandering in 
the wilderness of Beersheba.” After Hagar apparently gives up hope for 
herself and her child, an angel speaks to her. God opens her eyes and she 
sees a well of water. Two children, both sons to Abraham, whose name 
means “father of many,” one a refugee and one socially accepted, one the 
victim of a human decision to drive away a child, the other the victim 
of what Kierkegaard calls “divine madness” (FT, 37). Full of suffering 
and agony, both acts are unreasonable. But the suffering of Hagar and 
Ismael is within the bounds of comprehension as an experience of vul-
nerability. The killing of Isaac lies beyond reason but not beyond experi-
ence. To try to excuse or explain the meaning of Abraham’s act affects 
even our physical abilities: “He who gazes at this becomes blind” 
(FT, 36). It is an experience of desolation, a moment when we dare to 
cross every line, in an act of trust – a paradox of faith.

Stagnelius describes this desolate time as follows: “When, from your 
night-clouded soul the wings of fire have fallen / And you, to nothing, 
afraid, feel yourself sinking once more…” The wings of fire evoke Icarus, 

8 The note by Stagnelius is referred to in Catharina Segerbank, Dödstanken i svensk 
romantik: Odödlighetstanke och uppståndelsetro hos tre svenska diktare: Per Daniel Amadeus 
Atterbom, Johan Olof Wallin, Erik Johan Stagnelius (Lund: Lund University Press, 1993), 222.
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who, according to the myth, escaped prison thanks to a pair of wings 
but whose arrogance led him to fly too close to the sun; his wings melted 
and he fell into the sea. This connection prompts the question as to 
whether Abraham had done anything to warrant being put to the test in 
the first place. Had he not given proof to God of his reliability? Had he 
become presumptuous at the age of six score? Stagnelius, I believe, is 
telling us about the dangers of identifying ourselves with the visions 
granted by dreams or of regarding our abilities as rewards for our aspira-
tions. At any moment something can happen that will cause you to 
plummet with wings of fire, burning through time and space. In the 
poem’s moment of peripeteia the answer to the desolation comes from 
outside the inner self, the “comforting angel / Brings to your innermost 
soul order and beauty again.” In the biblical story, the moment of peri-
peteia occurs when Abraham unsheathes the knife to sacrifice his son 
and is interrupted by an angel before he can lift his hand.

Both Kierkegaard and Stagnelius defend themselves against a reason 
or a theology that excludes the unpredictable (from a human point of 
view). The difference between them has been aptly formulated thus: 
“Kierkegaard overthrew the system from within his rebellion theology. 
Stagnelius protests with poetical testing. […] Neither he [Stagnelius] nor 
Kierkegaard are development optimists; they are ‘adversity theologians’.”9 
Caputo also seeks a position from which to resist the kinds of systems 
that, like ethics in his view, strive for perfection. The act of Abraham is 
therefore a disaster and not an ethical act. “Disasters are events that ‘eth-
ics’ – which turns on logos/ratio/nomos – cannot contain.”10 Obligation, 
Abraham’s reply to God, is a disaster that offers no ethical ideal for oth-
ers to follow. The occasion is unique, as if God wished to show the 
effects of his own power after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorra, 
when Abraham had pleaded in vain for God to spare the people. It is a 
disaster for all involved, including God: an unrecoverable loss of mean-
ing and life. Those involved in such events can be said to have taken 
leave of their senses.

An important qualification is in order here, and it has to do with the 
word emeth in Hebrew, which refers to truth, faithfulness, loyalty, and 
reliability. Hebrew makes no distinction between truth and the quality 

  9 Carina Nynäs, “Tro ur förtvivlan allenast: Stagnelius i Kierkegaards spegel,” in 
Femton röster om Stagnelius: En antologi, ed. Jonas Ellerström and Niklas rådström 
(Lund: Ellerströms, 2010), 49, 52.

10 Caputo, Against Ethics, 29.
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of the action, that is to say, a word corresponds entirely with reality. 
Emeth is thus something that can be practiced.11 Although Kierkegaard, 
and the traditional Christian reading of the Akedah, makes much of the 
fact that Abraham is faithful, the word emeth does not appear in the 
original text. rather, it is the angel of the Lord who describes Abraham 
as a man who obeys. It is primarily a description not of Abraham’s char-
acter but of an action commanded by God: “and by your offspring shall 
all the nations of the earth gain blessing for themselves, because you have 
obeyed my voice” (Gen 22:18). With this injunction God reveals the 
reality of His self and opens the eyes of all those who are blind or preju-
diced. read from this perspective, the main character of the Akedah story 
is not Abraham but God, since God reveals not only the order of things 
but also all of the promise that will be fulfilled by the Lord (Gen 22:14). 
The final message to Abraham in this story, when Isaac is saved, is that 
revelation is the receiving end of an obligation – as Abraham himself 
discovers.

The importance of the vision and the revelation is also enhanced by 
the place where they find themselves: on the mountain. Abraham and 
Isaac climb the mountain in order to be alone for the sacrifice. But being 
on a mountain means you are able to be seen by others from afar, just 
as you yourself can see a great distance. Mountains are places for revela-
tion and exposure; to be above. Moses climbed the mountain twice in 
order to receive the Ten Commandments. When King David sings of 
receiving the Lord’s help, he says: “I lift up my eyes to the hills – from 
where will my help come?” (Ps 121:1). When Jesus climbs a mountain 
to deliver his most famous sermon, the Beatitudes, he declares: “A city 
built on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matt 5:14b). And it is also on a high 
mountain that Jesus is encountered by some of his disciples as he speaks 
to Moses and Elia: “And he was transfigured before them, and his face 
shone like the sun, and his clothes became dazzling white” (Matt 17:2). 
A mountain is a place to be seen and to see, as well as to get away from 
people and close to the divine.

Kierkegaard does not make much of the mountain in the story of the 
Akedah. De Silentio notes that they leave the servants behind and climb 
the mountain. For de Silentio, the mountain symbolizes the struggles, 
both spiritual and physical, which Abraham and Isaac must face: to chop 
and carry the wood, and to climb despite the father’s old age and his 
foreknowledge of what will happen. De Silentio asks rhetorically: “When 

11 For this observation about emeth I am grateful to Ida Simonsson.
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afar off though didst see the heavy dispensation of providence approach-
ing thee, didst though not say to the mountains, Fall on me, and to the 
hills, Cover me? Or if thou wast stronger, did not thy foot move slowly 
along the way, longing as it were for the old path?” (FT, 35-36). No, de 
Silentio answers, he did not. Instead, Abraham hurried to the mountain: 
“early in the morning he had come to the place spoken of, to Mount 
Moriah” (FT, 36). What the story reveals about Abraham are his actions, 
not his few words.

From a phenomenological point of view, however, the vision on the 
mountain can be interpreted from a number of perspectives as the land-
scape of unpredictability. Film scholar Astrid Söderberg Widding notes 
of the visual sense in relation to images: “Something about visibility 
refuses to be exhausted by words, to be grasped by comprehension. It 
does not allow itself to be defined – perhaps not even to be seen in 
full.”12 This approach echoes Kierkegaard’s claim that the Akedah is 
beyond reason. It takes place as a paradox of faith. The Akedah can con-
fer visibility upon that which cannot be seen or fully understood by 
reason alone. It enables us to interpret what is not given by the text: the 
viewpoint of Abraham’s son Isaac.

2. Isaac’s Laughter Liberates

Who is Isaac in the Akedah? In the story he does not make much of 
a fuss. We are told that he is the son whom Abraham loves, he shall be 
sacrificed, he follows his father, he prays beside his father on or close to 
the mountain, he carries the wood, he is bound and laid on the altar by 
his father, he is somehow liberated from the altar, and he returns to Beer 
Sheva with his father and the servants. Isaac is surprisingly taciturn dur-
ing the whole process.13 Like Abraham, he says little, asking only for the 
sheep that is to be sacrificed. For some reason, Isaac goes along with the 
whole idea. One reason for his acceptance might be that he is affirming 

12 Astrid Söderberg Widding, Blick och blindhet (Stockholm: Bonnier Alba Essä, 
1997), 16: “Något i synligheten låter sig inte uttömmas av orden, inte omfattas av någon 
förståelse. Det låter sig inte definieras – kanske inte ens till fullo ses.”

13 Nørager has a theory about why Kierkegaard does not make more out of Isaac’s 
role in the story. His speculation is first, “that Kierkegaard resisted acknowledging that 
he himself had been victimized as a child,” and second, “that the typological interpreta-
tion (Isaac prefiguring Jesus Christ) plays no role whatsoever in F&T” (Nørager, Taking 
Leave of Abraham, 50).
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the hierarchy between himself as son and Abraham as father, especially 
since Abraham is not just any old father. He is the father of many, one 
to whom God has entrusted a special mission.

Two matters of interpretation present themselves at this point. The 
first is Isaac’s age. The second is the notion of human sacrifice current 
in Palestine and the nearby area in this period. According to sources in 
the Jewish tradition, Isaac’s age is conventionally identified as thirty-
seven years. The argument runs as follows. Sarah was ninety when she 
bore Isaac and a hundred and twenty-seven when she died, according to 
tradition, from a broken heart immediately after hearing about the sac-
rifice. Isaac was thus thirty-seven at the time of the events related in the 
Akedah. According to another interpretation, Isaac is still a child in the 
story, since he seems to be under his father’s protection and responsibil-
ity. When interpreting Isaac’s role in the Akedah it makes a great differ-
ence whether one imagines Isaac as an adult man, bearded and able to 
defend himself physically, or as a child, dependent upon and physically 
subordinate to his father. I will leave this issue for now, but will return 
to it later. 

Another aspect of the Akedah that warrants consideration in this con-
text concerns the practice of human sacrifice.14 This issue is important 
since Kierkegaard makes much of this act as something located outside 
the category of the ethical. In fact, what he calls “the aesthetic” is the 
ethical considered as identical to custom or contemporary moral prac-
tice. The ethical is something more than either faith or a challenge to an 
aesthetic position. The fundamental ethical issue for Kierkegaard is to 
accept a principle that brings coherence into one’s life while conferring 
a sense of guilt upon those who violate that principle. At the ethical 
stage, in stark contrast to the aesthetic, one reflects upon one’s actions 
and customs.

If there were a custom of human sacrifice at that time, then Abraham’s 
act is ethical according to common practice.15 For Kierkegaard, and 

14 For a brief introduction and discussion about child sacrifice of the first-born son, 
see Nørager, Taking Leave of Abraham, 30-34.

15 For this argument, see also Paul Hedges, “What Did Kierkegaard Intend?,” in this 
volume, p. 95, with reference to Susan Haack, “‘The Ethics of Belief ’ reconsidered,” in 
The Philosophy of Roderick M. Chisholm, ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn (Chicago, IL: Open 
Court, 1997), 129-144 (at 133). The definition of “ethical” used by Kierkegaard is 
“(i) a limited existential sphere, or stage, which is superseded by the higher stage of the 
religious life; and (ii) an aspect of life which is retained even within the religious life” 
(Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Kierkegaard,” http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
kierkegaard/ [last checked on 21 May 2015]).
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other readers today, the text raises challenges about which contexts deter-
mine the agenda. The murder of Jews in World War Two was, in Kierke-
gaard’s terminology, an ethical act with regard to the historical context 
and German law. Thus Hannah Arendt observes of the ethical views of 
Adolf Eichmann during his trial:

[H]e would have had a bad conscience only if he had not done what 
he had been ordered to do […] he would have sent his own father to 
his death if that had been required, he did not mean merely to stress 
the extent to which he was under orders, and ready to obey them; he 
also meant to show what an “idealist” he had always been.16

Such “ethical” practice is relevant to the question of whether human 
sacrifice lies within the boundaries of the ethical. If human sacrifice was 
a common practice, killing or not killing Isaac would have been an eth-
ical or unethical act. If Abraham had killed Isaac and obeyed God, he 
would have broken the trust vested in the divine promise that Abraham’s 
seed would be multiplied. Had he disobeyed God and spared Isaac, he 
would have revolted against the creator of the ethical, the Law. Based on 
the premise that human sacrifice was a custom at that time, it is therefore 
unclear whether Abraham’s act was ethical or not.

While there is no proof of human sacrifice amongst the Israelites dur-
ing and immediately after the time of the Akedah, it is implied in some 
texts. religion in this region regarded blood, which was identified with 
the soul, as the most precious gift to the deity. During the period 1200 bce 
to 1020 bce human sacrifice seems to have been a part of the culture. In 
Judges, Jephtah’s daughter is sacrificed as a consequence of Jephtah’s 
promise to God: “If you will give me the Ammonites into my hand, then 
whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return 
victorious from the Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s, to be offered up by 
me as a burnt-offering” (Judg 11:30b-31). Another example is when 
King Mesha won a military campaign in which he had offered his son 
to secure victory: “Then he took his firstborn son who was to succeed 
him, and offered him as a burnt-offering on the wall” (2 Kings 3:27a). 
Ezekiel, though, condemns the practice of child sacrifice amongst the 
Israelites, which seems to have been widespread, and urges them to 
return to the Lord: “When you offer your gifts and make your children 
pass through the fire, you defile yourself with all your idols to this day 
[…] As I live, says the Lord God, I will not be consulted by you” 

16 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil [1963] 
(New York: Penguin Books, 1992), 25, 42.
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(Ezek 20:31a). Also in Jeremiah God forbids human sacrifices: “They 
have filled this place with the blood of the innocent, and gone on build-
ing the high places of Baal to burn their children in the fire as burnt-
offerings to Baal, which I did not command or decree, not did it enter 
my mind” (Jer 19:4b-5). In the Talmud, this passage is also interpreted 
in relation to the Akedah, as an argument about God’s rejection of 
human sacrifice, especially its reference to human sacrifice having never 
crossed the Lord’s mind (Talmud Ta’an 4a).17

This comment is somewhat strange since the text also notes that Abra-
ham was tested by God. Did God not know what was going to happen? 
Or had Abraham become insane and begun hearing voices inside his 
head? Did jealousy drive him to seek to punish Isaac? Or did he desire 
him in some forbidden way? While the text is silent on these matters, 
Kierkegaard regards Abraham as a father who struggles against his own 
reason and ethics – a man who obeys the Lord in a paradox of faith. And 
yet if the idea of a human sacrifice never entered God’s mind, the test 
seems pointless. What if the test was not really about Abraham, but 
about Isaac? It is blind trust, and also love, that makes Isaac follow his 
father. He knows much less than Abraham, yet he does not resist being 
bound on the altar. Kierkegaard asks: “Who gave strength to Abraham’s 
soul, so that his eyes did not grow dim, so that he saw neither Isaac nor 
the ram?” (FT, 36). Kierkegaard only ever considers Isaac in the role of 
passive victim, as the object of his father’s actions.

The known examples of human sacrifice suggest that it was practiced 
on small children as well as adolescents. Even so, Isaac’s age can only be 
speculated about. Within the patriarchal system it is one’s place in the 
hierarchical order of things, not age, that defines one’s position vis-à-vis 
one’s father. Kierkegaard imagines Isaac as a small child, as here, for 
example in Prelude I: “And Abraham’s face was fatherliness, his look was 
mild, his speech encouraging. […] Then Abraham lifted up the boy, he 
walked with him by his side, and his talk was full of comfort and exhor-
tation. But Isaac could not understand him” (FT, 27). Age may be one 
reason why Isaac remains marginal to Kierkegaard’s reading. To interpret 
Isaac as a man of thirty-seven gives the relation between father and son 
a very different content. For example, it could mean that Isaac was phys-
ically stronger and more alert than Abraham, and that he therefore 

17 For further details, see “Human Sacrifice,” in Jewish Encyclopedia [1906],  
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12984-sacrifice (last checked on 12 Decem-
ber 2013).
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helped his father by carrying the wood. Whatever the case, Isaac was 
subordinate to his father in the patriarchal structure: a good son obeys 
his father.

Kierkegaard wants Abraham to rescue Isaac from blasphemy or from 
losing his faith. Therefore Abraham treats Isaac firmly, even violently. In 
de Silentio’s Prelude, Abraham speaks softly to Isaac before suddenly 
showing a very different face: “Then for an instant he turned away from 
him, and when Isaac again saw Abraham’s face it was changed, his glance 
was wild, his form was horror” (FT, 27). Is it a game? Is Abraham pun-
ishing Isaac? Or is he trying to save his son from a fate worse than death? 
Kierkegaard argues for the latter. For him, Abraham’s changed expression 
is significant at an existential level. At the beginning Abraham’s expres-
sion is open and confident, but seconds later he averts his gaze, thereby 
reducing Isaac to a mere object in a hierarchical structure and, with it, 
subordinating and dehumanizing him. This could be interpreted as the 
basis of a test of Abraham by God. In this moment of horror, Abraham, 
the father of many, ceases to be even the father of one. They are both 
alone in this darkness. Things have to change.

3. To See Is to Realize – the Gaze of an Angel

Let us return to the poem with which this chapter began. In the dark-
ness Stagnelius experiences a turning point that involves an angel. He is 
seen by someone outside the darkness, someone who “brings to your 
innermost soul order and beauty again.” “Who is the comforting angel?” 
he asks. Likewise, in the Akedah, the turning point comes when the angel 
of the Lord calls to interrupt the sacrifice. Abraham and Isaac are seen 
from the point of view of the angel. This moment of visibility is a cre-
scendo – a creational act. For Stagnelius, it is first and foremost a crea-
tion of order and beauty in Abraham’s soul. For Abraham and Isaac, it 
is salvation and a continuation of God’s promise to grant his people the 
opportunity to populate the earth. 

In Kierkegaard’s interpretation of this passage, the angel is strikingly 
absent. For example, in Prelude IV, Kierkegaard simply states: “Abraham 
drew the knife. Then they returned again home” (FT, 29). He discusses 
angels related to Maria and Saint Agnes, including whether or not they 
are messengers or instruments of God, but the angels are not particularly 
important for him. They are mere extras in a drama centered upon 
human protagonists such as Abraham.
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It is different for Stagnelius. “Who is the comforting angel?” he asks. 
He notes that angels appear in several poems, and that often it is the 
angel of death, who can be severe as well as merciful. Often the angel 
comes with a message of salvation, to warn the soul or to prepare it for 
the third level of existence: birth into a new spiritual life.18 Stagnelius 
was influenced by Gnosticism, which he mixed with the Lutheran Chris-
tian belief in which he was taught. For Stagnelius, the “fallen altar” is 
raised, while in the Akedah the altar has fallen from use as a means of 
human sacrifice, but is soon “restored” for the sacrifice of a ram. In just 
minutes, Isaac’s role changes from that of abandoned son or vehicle for 
a divine test, to that of a rejected sacrificial victim. And the angel: who 
is this messenger from God? In the first place, according to the Talmud, 
if they are cherubs, they are able to see the face of God. Cherubs there-
fore have bidirectional vision; they see God and God sees them, and they 
can also see what God has created. Humans, on the other hand, are 
unable to see God since they will die if they do so. To see an angel is 
therefore to be seen by someone who has seen God. Second, cherubs are 
angels whose heads are full of eyes. They represent vision taken to an 
extreme. When a cherub looks at a human, it can also simultaneously 
look at God.

Söderberg Widding has observed of vision: “To see is to realize. Vision 
is able to lift the mind above the earthly constraints towards higher 
spheres, towards perspicacity and enlightenment.”19 In another poem by 
Stagnelius, called “The Angel of Death,” the poet is able to see into the 
angel’s eye. As a consequence he realizes the purpose of his life. The 
Akedah does not, however, specify which kind of angel interrupts Abra-
ham. Probably it was not a cherub since these were regarded as guardian 
angels and held a low rank in the Jewish hierarchy of angels. Nor does 
the Akedah describe how Abraham reacted. Yet he is a man who has 
heard the voice of God, so an angel’s appearance and words should not 
be strange in his world. Stagnelius precisely identifies the angel as a 
seraph. Seraphs hold different ranks in the Jewish and Christian hierar-
chies of angels: the fifth of ten in the Jewish tradition, and the highest 
rank – as the guardians of God’s throne – in the Christian tradition.20 

18 Segerbank, Dödstanken i svensk romantik, 226, 233.
19 Söderberg Widding, Blick och blindhet, 64: “Att se är att inse. Seendet förmår lyfta 

sinnet över de jordiska begränsningarna mot högre sfärer, mot klarsyn och upplysning.”
20 In the Jewish tradition it is Maimonides who developed the angelology. For a short 

summary see for example “Angelology,” in Jewish Encyclopedia [1906] http://www. 
jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/1521-angelology (last checked on 12 December 2013). 
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In Hebrew, the word seraph literally means “the burning one.” For Stag-
nelius, the burning ones “woke numberless suns to their dance.”

Despite this uncertainty surrounding the character of the angel, it is 
instructive to pursue further the theme of vision. Earlier I noted that the 
mountain is a symbol of seeing and being seen. To be seen and to hear 
an angel opens up another kind of perception from that used in seeing 
an everyday object. Abraham is the connection between them: God and 
creation. At the moment of intervention he is being simultaneously 
observed by God, the angel, and his son on the altar – both God and 
his neighbor, towards whom he has obligations. This condition, or cir-
cumstance, is not something that Abraham could have planned for. He 
finds himself in a predicament that reaches beyond his conceptual and 
emotional horizons. Beheld by all of existence, he, like Stagnelius, real-
izes the meaning of life when he looks into the angel’s eyes. Kierkegaard 
interprets Abraham’s, and every human’s, inner movement of faith as 
“incommensurable with the whole of reality:” “I am unable to make the 
movements of faith, I cannot shut my eyes and plunge confidently into 
the absurd, for me that is an impossibility … but I do not boast of it. 
[…] For me the love of God is, both in a direct and in an inverse sense, 
incommensurable with the whole of reality” (FT, 44-45).

This is an idea which relates to the face of an other in Levinas’s sense; 
the face which makes me perceive myself.21 What happens when Abra-
ham and Isaac see each other’s faces at the sacrificial moment, just before 
the angel intervenes? How does obedience or faith affect looking at the 
face of the other? What is a gaze that lives in darkness, when “memory 
and feeling die out”? For Stagnelius, it seems to be an experience shared 
by those whom he calls friends. In the Swedish version of the poem, the 
word “friend” (vän) is even followed by an exclamation mark. Among 
other things, the poet regards himself as in a state of darkness. Abraham 
and Isaac see each other and are seen by God and the angel. In art, Isaac 
is often illustrated lying on his stomach with his hands bound behind 
his back. This position would of course prevent him from meeting the 

The medieval Christian hierarchy of angels was developed by Dionysius the Aeropagite 
(before 532) in The Celestial Hierarchy, http://www.esoteric.msu.edu/VolumeII/Celestial-
Hierarchy.html (last checked on 12 December 2013).

21 For further reading on this issue I recommend Jayne Svenungsson’s “Sacrifice, 
Conflict, and the Foundation of Culture: A response to Merold Westphal,” Neue 
Zeitschrift für systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 50, no. 3-4 (2008): 331-342 
and Justin Sands’s “The Task of a Lifetime: Inquiring into the Foundation of Thought 
in Faith and reason Discourse” (included in this volume).
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gaze of Abraham; a gaze which Kierkegaard describes as “unable to 
weep.” In this moment of beholding the other, what is the source of the 
gaze that rebuilds their “fragmented world”?

One way to interpret the story’s turning point is in terms of the vis-
ibility of transcendence, whether symbolized as an angel or experienced 
as an inner vision of God who changes the categories of cause and effect; 
violence does not have to be the answer. In her analysis of Kierkegaard 
and Levinas, Jayne Svenungsson suggests that the role of transcendence 
in the Akedah is important insofar as it opposes any form of idolatry. 
The second calling marks a turning point: 

[D]ivine transcendence – if it is to remain transcendent and not 
become reduced to my intentionality – is ultimately manifested in and 
through (the infinite resistance of ) the face of the other human being. 
In other words, by commanding me to (assume infinite responsibility 
for) my neighbor, God or “the Desirable” inverts my intentionality 
and so disrupts my desire to render divine transcendence fully present 
to mind (and thus create an “idol”).22

For Svenungsson – whose interpretation I find cogent – the thrust of 
Levinas’s argument about transcendence and idolatry is to avoid vio-
lence: “And this is precisely where Levinas’ argument becomes signifi-
cant, in that it points to the fact that transcendence as such never occurs 
as an unmediated affair between God and the individual, and also to 
the potential violence inherent in claims to having such unmediated 
access to divine transcendence.”23 For Stagnelius, too, the turning point 
has consequences both for transcendence and for the world: “Night is 
the mother of Day, Chaos the neighbor of God.” There is an order of 
things, but structures and acts can take a surprising turn. It is faith, not 
idolatry.

Isaac is, according to de Silentio’s interpretation, someone who loses 
his faith as a consequence of the events (FT, 29 [Prelude IV]). Yet Abra-
ham passes the test. I believe that Kierkegaard’s conclusion is wrong. One 
reason is that he underestimates both the angel and, especially, Isaac. 
According to Jewish tradition, the name of a person is important as an 
index of his character and role in life. Isaac (yishaq in Hebrew) means 
“laughter.” The laughter of Isaac is something more than just bonhomie. 
The obedience of Abraham is contrasted with the laughter of Isaac. 
Maybe God could not make such a sacrifice, that is, allowing obedience 

22 Svenungsson, “Sacrifice, Conflict, and the Foundation of Culture,” 336.
23 Ibid., 337.
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to defeat happiness or the joy of wisdom?24 Lying on the altar, Isaac’s role 
is to liberate Abraham from duty by laughter. The hierarchy between 
them is shattered by laughter, as embodied in Isaac. It is not that Isaac 
lets himself be bound on the altar as a practical joke; rather, this is a 
laughter that makes comprehensibility uncertain, that alters the frame-
work within which reason can understand the world completely – a ques-
tioning of the order of things. It is laughter that is “incommensurable 
with the whole of reality,” as de Silentio calls it (FT, 45). It is the laugh-
ter that, as Stagnelius observes, “woke numberless suns to their dance.”

What happens when Abraham sees Isaac? And when Isaac looks into 
his father’s eyes? For de Silentio, what Isaac sees is primarily a struggle 
within Abraham: “but when he turned and drew the knife, Isaac saw that 
his left hand was clenched in despair, that a tremor passed through his 
body…” (FT, 29 [Prelude IV]). I should like to argue for another per-
spective, namely that the Akedah presents a change in the roles played by 
Abraham and Isaac. Abraham has finished many things: his obligations 
towards Hagar and Ismael; his obligation to have children; to guide the 
people and to build a home in the land of the Philistines. He and Sarah 
are old and Sarah will die soon. The angel liberates Abraham from the 
test and Isaac liberates his father from his obligations towards him. 
reflecting on irony and humor, Kierkegaard declares “that these two 
passions are essentially different from the passion of faith. Irony and 
humor reflect also upon themselves, and therefore belong within the 
sphere of the infinite resignation, their elasticity is due to the fact that 
the individual is incommensurable with reality” (FT, 62). Contra 
Kierkegaard, I believe that humor and laughter open up peoples’ relation 
to reality. Irony is distance, as Kierkegaard notes, but humor can bind 
people together, working as satire or liberation from oppression. A game 
can be completely serious, but laughter brings a constructive distance 
that saves an individual from succumbing to the temptations of idolatry. 
Isaac brings laughter to Abraham on the altar. Therein lies their salvation.

4. The Akedah as a Sexual Taboo or Idolatry

If it is a game, then what sort of game? What roles do they play and 
what are the changes about? For the interpretation which I am proposing 
in this last section, much as a consequence of the interpretation of the 

24 For this point I thank Olof Buckard. See also Nørager, Taking Leave of Abraham, 35.
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Akedah from Isaac’s perspective, the story also becomes a matter of sexu-
ality and fertility, and not only, as Kierkegaard argues, of faith. What I 
offer is of course only an interpretative suggestion, and I, like Kierke-
gaard in his reading of the text, do not claim to be describing a bio-
graphical story of actual events. In what follows, therefore, I will offer a 
queer theological reading of the text. This perspective is also given against 
the background of the turn of the Enlightenment, during which “moral-
ity” became “more important than ‘religion’,”25 and of how the change 
from religion to morality had consequences on the interpretations of the 
Akedah. If the Akedah is a queer story about sexuality and fertility, then 
there is more to it than Isaac finding a wife and raising children of his 
own. If he is thirty-seven years old, it is rather strange that he has not 
already done so, something that supports the idea that Isaac himself is 
still a child. In fact, Isaac has to wait for a long time until Abraham lets 
his servants find him a wife, rebecca. My proposal is that something 
covert is taking place. They sneak out early in the morning, accompanied 
by two servants whom they instruct to keep at a good distance from their 
final destination. Abraham and Isaac are alone in the wilderness.

An alternative to Kierkegaard’s reading of the text is to say that Abra-
ham is not, in fact, struggling. rather, they both want to be alone for a 
while. Isaac is silent, not because he obeys his father, but because he 
knows what is coming, and he either wants or is reconciled to it. The 
drama and the characters they play can be interpreted as a staging of a 
patriarchal structure, a game of power intended to liberate or control the 
sexual taboos governing homoerotic relations and incest. The whole pur-
pose of sexuality is family and children, and sexual pleasure with someone 
other than a spouse is forbidden. Even so, the acts in the Akedah are close 
to what we today recognize as sadomasochism:26 binding, subculture, 
dominance/submission, visibility/invisibility. Feminist theological scholars 
Beverly Wildung Harrison and Carter Heyward describe sadomasochistic 
relations between fathers and sons in the Christian tradition as follows: 

The sons’ pain is merely in proportion to what they deserve for the 
sin of their disobedience which […] includes their experiences of 
sexual passion. The sadistic father will feel pleasure in disciplining his 

25 Nørager, Taking Leave of Abraham, 44.
26 Nørager does not spell it out, but he touches upon the theme of sadomasochism 

and discipline when focusing on some passages in Fear and Trembling: “The all too com-
mon ‘wisdom’ here is that ‘the one you love is the one you discipline’ and that ‘the act 
of punishment is more hurtful to the perpetrator than to the victim’” (Nørager, Taking 
Leave of Abraham, 50).
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sons “for their own good.” Masochistic sons will enjoy the discipline 
because it will set them into right relation with their father, whose 
love they seek. […] In this erotic fantasy, the father is turned on by 
his absolute power over another. […] The sadomasochistic sexual rela-
tion between Christian “fathers” and “sons” might be comprehended 
as a father-son transaction in which is expressed their mutual desire 
for immediate and intimate relation.27

In the context of the Akedah, Isaac’s “disobedience” relates to his fer-
tility. The young Isaac is more fertile than his father, even though Abra-
ham will become the father of many children after marrying Keturah 
(see Gen 25:1-4). As a fertile man Isaac represents a rival to the patriar-
chal position and masculine power, and also he is probably physically 
stronger. What Isaac can never alter is his place in the hierarchical rela-
tionship with his father: Isaac can never be Abraham’s father. The power 
of the patriarchal hierarchy enables Abraham both to discipline and com-
mand his son. But Isaac is also loved by his father. Abraham wishes both 
to punish Isaac and to give him joy. Isaac, on the other hand, is silent 
during the binding and the threat of being killed. To obey in a maso-
chistic role is to take pleasure in allowing anything and leaving all deci-
sions to another. When bound, Isaac cannot move. On the mountain 
there is no point screaming since no one would come in time to prevent 
death or pain. They might as well express their mutual role play as they 
see fit, were it not for the fact that they are being watched.

The reason why Isaac and Abraham are on the mountain in the first 
place is because of God’s command to Abraham: “Sacrifice him…” In 
my reading of the Akedah in this section, as a narrative of sadomasochis-
tic relations, God is driven by jealousy as a consequence of the intimacy 
between Abraham and Isaac. He has seen the love which Abraham bears 
for Isaac and he wants to end it or at least test Abraham to see if he still 
loves God as strongly as before. God’s reference to Isaac as Abraham’s 
only son is understood as meaning the only son for whom Abraham 
cared in a deep sense. The test is not unlike that demanded by a jealous 
husband or wife who wishes to control or punish their beloved. It is as 
if God is saying to Abraham: “Do you love me as much as I love you? 
Prove it.” Had Abraham failed, God could have found him guilty of 
idolatry by putting Isaac before God.

27 Beverly Wildung Harrison and Carter Heyward, “Pain and Pleasure: Avoiding the 
Confusions of Christian Tradition in Feminist Theory,” in Sexuality and the Sacred: 
Sources for Theological Reflection, ed. Marvin M. Ellison and Kelly Brown Douglas, 
2nd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 165-182 (at 171).
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This touches upon Kierkegaard’s distinction between different sorts 
of faith: “for he who loves God without faith reflects upon himself, he 
who loves God believingly reflects upon God” (FT, 47). God wants it 
all. Kierkegaard’s reading, however, is concentrated upon Abraham’s test 
of faith and not upon the relations between the three involved in the 
Akedah. And yet if we read the story as centered upon the relationship 
between God, Abraham, and Isaac, the motive for God’s command can 
be seen as an attempt to rid himself of a competitor for Abraham’s love 
and fidelity; Abraham passes the test and is rewarded. The angel reap-
pears bearing a message from the Lord: “I swear by myself, declares the 
Lord, that because you have done this and have not withheld your son, 
your only son, I will surely bless you…” (Gen 22:16-17). Söderberg 
Widding has acutely defined the nature of idolatry as visualized in film, 
an argument that offers a useful parallel to the prohibition upon images 
in the Abrahamic religions: “The image must be prohibited because it 
derives sustenance from its object, because a perfected idol quite simply 
steals life from its original.”28

In Stagnelius’ poem, there are no symbols of domination or submis-
sion. It is rather about reconciliation, creation, and liberation from the 
poet’s darkness of sorrow, by means of the powerful being’s imperative 
of joy. The poet, having discovered the close relation between all things, 
allows God and the holy spirits to flood his perceptual senses with sen-
suality and light. A powerful being has given the seraphs the kiss of life 
and made the suns dance. In Stagnelius’ poems, the sun often represents 
an embodiment of the Son and the love of God.29 But even though I 
find no trace of domination or submission in this particular poem – his 
oeuvre contains a number of more obvious instances – there is in this 
poem another order of creation between the poet and existence. The 
Swedish writer Martina Lowden has registered typical signs in Stagnelius’ 
language: “Stagnelius’ longing is often vertical: up, down […] Horizon-
tal movements are meaningless: forward/backwards, right/left, north/
south. Then, rather fall or rise.”30 I believe she is right. This means 

28 Söderberg Widding, Blick och blindhet, 53: “Avbildningen måste lysas i bann där-
för att den hämtar sin näring från sin modell, därför att den fulländade avbilden helt 
enkelt stjäl livet från sin förebild.”

29 Segerbank, Dödstanken i svensk romantik, 224.
30 Martina Lowden, “Stagnelius och havet,” Femton röster om Stagnelius: En antologi, 

ed. Jonas Ellerström and Niklas rådström (Lund: Ellerströms, 2010), 73: “Stagnelius 
längtan är ofta vertikal: upp, ned. [...] Horisontella rörelser är meningslösa: fram/tillbaka, 
höger/vänster, norr/söder. Hellre då sjunka eller stiga.”
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Stagnelius’ ideas about an existential order in creation are to be under-
stood as a vertical hierarchy: inside and outside; light and darkness; the 
receiving end of an obligation – all of these relations are interdependent 
but have a particular place in the hierarchy. In the last line of the poem, 
however, he inverts the dualistic order, as in a game or role-play whose 
participants change their persona. It is a serious game of existential 
power which makes possible taboos in the order of things: “Night is the 
mother of day, Chaos the neighbor of God.”

This interpretation of Stagnelius’ poem leads to and raises a question 
about the Akedah. Is the game, this playing with taboos, necessary for 
God to challenge God’s own creational power and thereby find intimacy 
with creation? God needs to interrupt the role play at its climax, at the 
very moment when Isaac’s flesh is to be penetrated by the knife. If God 
reveals God’s self as jealous, loving, or forgiving, God challenges the 
hierarchical position from a God-like position and becomes a participant 
in a triangular relation. We cannot describe God as subordinate in this 
relation, but God creates possibilities for an unpredictability that lies 
outside the patriarchal order of hierarchy. God comes out as queer in a 
play in which taboos constitute rules to be followed in the ethical phase, 
but which need to be revised in order to avoid idolatry or a total predict-
ability. As a serious game of creation, however, in which “Chaos is the 
neighbor of God,” such a defiance of the rules liberates even God into a 
phase of faith. This means even God is freed from the ethical as a struc-
tural order. As de Silentio says: “faith begins precisely there where think-
ing leaves off ” (FT, 64).

5. Conclusion and Reflections

In this chapter I have let different texts relate to each other in a 
hermeneutical dialogue. The inspiration emanated from Caputo’s book 
Against Ethics, in which he experiments with two main questions: the 
meta-problem about ethics as phenomenology and the ethical and 
moral dimensions manifested in the Akedah. Caputo struggles with the 
challenges raised by Fear and Trembling. He lets Kierkegaard’s text affect 
his own experience as philosopher and human being. Fiction and the-
ory interact to make Caputo produce a new setting between Kierke-
gaard’s characters, de Silentio and others, and himself. In the same way 
I “invited” Stagnelius, de Silentio and the Akedah to interact with me. 
I strived for openness in the interpretations to let the texts speak to 
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each other. Depending on the perspective I choose – Abraham, Isaac, 
God or all three of them together – the understanding and questions 
from the text varied. In this way the analysis showed the great impor-
tance of the contextual circumstances for different interpretations. 
Since I am not an exegete but an ethicist, my aim was not to answer 
which of the interpretations is the most correct according to a Jewish 
or a Christian tradition. Nor have I wanted to answer which of the 
interpretations is the most ethical, as Kierkegaard tries to do in his 
distinction between ethics and faith.

My aim throughout the chapter has been to open up different inter-
pretations for which Fear and Trembling has been the most central text, 
and in that way I have pointed out some plural dimensions within the 
text. The encounters between different voices in the Akedah theme have 
revealed exciting horizons, such as questions about why the angel and 
Isaac are almost completely absent from Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling 
and what it does with the understanding of the text. For Kierkegaard the 
angel seems unimportant, while the angel is very present for Stagnelius. 
This observation opened up for critique as well as new interpretations, 
such as the importance of visibility between God and Human, and for 
the act taking place on a mountain.

Another horizon that opened up during the encounter between the 
texts was to see what happened when the main character in the Akedah 
were Isaac and not Abraham; how it affected the hierarchical, ethical and 
emotional dimensions in relation to God. Isaac, whose name means 
“laughter,” became the one who brings liberation from Abraham’s obliga-
tion to sacrifice Isaac. From this perspective the question about the Ake-
dah as a game appeared. What will happen in the relations if the Akedah 
is considered as a serious game? That question brought me to an inter-
pretation of the Akedah as a queer narrative of sadomasochism by sexual 
taboos and a play with the hierarchical orders of structure and ethics. 
From a queer perspective even God is liberated from the ethical and 
submissive power of structural orders. 

A third theme that was raised from the interpretation was the rele-
vance of human sacrifice and the age of Isaac during the Akedah. Kierke-
gaard elaborates the text only from the perspective of Isaac being a boy, 
and in that way more “innocent” than if Isaac would have been as a 
grown-up man. If Isaac was a man one could read the text as a voluntar-
ily act or a game. 

Further, the encounter between Kierkegaard and Stagnelius on the 
one side and the Akedah on the other, raised emotional perspectives that 
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were not visible in the biblical text. They spoke about agony and pain 
from an inner voice which made the reader of the text an “object” or 
“the Other,” and also the inner voice struck the reader with its desolation 
and finally a beautiful liberation. Both Kierkegaard and Stagnelius made 
the Akedah “speak,” despite Abraham in the Akedah hardly speaking at 
all and Isaac just being blotted out. In this way Kierkegaard and Stagne-
lius derived theology from a largely wordless Abraham. In a phenomeno-
logical sense the hierarchy between who was subject or object, placed 
humans at the receiving end of an obligation, since the act was beyond 
ethics and belonged to the world of faith.

More than any other, the perspective taking Abraham as the main 
character of the Akedah defined the structure of creation, meaning an 
inner logic of a visibility in a sense that it is impossible to escape from 
God – the One who is looking. To see and to be seen is an important 
part of the Akedah, to be seen by God, by the angel, to be seen on the 
mountain and by each other. And, as Stagnelius declared, to be seen by 
“the powerful being who first from the limitless darkness / Kissed to life 
seraphs and woke numberless suns to their dance.”
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