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The problem of religious faith and its relation to or distance from fundamentalism is a
grave problem in teaching religion today. All the major religions of the world face this
problem as each one of them is making an effort to return to its roots in the face of
perceived threats from globalization and modern technical rationality. Humanity seems
to be caught up between a rock and a hard place. Fundamentalists’ return to the roots has
murderous consequences in many cases. Technical rationality sometimes even refuses to
accept the realm of the spiritual. It is not easy, therefore, to place religious faith either in
the hands of the fundamentalist or technical rationalist or modernist. Yet we can sidestep
neither one nor the other. A middle course and a culture of moderation have to be
worked out and that culture must address the worries of the secular as well as the
fundamentalist without losing its links with genuine religious faith or spirituality. It is in
this general context that I want to talk a bit about Kierkegaard’s Abrahamic view of faith
and fundamentalism here.
Let me add that Abraham is a strategic figure for our world today and has
remained so for many centuries now. This has become particularly clear after
Kierkegaard’s treatment of Abraham’s story in his Fear and Trembling. In this brief
exposition, I’ll first give you the basics of the conception of faith developed by
Kierkegaard through analysis of Abraham’s sacrifice of his son, and then I’ll briefly
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compare Abrahamic faith with the basics of fundamentalist programs. The whole idea is
to show that the nature of Abrahamic faith and sacrifice is radically different from the
ideological bases of fundamentalism and must be clearly distinguished as such in our
teaching of religion. On the way I’ll make a short comparative remark about
Kierkegaard’s view of Abrahamic faith with the Sufi view in Islam.
It should go without saying that Abraham is no ordinary figure. He stands at the
centre of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Kierkegaard believes that gravity and dread in
Abraham’s story results from the clash between the religious and the ethical.1 Abraham
symbolizes this clash. This clash is the same as the clash between faith and reason and
Kierkegaard believes that such a clash inevitably occurs as we go along and live our
lives. This is written in the nature of existence for Kierkegaard. From a Kierkegaardian
perspective all major issues in religion are related with and flow from the Abrahamic
paradigm. Paradox of incarnation and all other issues resulting from various fundamental
claims in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are a direct or indirect reflection of Abraham’s
case. It goes to Kierkegaard’s eternal credit that he brought this point to the sharp focus
of recent scholarship by writing Fear and Trembling.
Let us look into some details of the conception of faith in this great work. Faith
for Kierkegaard involves three simultaneous things – you can call them three moments of
faith: They are: (1) passionate and intense concentration of the entire content of life and
significance of reality on a single wish;2 (ii) infinite resignation or infinitely surrendering
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everything in the world;3 and (iii) teleological suspension4 of the ethical and leap to faith
to regain everything through one’s concrete and individual relationship with God.5
When the dread of the failure of one’s ethical life takes one over completely, one
searches desperately and deeply for a higher form of existence. One passionately
concentrates. In Abraham’s case he is suddenly confronted with the command to
sacrifice his son. That means leaving the realm of the ethical, going beyond the rational
and all that is associated with it, everything finite and calculable. So, all things rationally
manageable must be surrendered for God. This is the first moment in the movements of
faith: An infinite surrender of everything finite.
Abraham has been asked to sacrifice what is dearest to him in the whole wide
world. If Isaac (or, in case of Muslim belief, Ishmael) is going to go, then the whole
world must go as well. This is surrender; this is resigning to your situation. But in
raising the knife on Isaac, Abraham is not only surrendering the world and his precious
most thing, Isaac, he is also suspending the principles of ethics. This he is doing for the
sake of God, for a divine purpose. In Kierkegaard’s words, it is his teleological
suspension of the ethical.6 It is going beyond the surrender of the world, or infinite
resignation. It is making a further movement. But on what basis can one do it?
Kierkegaard says that infinitely resigning the worldly is understandable. It is not
something beyond reason. It is not paradoxical yet. It is not absurd. But when you want
to suspend the ethical, you are suspending the universal principle based in reason for
something that is beyond reason. You are doing the unthinkable. You are making a leap
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toward the inconceivable, you are acting on the basis of what Kierkegaard calls the
absurd and the paradoxical. In this leap you throw away the garb of the universal
principles of conduct and thought. But if you do not have the universal in you or if you
are not in the universal, then what is it that remains of you? Naturally only the individual
or the particular. So in making the leap to the inconceivable, you are acting only as a
particular individual –devoid of all universality. You are reaching out to God in an
infinite effort but still an effort by a finite concrete individual. So you make a leap to
establish an absolutely individual relationship with the inconceivable, with the Absolute,
with God. This is the infinite movement of faith in which you affirm God and your
relationship with God.7 In doing so you regain your grip on all reality in the world
because once you have reached God and your absolute relationship to God is established,
everything that you had surrendered for God is regained through God. So through the
infinite movement of faith you regain the finite. Abraham as a knight of faith surrenders
Isaac in his infinite resignation but regains him through a leap to faith through God.
Here is the sum total of what happens in the movements of faith. One
passionately and intensely concentrates on a single purpose, purpose of coming out right
before God. One surrenders everything ______ for God and one suspends the ethical, the
universal or the rational in order to reach God as an individual. One takes the leap at a
purely personal level, hoping against hope that one gets there. As one gets there, one
regains everything.
Now the critical points in this picture are these: (i) Abraham willingly surrenders
everything for a Godly purpose. (ii) He raises the knife on Isaac but continues to believe
that God will fulfill His promise and honor him through Isaac and his progeny. He
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believed so not on the basis of any rational justification. He believed in the unthinkable,
in the obviously absurd, in the paradoxical. (iii) Thirdly he regained Isaac through faith
on the basis of the absurd with great joy and ease. There is no embarrassment about God
wanting Isaac one moment and returning him the next. This ease and joy of regaining the
finite is another mark of faith. A man who loves God can regain the finite only with
embarrassment. A man of faith does so with great joy.8 Faith is much higher than love
of God which can take us only up to the stage of infinite resignation. (iv) What Abraham
does is purely personal. There is no conceivable explanation of his act that he can offer
to his wife Sarah or his servant. Therefore he is totally silent about what he is going to
do. He cannot share on any grounds the paradox in which he has landed. This makes his
act individual and he relates to the Absolute in that capacity. As such he becomes
superior to the Universal. This is the paradox of faith that the individual through his
relationship with God becomes superior to the universal.9 It is this paradox which is
embodied in the Christian doctrine of incarnation and in the Islamic doctrine of miraaj or
Muhammad’s Ascension to God.
This brings us to my claim that Kierkegaard’s conception of Abrahamic faith is
similar to Islamic tradition in its fundamental moments of passionate concentration,
infinite resignation, and leap to faith after suspending the universal. In the Islamic
mystical tradition called Sufism these three stages are called irtikaaz, nafi, and athbaat.
Irtikaaz is total concentration on a single wish to attain communion with God, nafi or
Negation is abandonment or surrender of the worldly for God’s beatific vision, and
athbaat or affirmation is complete and unconditional affirmation of God over and above
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all rational calculation as imaan bi l-ghaib -- unjustified faith or faith with and through
total “absence.”
Turning now to fundamentalism, it is a major global phenomenon in our time. In
fact all major religions and major countries of the world seem to be facing this
phenomenon one way or the other. It seems to have become a counterpoint to secularism
and globalization. Countless millions on the globe both in the developed and left-behind
parts of the world have somehow been moved by our contemporary situation to try
returning to their roots and root values. This, many times, means a yearning to return to a
lost mythical order of the religious past; an order that was based on the true teaching of
the religion that stands corrupted today by modern secularism as well as liberalism. This
global phenomenon can be understood in terms of four characteristics that it exhibits: (i)
orthodoxy; (ii) revivalism; (iii) evangelicalism; and (iv) social action. The first involves,
among other things, a method of literal interpretation of selective portions of the sacred
texts and tradition. In a nutshell fundamentalism is a movement in all the major religions
of the world and everywhere it is based on a worldview with its literalist methodology of
interpretation and a program of recreating a lost order on the basis of conversion of
individuals and a society to this world view. Each one of these world views in different
religions perceives itself as the embodiment of good in a cosmic struggle with evil.10 All
who fall outside the world view need to be either converted or conquered. The rest of the
world is misguided and needs to be guided out of its ignorance and faithlessness or
misguided faith. In this sense all the basic characteristics of fundamentalism boil down
to exclusivism. All major fundamentalisms are exclusivist. None accept the others as
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genuine religion in any sense. Their basic position is that true faith and salvation lie
solely in their own interpretation and practice. Beyond that all are misguided and
doomed.
In pursuing the establishment of this exclusivist worldview Islamic, Christian,
Jewish, Mormon, Hindu, and Buddhist fundamentalists can and have killed in the name
of God. Some have even argued that if Abraham can raise a knife on his son to fulfill
God’s command, then we should also do so to protect and promote faith in the face of
modern secular and liberal corruption. Others have killed after claiming to have had a
religious experience.
In general anyone can argue that if Abraham can take a leap of faith and decide to
murder Isaac on the basis of the absurd, then why can’t the fundamentalists kill similarly
to promote God’s cause? It is this question that needs to be answered clearly in our
teaching of religion today.
My answer to this question is based on three fundamental points: (1) Abraham’s
unparalleled love for Isaac stands in absolute contradiction to his act of raising a knife to
kill Isaac. It is this contradiction between his feelings and his action for God which
makes the action so full of dread for him and which elevates the action to the level of
sacrifice.11 Without this dread flowing from the said contradiction, there will be only the
act of murder being contemplated by Abraham and no sacrifice. Now fundamentalists
cannot exhibit this characteristic. They do not love their potential victims with all their
heart and soul. Hence there is no parallel.
(2)

Secondly Abraham’s leap of faith and sacrifice based on it is purely

personal. It is so personal that Abraham has no words to explain it to any including his
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wife. He can be only in complete silence. As such Kierkegaard says that Abraham as a
knight of faith is neither a sectarian nor a teacher.12 He is not out to promote a group of
dedicated followers or teach others the ways of faith. He is involved at the deepest
possible level with a totally personal spiritual process. This distinguishes him from the
exclusivist sectarian approach of the fundamentalists, who are out to teach and convert,
or more still, conquer.
(3)

Thirdly a basic hallmark of Abrahamic faith is its “unthinkability” or

paradoxicality. A leap to faith cannot be understood or justified by Abraham in rational
terms. He is doing the inconceivable at a totally personal level. It is like having a
Wittgensteinian private language. The rules of such a language are unthinkable. So is
Abraham’s act of faith: it is based on the absurd. Now such unthinkability is not a
characteristic of the fundamentalists’ world views. They typically feel fully justified in
their orthodox point of view and base it on their own so-called rational and moral
arguments derived from a cosmic struggle against evil. They argue for their faith and its
concomitant world view.
We can emphasize in our teaching of religion, therefore, that not just individually but
taken collectively the above characteristics of Abrahamic faith sharply distinguish
Kierkegaard’s understanding of faith from that of fundamentalists. If Abraham was
rightly understood by Kierkegaard as the father of faith, then faith cannot and should not
be recruited to promote ideologies. It simply is a different way of being in the world.
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