Kierkegaard contra Hegel on the ‘Absolute Paradox’
In the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion Hegel propounds three inter-related theses:

(1) The radical continuity of religion and philosophy:
The subject of religion as of philosophy is the eternal truth in its objectivity, is God and nothing but God and the explication of God. Philosophy is not worldly wisdom, but knowledge of the non-worldly, not knowledge of the outer substance, of empirical being and life, but knowledge of what is eternal, of what God is and what emanates from his nature. For this nature must reveal and develop itself. Philosophy therefore explicates itself only by explicating religion, and by thus explicating itself, explicates religion…Hence religion and philosophy collapse into each other; philosophy is indeed itself religious service [Gottesdienst]…
 

(2) The view that philosophy renders in conceptual form the essence of what Christianity consists in and thus transcends the merely subjective vantage-point of faith:

In philosophy religion obtains its justification from the thinking consciousness…Faith already contains the true content, but it still misses the form of thought. All previously considered forms – feeling, representation – can have the content of truth, but they themselves are not the true form which makes the true content necessary. Thought is the absolute judge before whom the content needs to prove and justify itself.

(3) Philosophy alone shows Christianity to be rational and necessary:

This vantage-point [of philosophy] is therefore the justification of religion, especially of the Christian, the true religion; it apprehends [erkennen] the content in its necessary form [nach seiner Notwendigkeit], according to reason; at the same time it also knows the forms in the development of this content.

These forms or stages are first, immediate faith or religion, second, the stage of understanding (the viewpoint of the ‘learned’) and, third, the vantage-point of philosophy which effects a reconciliation between the previous two and thus constitutes their apotheosis (Hegel (1986c: 342)
.

Kierkegaard’s pseudonym, Johannes Climacus, attacks all three of these theses in Conculding Unscientific Postscript, and he introduces the category of the ‘absolute paradox’ (the Christian Incarnation) in order to do so. It is consequently a mistake to think, as Jon Stewart (2003) does, that Climacus has no quarrel with Hegel himself, but only with the Danish neo-Hegelians such as Heiberg and Martensen. For as the present paper will show, Climacus and Hegel in fact have diametrically opposed conceptions of Christianity and so could not fail to be at loggerheads with each other. 

I

Climacus notoriously claims in CUP that in religious matters ‘truth is subjectivity’. What he means by this is that because, according to him, the question of faith is not an objective, empirical issue which can be resolved by appeal to evidence, historical or otherwise, we have to concentrate instead on the ‘existential’ or personal significance that this question has for us. This is what Climacus means by ‘subjectivity’ – that is, pertaining to the subject – and this has nothing to do with relativism or irrationalism, as some commentators tend to think. Climacus says, ‘The way of objective reflection turns the subjective individual into something accidental and thereby turns existence into an indifferent, vanishing something. The way to objective truth goes away from the subject, and while the subject and subjectivity become indifferent, the truth becomes indifferent, and that is precisely its objective validity, because the interest, just like the decision is subjectivity’ (CUP 193). In other words, it is precisely because religious belief does not, on this view, consist of assenting to a set of propositions that Climacus holds that in order to resolve the question of faith I must be interested in it as an existing person, not as a lofty scholar. For religious belief, on this conception, is something much more fundamental than simply being of the opinion that God exists. That is to say, Christianity, according to Climacus, does not call for an intellectual response (which would be entirely appropriate if the latter were a philosophical theory to be comprehended and assessed), but rather for an ‘existential’, that is, ‘personal’ or ‘subjective’, response along the lines of: do I, Johannes Climacus, believe that Christ is who he said he is? And this question cannot to be settled by, for example, deliberating on whether Christianity has presented the world with a true doctrine about the ‘two natures’ of Christ, since the Son of God has not come into the world in order to set Hegel a metaphysical riddle: 
Christianity is not a doctrine about the unity of the divine and the human, about subject-object, not to mention the rest of the logical paraphrases of Christianity. In other words, if Christianity were a doctrine, then the relation to it would not be one of faith, since there is only an intellectual relation to a doctrine. Christianity, therefore, is not a doctrine but the fact that the god has existed (CUP 326).

In other words, according to Climacus, it is Christ himself, not, pace Hegel, a metaphysical doctrine expressed in symbolic form, that is the object of faith. But since the question whether Christ was in deed God or simply a human being does not, according to Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms, admit of a theoretical – that is, ‘objective’ – answer, speculative philosophy can have nothing to say on this point, except, perhaps, to show that there can be no such thing as a theoretical answer here.

The reasons why Climacus thinks that it is impossible, either empirically or philosophically, to demonstrate that Christ was God, parallel the reasons why he thinks that it is a mistake to want to demonstrate God’s existence. As Climacus explains in his earlier work, Philosophical Fragments, if, for example, I wanted to demonstrate Napoleon’s existence from Napoleon’s works, I can only do this if I already assume that Napoleon’s works are ‘his’ works, that is, if I already assume that Napoleon exists (PF 40). For, if I do not do this, all I can demonstrate is that the works in question have been accomplished by a great general, but this in itself is not sufficient to demonstrate Napoleon’s existence (as opposed to someone else’s), as another person could have accomplished the same works (ibid.). And the same, of course, applies to demonstrating God’s existence from his ‘works’, that is, from the existence of the universe: I cannot infer the existence of God from the existence of the universe, since God’s works do not exist immediately and directly in the way that tables and chairs do. Hence, even if we assume that nature is the work of God, only nature is directly present, not God (CUP 243). Therefore, just as in Napoleon’s case, I can only demonstrate God’s existence from these works (nature/the universe), if I already regard them ideally as God’s, that is, if I already assume what is to be proved, namely that the universe is ordered according to providential or divine principles. Climacus says: 
God’s works, therefore, only the god can do. Quite correct. But, then, what are the god’s works? The works from which I want to demonstrate his existence do not immediately and directly exist, not at all. Or are the wisdom in nature and the goodness or wisdom in Governance right in front of our noses? Do we not encounter the most terrible spiritual trials here…?...Therefore, from what works do I demonstrate it [God’s existence]? From the works regarded ideally – that is, as they do not appear directly and immediately. But then I do not demonstrate it from the works, after all, but only develop the ideality I have presupposed…’(PF 42). 

That I cannot, just as in the case of the ontological argument, get beyond a petitio principii here – I can only see divine governance in nature or the universe if I already believe in divine governance (and vice versa) – shows that what is at issue is not something which could, even in principle, be amenable to empirical or philosophical investigation. For if I am not religious already, nothing will count as ‘evidence for the existence of God’ for me. Given that there is no such thing as a self-validating experience or a self-interpreting rule, the way I perceive certain events will itself already be shaped by how I regard the world. I can therefore go on examining nature ad infinitum in order to find traces of God in it, but such an investigation will never be able to tell me whether nature is the work of God or the product of chance, just as a historical investigation of the New Testament will never be able to tell me whether Christ was God. As Climacus’ alter ego, Anti-Climacus, so perceptively points out in Practice in Christianity: 
A footprint on a way is indeed the result of someone’s having walked this way. It may happen that I make the mistake that it was, for example, a bird, but by closer scrutiny, following the prints further, ascertain that it must have been another animal. But can I by close scrutiny and by following prints of this sort, at some point reach the conclusion: ergo it is a spirit that has walked along this way, a spirit – which leaves no print? (PC 28)

If this could be done, then, Anti-Climacus goes on to argue in Wittgensteinian vein, the following questions could also be answered: ‘What results must there be, how great the effects, how many centuries must pass in order to have it demonstrated from the results of a “human being’s” life (this, after all, is the assumption) that he was God?’ (PC 27). Clearly, this question admits of no answer, for, I cannot, ‘without somewhere or other being guilty of a shifting from one genus to another, suddenly by way of a conclusion obtain the new quality, God, so that as a consequence the result or results of a human being’s life at some point suddenly demonstrate that this human being was God’ (PC 27). Hence, Anti-Climacus concludes, one cannot come to know anything at all about Christ qua Son of God, that is, nothing that pertains to faith, from history or from Biblical scholarship, since believing in the Gospels qua sacred texts is qualitatively different from treating them as ordinary historical documents. Consequently, if Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms are right, there is no such thing as ‘quantifying’ oneself into faith (CUP 11). Rather, it is a ‘confusion of the spheres’ – a kind of category mistake – to believe that a philosophical or empirical investigation of religious claims is possible. The very idea, in other words, of attempting a ‘demonstration’ of something as absolutely extraordinary as that God became man, is incoherent, for it betrays the qualitative (grammatical) confusion that the claims of Christianity are on a par with secular claims to which it is possible to assign probability values. But this is not only as confused as ‘assuming that the kingdom of heaven is a kingdom along with all other kingdoms on earth and that one would look for information about it in a geography book’ (CUP 391), it is also, in Anti-Climacus’ eyes, blasphemous (PC 29), for it presupposes that we are in a position to tell what it is probable for God to do – the height of philosophical hubris – and according to which criteria should we ever be in a position to tell whether it is probable, for example, that Christ was God or that he rose from the dead? As Climacus puts it: ‘Comedies and novels and lies must be probable, but how could [the paradox] be probable?’ (PF 52)

Christianity, according to Climacus, is an existence-communication that demands not an intellectual, but an existential response, as truth ‘in the sense in which Christ is the truth is not a sum of statements, not a definition etc., but a life’ (PC 205). The Christian is called to exist in the truth as lived out by Christ, the paradigm or pattern – he is not supposed speculatively to ‘comprehend’ a teaching (PC 141). For Christ, according to Climacus, did not come to bring new speculative knowledge about God into the world, but in order to offer the promise of redemption and this is an ethical (that is, in Climacus’ parlance, a ‘subjective’) category, not a metaphysical (‘objective’) one.
Now that we have made sense of Climacus’ conception of Christianity, it is also possible to understand why he speaks of the ‘absurdity’ of the Christian paradox (the eternal – i.e. God – having entered time, having become a human being). What he means, for example, by ‘objective absurdity’ is not, therefore, something that is somehow more ‘absurd’ than the absurd. In other words, he is not attempting to identify, as some commentators have mistakenly supposed, a species of ‘logically alien’ thought. Rather, by calling the paradox ‘absolute’, Climacus wishes to draw a limit to the purview of speculative philosophy and its attempt, via mediation, to sublate the paradox. Climacus says: 
Here the question is not whether Christianity is in the right but about what Christianity is. Speculation leaves out this preliminary agreement, and this accounts for its success with mediation. Before it mediates, it has already mediated, that is, changed Christianity into a philosophical theory. But as soon as the agreement establishes Christianity as the opposite of speculative thought, then eo ipso mediation is impossible, because all mediation is within speculation. If Christianity is the opposite of speculation, then it is also the opposite of mediation, since mediation is speculation’s idea...But what is the opposite of mediation? It is the absolute paradox (CUP 379). 

Hence, what Climacus is saying here is that the Christian paradox is ‘absolute’, not because it is maximally indigestible to reason
, but because, not being a metaphysical concept, there is no such thing as ‘mediating’ it. That is to say, we are not confronted by an especially resilient species of philosophical concept; rather, because ‘mediation’ pertains only to speculative (that is, metaphysical) thought which, according to Climacus, is the very opposite of Christianity, we would be making a category mistake if we thought that the central question of Christianity – who Christ was – could admit of a theoretical (speculative) answer.

In other words, what Climacus means when he claims that the paradox cannot be understood is that I have no theoretical means at my disposal allowing me to determine, once and for all, who Christ was. Hence, according to Climacus, the Hegelian speculative endeavour to extract the conceptual truth behind the ‘symbolism’ is merely the attempt to make Christianity easy by changing the subject. For given that, in Climacus’ view, Christianity is not asking us to believe in the doctrine of the unity of the divine and the human (or any other ‘logical paraphrase’ thereof) – something that Kierkegaard's pseudonyms would regard as blasphemous in any case – but to become a follower of Christ, that is to say, to believe in him, the only options that Christianity offers us are the existential ones of offence or faith. Speculation, on this conception, is merely a distraction in the sense that it dupes us into thinking that philosophy can make ‘progress’ with the paradox. But if Climacus is right, the very idea is misguided, since the speculative attempt only has the effect of abolishing Christianity and putting a metaphysical theory about the antics of Weltgeist
 in its place. Climacus explains:

Suppose that someone who does not purport to be a Christian asks what Christianity is. This simplifies matters, and one avoids the both sad and ludicrous confusion that Tom, Dick and Harry, who are Christian as a matter of course, create new confusion by busily explaining Christianity speculatively, which is almost to insult it. In other words, if Christianity were a philosophical theory, then one could honour it by saying that it is difficult to comprehend (speculatively), but if Christianity itself assumes that the difficulty is to become and to be a Christian, then it should not even be difficult to understand – namely, to understand in such a way that one can begin with the difficulty – to become a Christian and to be a Christian (CUP 379).

So, what is difficult about Christianity is to be a Christian – the attempt to explain Christianity speculatively, on the other hand, is to insult it. In a footnote, Climacus anticipates a possible objection to his claim that Christianity is not a doctrine: 

Now, if only a hasty pate does not promptly explain to a reading public how foolish my whole book is, which is more than adequately seen in my alleging anything such as: Christianity is not a doctrine. Let us understand one another. Surely a philosophical theory that is to be comprehended and speculatively understood is one thing, and a doctrine that is to be actualized in existence is something else. If there is to be any question of understanding with regard to this latter doctrine, then this understanding must be: to understand that it is to be existed in, to understand the difficulty of existing in it, what a prodigious existence-task this doctrine assigns to the learner. When with regard to a doctrine of this kind (an existence-communication) it at a given time becomes common to assume that to be what the doctrine enjoins is so very easy, but to understand the doctrine speculatively is very difficult, then a person can be in harmony with this doctrine (the existence-communication) when he tries to show how difficult it is, existing, to comply with the teaching. With regard to such a doctrine, however, it is a misunderstanding to want to speculate on it. Christianity is a doctrine of this kind. To want to speculate upon it is a misunderstanding…When one finally arrives at the point that one not only wants to speculate but has speculatively understood it, then one has arrived at the ultimate misunderstanding. This point is reached in the mediation of Christianity and speculative thought, and thus modern speculation is quite correctly the ultimate misunderstanding of Christianity (CUP 379-80). 

In other words, when Climacus asserts that Christianity is not a philosophical doctrine, he is not thereby saying that Christianity has no content. Rather, the point of the ‘content’ is to exist in faith, and this is not something that can be cashed out in terms of  ‘a yield in paragraphs’ (CUP 380)
. 

These passages make it very clear that Climacus would reject all three of Hegel’s claims described in the introduction to this paper. If Christianity is not a philosophical theory, but an existence-communication, then any attempt to speculate on it must be point-missing. Hence, contra Hegel, speculative philosophy and religion are very far indeed from being one and the same thing, and Hegel’s alleged ‘explication’ of Christianity, far from being an explication at all, rather constitutes, in Climacus’ eyes, the ultimate misunderstanding of Christianity.

II

If my interpretation is correct, Stewart is wrong to think that Hegel and Climacus are merely speaking of different things. Stewart says:

Hegel wants to give an analysis in the academic field of the philosophy of religion, whereas Climacus is concerned with religious faith. When Hegel analyzes Christianity according to the Concept, he is concerned with a philosophical understanding of the Christian religion and not with personal faith. When a conceptual analysis is applied to religion, it renders the result that Christianity follows a conceptual movement. But this is not to say that every understanding of religion or of Christianity must be conceptual or philosophical. It could well be that although philosophy interprets the necessity of the Concept of religion at the level of the speculative thinking, there is nevertheless a paradox and mystery at the level of individual subjectivity and private faith. The problem is once again to base one’s faith on a philosophical or conceptual understanding of Christianity (2003, 471-2). 

But, if I am right, the problem is not one of basing one’s faith on ‘a philosophical or conceptual understanding of Christianity’, since, on Climacus’ view, there can be no such thing as a ‘philosophical understanding of Christianity’ at all. For any such understanding, whatever it might amount to, would not, according to Climacus, be an understanding of Christianity, but rather of something else (say, of an ‘aesthetic’ theory about subject-object). In this respect Climacus would agree with Wittgenstein (1977: 83) that ‘if Christianity is the truth, then all the philosophy written about it is false’.


Furthermore, contra Stewart, it is also hard to see how, if Hegel is right, there could be any space for a personal faith at all. For if there isn’t really a problem about believing Christ to be God, as this is purely a symbolic – that is, ‘picture-thinking’s’ – way of saying something about the unity of the divine and the human, then one might wonder what the ‘paradox at the level of individual subjectivity’ could possibly be. Perhaps the paradox is that this would require some sort of double-think on the part of the speculator: on the one hand, knowing that Christianity is a ‘theory about the monistic unity of the universe’ (Stewart (2003: 475)), on the other pretending to have forgotten this when attempting to relate subjectively to Jesus Christ. But how can one relate subjectively to a mere metaphor? In the light of these difficulties, it seems quite consistent of Hegel to maintain that philosophy supersedes all other ways of apprehending the truth, and that faith, which remains stuck at the level of  ‘picture-thinking’, is an inferior category. But how this is supposed to be compatible with Climacus’ account which, also quite consistently, insists that Hegel has abolished Christianity by turning it into a theory, is very hard to imagine.


One reason Stewart (2003: 469) gives for why ‘one would be comical if one attempted to base one’s eternal happiness on speculative philosophy’ is that ‘such objective knowledge…is only approximation and cannot provide the degree of certainty required to stake one’s eternal happiness. But so long as the believer observes this and continues to do speculative philosophy, seeing it all the while in its proper place, then there is in principle no contradiction, and the speculative philosopher can be a true Christian’. But this argument depends on conflating two different things: historical knowledge, which Climacus indeed regards as an approximation, and the results of speculative philosophy, which are not, according to Climacus, approximations in the relevant sense at all, since conceptual knowledge is not empirical and only empirical, not a priori knowledge is regarded as uncertain by Climacus. He says: ‘In the domain of thinking, the positive can be classed in the following categories: sensate certainty, historical knowledge, speculative result…Sensate certainty is a delusion…historical knowledge is an illusion (since it is approximation-knowledge); and the speculative result is a phantom’ (CUP 81). Why is the speculative result a phantom? Because, according to Climacus, ‘speculative thought does not permit the issue to arise at all, and thus all of its response is only a mystification’ (CUP 57). In other words, contra Stewart, the problem with Hegel’s conceptual interpretation is not, in Climacus’ view, that it constitutes mere approximation-knowledge and is therefore insufficient to base one’s religious beliefs on, rather, ‘the comic is rooted in the misrelation of the objective’ (CUP 55). That is to say, there is no such thing, according to Climacus, as a speculative problem about the truth of Christianity at all, since ‘objectively there is no truth; an objective knowledge about the truth or the truths of Christianity is precisely untruth. To know a creed by rote is paganism, because Christianity is inwardness” (CUP 224). 


What is more, Climacus’ talk of ‘approximation’ is in many ways a red herring in any case, for as we have already seen, even if, per impossibile, there could be such a thing as empirical evidence for a religious claim (absolutely certain historical knowledge, say), then, in Climacus’ eyes, it would no longer be a religious belief, and belief in the Last Judgement, for example, would not be fundamentally different from the secular belief that one will be put into prison for certain crimes. Of course the very concept of ‘belief’ would then become obsolete too, as, on this conception, it makes no sense to say that I believe in something that is, as it were, before my very eyes. That is to say, in a world where ‘God’ could empirically manifest himself, our concept of a ‘God’ to be believed in would lose its point. Climacus puts it like this: 
Without risk, no faith. Faith is the contradiction between the infinite passion of inwardness and the objective uncertainty. If I am able to apprehend God objectively, I do not have faith; but because I cannot do this, I must have faith. If I want to keep myself in faith, I must continually see to it that I hold fast to the objective uncertainty, see to it that in the objective uncertainty I am out on 70,000 fathoms of water and still have faith (CUP 204). 

What Climacus means here by ‘objective uncertainty’ isn’t empirical uncertainty, but rather the kind of uncertainty that accrues to making certain ‘existential’ choices. The ‘70,000 fathoms of water’ are not referring to the extreme degree of ‘empirical uncertainty’, then, but to the intellectual and existential risk you take when you stop pondering a question ‘objectively’ and rather want to resolve it by making a decision, that is, by changing the way you live in the relevant way. What Climacus is consequently referring to is the risk of commitment – and that is always a risk, be it in the religious domain or in other walks of life where you cannot remain dispassionate and disinterested (what Climacus means by ‘objectivity’). Where something can be resolved objectively (that is, by appeal to empirical evidence), however, faith, on this view, becomes conceptually impossible and passion becomes madness. Hence, someone, says Climacus, who clings to something finite that could be settled objectively with the passion appropriate only to faith is on the brink of insanity (which is just what happens in the case of religious fanatics or religious fundamentalists).
‘Holding fast to the objective uncertainty’, in other words, is the ongoing struggle to resist viewing the claims of Christianity in speculative terms. What Climacus wants to get the reader to see is that because Christianity is not a philosophical theory, the issue of whether or not to believe in Christ can only arise for someone who wants to be a Christian, that is, it has to arise subjectively, for from the speculative point of view, the question doesn’t even come up. Climacus says, ‘Suppose that Christianity does not at all want to be understood; suppose that, in order to express this and to prevent anyone, misguided, from taking the road of objectivity, it has proclaimed itself to be the paradox. Suppose that it wants to be only for existing persons and essentially for persons existing in inwardness, in the inwardness of faith, which cannot be expressed more definitely than this: it is the absurd, adhered to firmly with the passion of the infinite’ (CUP 214).

The emphasis on ‘existence’ is crucial here, because Climacus believes that it is impossible for any finite, existing being to apprehend truth sub specie aeterni. And this provides us with another clue as to why Climacus calls the paradox ‘absolute’: 
But the absolute paradox, precisely because it is absolute, can be related only to the absolute difference by which a human being differs from God...But the absolute difference between God and a human being is simply this, that a human being is an individual existing being...whose essential task therefore cannot be to think sub specie aeterni, because as long as he exists, he himself, although eternal, is essentially an existing person and the essential for him must therefore be inwardness in existence; God, however, is the infinite one, who is eternal (CUP 218).

The reason why Climacus is emphasizing the finitude of human beings here is, I think, because it is an awareness of finitude that tends to draw people out of and away from themselves, as it were, in the search of an objective point of view – of the God’s eye view. Christians are just as finite as anybody else. Therefore Christians too exhibit this tendency, and this is why the absolute paradox represents a continuing challenge even from the perspective of the Christian way of living. The challenge, or the on-going struggle, is continually to reaffirm oneself, as a Christian, as someone with the relevant unconditional commitments, sustained in the face of the temptations to objectivity (theorizing) with which one’s finitude presents one. Thus, getting away from seeing the absolute paradox as an intellectual or philosophical problem is not something that one can do once and for all. Rather, it is something that one has to keep on doing, and it is in that process that the authentically Christian relation to the understanding (and indeed to the relation between faith and the understanding) can be recognized.

Climacus therefore characterizes the difficulty of becoming a Christian in the following way: 
My intention is to make it difficult to become a Christian, yet not more difficult than it is, and not difficult for the obtuse and easy for the brainy, but qualitatively and essentially difficult for every human being, because, viewed essentially, it is equally difficult for every human being to relinquish his understanding and his thinking and to concentrate his soul on the absurd; and it is comparatively most difficult for the person who has much understanding, if one recalls that not everyone who has not lost his understanding over Christianity thereby demonstrates that he has it (CUP 557). 

The understanding, Climacus is suggesting here, is repelled by the very idea of having to let go of objectivity – of, as Climacus says in Philosophical Fragments, ‘surrendering itself’ (PF 54). But given that, as I have argued, the paradox cannot be understood from the speculative perspective, if the understanding continues to cleave to pondering this question objectively, then the only possible response to it is offence. If, however, the understanding realizes that the only correct response to the paradox is subjective appropriation, then the result will be the ‘happy passion’ (PF 54) of faith. But it is exactly this that, Climacus thinks, the understanding is loathe to do. In this much, then, becoming a Christian involves a ‘crucifixion of the understanding’: if we take the paradigm of ‘understanding’ to be the ‘objective stance’ – a paradigm that Climacus shared with the Hegelians – then any non-objective response will naturally be something ‘over which the understanding despairs’ (CUP 292). Thus, the difficulty of becoming a Christian consists, among other things, of the ever-present struggle against the temptation to view the claims of Christianity objectively – a struggle so intense that Climacus calls it a ‘martyrdom’. 

Naturally, it does not follow from this that the problem with Christianity is therefore a purely practical one: it is not simply a matter of deciding to lead a certain kind of life, since this life only becomes a possibility once we have realized that the objective point of view stands in the way of a genuine relationship to the Christian teaching. Furthermore, even the committed Christian has to keep battling against the seductiveness of the objective stance, since there is no such thing as having faith once and for all. As Climacus says, faith is ‘the mortal danger of lying out on 70, 000 fathoms of water, and only there finding God’ (CUP 232).
III

To sum up, the whole point of CUP might be said to consist in setting up a dilemma for the speculative philosopher. If Climacus is right, taking the ‘road of objectivity’ will have one of two consequences: either Christianity is turned by Hegelian mediation into a metaphysical theory and thus into something else altogether, or, by insisting on the relevance of approximation-knowledge (empirical evidence), Christianity is reduced  to something which could in principle be ‘directly perceivable’ if only we had the relevant faculties. Whichever horn of this dilemma the speculative philosopher grasps, the result is the same – to abolish Christianity by turning it into a form of paganism. Hence, if Climacus is right, there can be no such thing as taking up an ‘objective perspective’ on Christianity at all and any attempt to do so will result in misunderstanding.

If this is correct, then this invalidates Stewart’s claim that ‘If speculative philosophy distinguishes the two spheres – knowledge and faith, scholarship and religion – then there is no conflict’ (2003: 469). For, as I have shown, Climacus thinks that a ‘speculative understanding’ of Christianity is a phantom and this means that there can be no such thing as speculative knowledge of Christianity either. Consequently, contra Stewart, it is simply not the case that Climacus allows for two different perspectives on Christianity: the perspective of speculative philosophy and the perspective of faith. But if so, then, pace Hegel, ‘faith… cannot be some temporary function. Someone who within a higher knowledge wants to understand his faith as an annulled element has eo ipso ceased to believe’ (CUP 611). That is to say, one cannot both be a speculative philosopher and a true Christian
. 

To be sure, Climacus’ conception in no way denigrates disinterested scholarship or philosophy per se. That is to say, it is possible both to be a philosopher and a committed Christian as long as one refrains from taking up an objective perspective on Christianity – as long as one refrains, that is, from speculating about its claims. What is hard to see, however, is how one could be a Hegelian speculative philosopher and a committed Christian, given that, as we have already seen, Hegel believes that his philosophy is not only the same thing as Christianity – and in this much ‘religious service’ – but that his philosophy also occupies a higher sphere than faith. Since Climacus has just inveighed against such a form of alleged ‘higher knowledge’, Stewart’s claim that Climacus ‘has no real complaint about the actual content of [Hegel’s] philosophy’ (2003: 522) must be false. If I am right, Climacus has an extremely important quarrel with Hegel about the nature of Christianity, and the attempt to reduce it to a merely local dispute with minor philosophical figures does it no justice. Whatever one might think about their respective conceptions, one thing seems certain: one cannot both be a Hegelian and a Kierkegaardian about the Christian religion. For either, as Climacus insists, speculative thought is the ultimate misunderstanding of Christianity, or it is, as Hegel claims, ‘the absolute judge before whom the content [of the Christian religion] needs to prove and justify itself’. There is no such thing as Stewart’s attempt to have it both ways here.
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CUP I – Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, volume 1


CUP II – Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, volume 2


LPR – Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion


PC – Practice in Christianity


PF – Philosophical Fragments


� Hegel (1986c: 28), this and all subsequent translations mine.


� Ibid., 341.


� Ibid., 339.


� For similar claims see also Hegel (1986a: 495-591).


� It is important to note here that Climacus doesn’t use the word ‘reason’ (Fornunft) at all, but rather employs ‘understanding’ (Forstand). I agree with Walter Lowrie that Kierkegaard does this in order to prevent readers from thinking that ‘believing against the understanding’ has anything to do with believing logical contradictions, i.e. with believing something irrational. This is not to say, however, that Kierkegaard is drawing any kind of ‘formal’ distinction between the two terms or that he is using them in a Kantian or a Hegelian sense. In other words, it doesn’t imply that ‘reason’ is consequently a higher principle for which the paradox is sublated. For a good discussion of the distinction see Andrew Burgess (1994: 109-28). 


� See, for example, Hegel (1986c: 309).


� For a detailed development of this idea see Schönbaumsfeld (2007).


� And if we will, for a moment, allow Kierkegaard himself to speak (for after all he is not only the ‘editor’ of CUP, but in actual fact its author), we will find further corroboration of my interpretation. ‘All Christianity,’ Kierkegaard says in a journal entry, ‘is rooted in the paradox, whether one accepts it (that is, is a believer) or rejects it (precisely because it is paradoxical), but above all one is not to think it out speculatively, for then the result is definitely not Christianity’ (CUP II 37).
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