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Søren Kierkegaard

A Panegyric upon Abraham
[From Fear and Trembling]

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
bottomless void never satiated lay hidden beneath all—what then would life be
but despair? If such were the case, if there were no sacred bond which united
mankind, if one generation arose after another like the leafage in the forest, if
the one generation replaced the other like the song of birds in the forest, if the
human race passed through the world as the ship goes through the sea, like the
wind through the desert, a thoughtless and fruitless activity, if an eternal
oblivion were always lurking hungrily for its prey and there was no power
strong enough to wrest it from its maw—how empty then and comfortless life
would be! But therefore it is not thus, but as God created man and woman, so
too He fashioned the hero and the poet or orator. The poet cannot do what that
other does, he can only admire, love and rejoice in the hero. Yet he too is
happy, and not less so, for the hero is as it were his better nature, with which
he is in love, rejoicing in the fact that this after all is not himself, that his love
can be admiration. He is the genius of recollection, can do nothing except call
to mind what has been done, do nothing but admire what has been done; he
contributes nothing of his own, but is jealous of the intrusted treasure. He
follows the option of his heart, but when he has found what he sought, he
wanders before every man's door with his song and with his oration, that all
may admire the hero as he does, be proud of the hero as he is. This is his
achievement, his humble work, this is his faithful service in the house of the
hero. If he thus remains true to his love, he strives day and night against the
cunning of oblivion which would trick him out of his hero, then he has
completed his work, then he is gathered to the hero, who has loved him just as
faithfully, for the poet is as it were the hero's better nature, powerless it may be
as a memory is, but also transfigured as a memory is. Hence no one shall be
forgotten who was great, and though time tarries long, though a cloud of
misunderstanding takes the hero away, his lover comes nevertheless, and the
longer the time that has passed, the more faithfully will he cling to him.
No, not one shall be forgotten who was great in the world. But each was
great in his own way, and each in proportion to the greatness of that which he
loved. For he who loved himself became great by himself, and he who loved
other men became great by his selfless devotion, but he who loved God
became greater than all. Everyone shall be remembered, but each became great
in proportion to his expectation. One became great by expecting the possible,
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another by expecting the eternal, but he who expected the impossible became
greater than all. Everyone shall be remembered, but each was great in
proportion to the greatness of that with which he strove. For he who strove
with the world became great by overcoming the world, and he who strove with
himself became great by overcoming himself, but he who strove with God
became greater than all. So there was strife in the world, man against man, one
against a thousand, but he who strove with God was greater than all. So there
was strife upon earth: there was one who overcame all by his power, and there
was one who overcame God by his impotence. There was one who relied upon
himself and gained all, there was one who secure in his strength sacrificed all,
but he who believed God was greater than all. There was one who was great by
reason of his power, and one who was great by reason of his wisdom, and one
who was great by reason of his hope, and one who was great by reason of his
love; but Abraham was greater than all, great by reason of his power whose
strength is impotence, great by reason of his wisdom whose secret is
foolishness, great by reason of his hope whose form is madness, great by
reason of the love which is hatred of oneself.
By faith Abraham went out from the land of his fathers and became a
sojourner in the land of promise. He left one thing behind, took one thing with
him: he left his earthly understanding behind and took faith with him—
otherwise he would not have wandered forth but would have thought this
unreasonable. By faith he was a stranger in the land of promise, and there was
nothing to recall what was dear to him, but by its novelty everything tempted
his soul to melancholy yearning—and yet he was God's elect, in whom the
Lord was well pleased! Yea, if he had been disowned, cast off from God's
grace, he could have comprehended it better; but now it was like a mockery of
him and of his faith. There was in the world one too who lived in banishment
from the fatherland he loved. He is not forgotten, nor his Lamentation when he
sorrowfully sought and found what he had lost. There is no song of
Lamentations by Abraham. It is human to lament, human to weep with them
that weep, but it is greater to believe, more blessed to contemplate the believer.
By faith Abraham received the promise that in his seed all races of the
world would be blessed. Time passed, the possibility was there, Abraham
believed; time passed, it became unreasonable, Abraham believed. There was
in the world one who had an expectation, time passed, the evening drew nigh,
he was not paltry enough to have forgotten his expectation, therefore he too
shall not be forgotten. Then he sorrowed, and sorrow did not deceive him as
life had done, it did for him all it could, in the sweetness of sorrow he
possessed his delusive expectation. It is human to sorrow, human to sorrow
with them that sorrow, but it is greater to believe, more blessed to contemplate
the believer. There is no song of Lamentations by Abraham. He did not
mournfully count the days while time passed, he did not look at Sarah with a
suspicious glance, wondering whether she were growing old, he did not arrest
the course of the sun, that Sarah might not grow old, and his expectation with
her. He did not sing lullingly before Sarah his mournful lay. Abraham became
old, Sarah became a laughing-stock in the land, and yet he was God's elect and
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inheritor of the promise that in his seed all the races of the world would be
blessed. So were it not better if he had not been God's elect? What is it to be
God's elect? It is to be denied in youth the wishes of youth, so as with great
pains to get them fulfilled in old age. But Abraham believed and held fast the
expectation. If Abraham had wavered, he would have given it up. If he had
said to God, "Then perhaps it is not after all Thy will that it should come to
pass, so I will give up the wish. It was my only wish, it was my bliss. My soul
is sincere, I hide no secret malice because Thou didst deny it to me"—he
would not have been forgotten, he would have saved many by his example, yet
he would not be the father of faith. For it is great to give up one's wish, but it is
greater to hold it fast after having given it up, it is great to grasp the eternal, but
it is greater to hold fast to the temporal after having given it up.
Then came the fulness of time. If Abraham had not believed, Sarah
surely would have been dead of sorrow, and Abraham, dulled by grief, would
not have understood the fulfilment but would have smiled at it as at a dream of
youth. But Abraham believed, therefore he was young; for he who always
hopes for the best becomes old, and he who is always prepared for the worst
grows old early, but he who believes preserves an eternal youth. Praise
therefore to that story! For Sarah, though stricken in years, was young enough
to desire the pleasures of motherhood, and Abraham, though gray-haired, was
young enough to wish to be a father. In an outward respect the marvel consists
in the fact that it came to pass according to their expectation, in a deeper sense
the miracle of faith consists in the fact that Abraham and Sarah were young
enough to wish, and that faith had preserved their wish and therewith their
youth. He accepted the fulfilment of the promise, he accepted it by faith, and it
came to pass according to the promise and according to his faith—for Moses
smote the rock with his rod, but he did not believe.
Then there was joy in Abraham's house, when Sarah became a bride on
the day of their golden wedding.
But it was not to remain thus. Still once more Abraham was to be tried.
He had fought with that cunning power which invents everything, with that
alert enemy which never slumbers, with that old man who outlives all things—
he had fought with Time and preserved his faith. Now all the terror of the strife
was concentrated in one instant. "And God tempted Abraham and said unto
him, Take Isaac, thine only son, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land
of Moriah, and offer him there for a burnt offering upon the mountain which I
will show thee."
So all was lost—more dreadfully than if it had never come to pass! So
the Lord was only making sport of Abraham! He made miraculously the
preposterous actual, and now in turn He would annihilate it. It was indeed
foolishness, but Abraham did not laugh at it like Sarah when the promise was
announced. All was lost! Seventy years of faithful expectation, the brief joy at
the fulfilment of faith. Who then is he that plucks away the old man’s staff,
who is it that requires that he himself shall break it? Who is he that would
make a man’s gray hairs comfortless, who is it that requires that he himself
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shall do it? Is there no compassion for the venerable oldling, none for the
innocent child? And yet Abraham was God's elect, and it was the Lord who
imposed the trial. All would now be lost. The glorious memory to be preserved
by the human race, the promise in Abraham’s seed—this was only a whim, a
fleeting thought which the Lord had had, which Abraham should now
obliterate. That glorious treasure which was just as old as faith in Abraham's
heart, many, many years older than Isaac, the fruit of Abraham’s life,
sanctified by prayers, matured in conflict—the blessing upon Abraham’s lips,
the fruit was now to be plucked prematurely and remain without significance.
For what significance had it when Isaac was to be sacrificed? That sad and yet
blissful hour when Abraham was to take leave of all that was dear to him when
yet once more he was to lift up his head, when his countenance would shine
like that of the Lord, when he would concentrate his whole soul in a blessing
which was potent to make Isaac blessed all his days—this time would not
come! For he would indeed take leave of Isaac, but in such a way that he
himself would remain behind; death would separate them, but in such a way
that Isaac remained its prey. The old man would not be joyful in death as he
laid his hands in blessing upon Isaac, but he would be weary of life as he laid
violent hands upon Isaac. And it was God who tried him. Yea, woe, woe unto
the messenger who had come before Abraham with such tidings! Who would
have ventured to be the emissary of this sorrow? But it was God who tried
Abraham.
Yet Abraham believed, and believed for this life. Yea, if his faith had
been only for a future life, he surely would have cast everything away in order
to hasten out of this world to which he did not belong. But Abraham's faith was
not of this sort, if there be such a faith; for really this is not faith but the
furthest possibility of faith which has a presentiment of its object at the
extremest limit of the horizon, yet is separated from it by a yawning abyss
within which despair carries on its game. But Abraham believed precisely for
this life, that he was to grow old in the land, honored by the people, blessed in
his generation, remembered forever in Isaac, his dearest thing in life, whom he
embraced with a love for which it would be a poor expression to say that he
loyally fulfilled the father's duty of loving the son, as indeed is evinced in the
words of the summons, “the son whom thou lovest.” Jacob had twelve sons,
and one of them he loved; Abraham had only one, the son whom he loved.
Yet Abraham believed and did not doubt, he believed the preposterous.
If Abraham had doubted—then he would have done something else, something
glorious; for how could Abraham do anything but what is great and glorious!
He would have marched up to Mount Moriah, he would have cleft the firewood, lit the pyre, drawn the knife—he would have cried out to God, "Despise
not this sacrifice, it is not the best thing I possess, that I know well, for what is
an old man in comparison with the child of promise; but it is the best I am able
to give Thee. Let Isaac never come to know this, that he may console himself
with his youth.” He would have plunged the knife into his own breast. He
would have been admired in the world, and his name would not have been
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forgotten; but it is one thing to be admired, and another to be the guiding star
which saves the anguished.
But Abraham believed. He did not pray for himself, with the hope of
moving the Lord—it was only when the righteous punishment was decreed
upon Sodom and Gomorrha that Abraham came forward with his prayers.
We read in those holy books: "And God tempted Abraham, and said unto
him, Abraham, Abraham, where art thou? And he said, Here am I." Thou to
whom my speech is addressed, was such the case with thee? When afar off
thou didst see the heavy dispensation of providence approaching thee, didst
thou 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? When a call was issued to thee, didst thou answer, or
didst thou not answer perhaps in a low voice, whisperingly? Not so Abraham:
joyfully, buoyantly, confidently, with a loud voice, he answered, “Here am I.”
We read further: “And Abraham rose early in the morning” as though it were
to a festival, so he hastened, and early in the morning he had come to the place
spoken of, to Mount Moriah. He said nothing to Sarah, nothing to Eleazar.
Indeed who could understand him? Had not the temptation by its very nature
exacted of him an oath of silence? He cleft the wood, he bound Isaac, lie lit
the pyre, he drew the knife. My hearer, there was many a father who believed
that with his son he lost everything that was dearest to him in the world, that he
was deprived of every hope for the future, but yet there was none that was the
child of promise in the sense that Isaac was for Abraham. There was many a
father who lost his child; but then it was God, it was the unalterable, the
unsearchable will of the Almighty, it was His hand took the child. Not so with
Abraham. For him was reserved a harder trial, and Isaac's fate was laid along
with the knife in Abraham's hand. And there he stood, the old man, with his
only hope! But he did not doubt, he did not look anxiously to the right or to
the left, he did not challenge heaven with his prayers. He knew that it was God
the Almighty who was trying him, he knew that it was the hardest sacrifice that
could be required of him; but he knew also that no sacrifice was too hard when
God required it—and he drew the knife.
Who gave strength to Abraham's arm? Who held his right hand up so
that it did not fall limp at his side? He who gazes at this becomes paralyzed.
Who gave strength the Abraham’s soul, so that his eyes did not grow dim, so
that he saw neither Isaac nor the ram? He who gazes at this becomes blind.—
And yet rare enough perhaps is the man who becomes paralyzed and blind, still
more rare one who worthily recounts what happened. We all know it—it was
only a trial.
If Abraham when he stood upon Mount Moriah had doubted, if he had
gazed about him irresolutely, if when he drew the knife he had by chance
discovered the ram, if God had permitted him to offer it instead of Isaac—then
he would have betaken himself home, everything would have been the same,
he has Sarah, he retained Isaac, and yet how changed! For his retreat would
have been a flight, his salvation an accident, his reward dishonor, his future

5

6

perhaps perdition. Then he would have borne witness neither to his faith nor to
God's grace, but would have testified only how dreadful it is to march out to
Mount Moriah. Then Abraham would not have been forgotten, nor would
Mount Moriah, this mountain would then be mentioned, not like Ararat where
the Ark landed, but would be spoken of as a consternation, because it was here
that Abraham doubted.

Venerable Father Abraham! In marching home from Mount Moriah thou hadst
no need of a panegyric which might console thee for thy loss; for thou didst
gain all and didst retain Isaac. Was it not so? Never again did the Lord take
him from thee, but thou didst sit at table joyfully with him in thy tent, as thou
dost in the beyond to all eternity. Venerable Father Abraham! Thousands of
years have run their course since those days, but thou hast no tardy lover to
snatch the memorial of thee from the power of oblivion, for every language
calls thee to remembrance—and yet thou dost reward thy lover more gloriously
than does any other; hereafter thou dost make him blessed in thy bosom; here
thou dost enthral his eyes and his heart by the marvel of thy deed. Venerable
Father Abraham! Thou who first wast sensible of and didst first bear witness
to that prodigious passion which disdains the dreadful conflict with the rage of
the elements and with the powers of creation in order to strive with God; thou
who first didst know that highest passion, the holy, pure and humble
expression of the divine madness which the pagans admired—forgive him who
would speak in praise of thee, if he does not do it fittingly. He spoke humbly,
as if it were the desire of his own heart, he spoke briefly, as if becomes him to
do, but he will never forget that thou hadst need of a hundred years to obtain a
son of old age against expectation, that thou didst have to draw the knife before
retaining Isaac; he will never forget that in a hundred and thirty years thou
didst not get further than to faith.
***
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