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ABSTRACT. This paper explores common concepts of knowledge and 
understanding in light of Søren Kierkegaard’s revival of a Socratic-Platonic 
understanding of understanding and of knowledge. The revived concept of 
knowledge is crucial to Kierkegaard’s conception of his divine calling to 
reintroduce Christianity to Christendom. What does it take, according to 
Kierkegaard, to communicate such knowledge and understanding? 
Kierkegaard characterizes himself as a “poet-dialectician” and his task as 
“pathetic-dialectic.” Thus he conceives his task as requiring both poetics 
and dialectics, in combination. I attempt to explain how this integration of 
communicative disciplines has the potential to achieve his goal using, as a 
source of illustrations, the seventh discourse in “The Gospel of Sufferings,” 
part 3 of Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits.1  

 
Introduction: Authorship as Christian Mission 
 
Inevitably, Christian missionary work centers on communication, on a presentation of the 
Christian message in such a way that it is taken up, grasped, and appropriated by those to 
whom the missionary is “sent.” This appropriation is called ‘belief,’ and so the mission-
ary aims, in presenting the message in the special way, to engender belief in his or her 
hearers. But in the Christian context ‘belief’ has special depth. In ordinary English a 
person may be said to believe a statement merely on the grounds that he sincerely assents 
to it and has a minimal understanding of it. The minimal understanding is crucial, even if 
this is not often recognized. If the one who affirms the belief has no understanding at all 
— say, the statement is in a language he doesn’t understand, and he assents to it only on 
the authority of a trustworthy speaker of that language — then I don’t think it makes 
sense to say that he believes the statement. He identifies the statement, in a way (it’s that 
one, whatever it was, that was just uttered in Russian), he thinks it’s true, and may even 
have a good reason for thinking so, but he doesn’t believe it. After all, he has no 
acquaintance whatsoever with the content of the belief. Belief is a relation of a person to 
a content (something believed), namely the relation of assenting, either dispositionally or 
episodically, to that content, and that relation is not achieved if the person has no 
personal intimacy or contact at all with that content. The intimacy I speak of comes by 
way of personally grasping or understanding what the belief is about. Such understanding 
doesn’t have to be very profound or extensive; but the person must have some, on pain of 
not believing.  
 
By the standard of ordinary English a person might be said to believe that Jesus is his 
savior if only he understands Jesus to be somebody very important and powerful and has 
some vague notion of what it is to be saved. But the Christian missionary will aim at a 
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deeper understanding, a deeper belief (let’s call it faith) that involves a formation or 
transformation of the individual’s entire attitude toward God, the world, and himself, a 
transformation of his joys and griefs, of his aims and hopes and loves. Ultimately, to 
believe, and thus to understand, that Jesus is one’s savior, is to have been shaped in this 
very personal way. The shape of character is required for the firmer grasp (now we might 
call it an embrace) that the Christian message calls for. Just as a grasping tool must be 
shaped to accommodate the shape and character of what it grasps, the human mind must 
be shaped to embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ. Pliers, for example, typically have little 
ridges on the pinching faces that dig just a bit into whatever is being held to make the 
holding more secure; if the faces were very smooth, they wouldn’t hold on as well. Thus 
the missionary’s task of communication is not just to get the hearers to believe in a 
minimal sense, but to shape their personal understanding by facilitating a transformation 
of their character.  
 
It is well known that Søren Kierkegaard conceived his writing career, from beginning to 
end, as an endeavor in Christian missions. And so we find throughout his writings 
reflections on the nature of his authorship and on the nature of the kind of understanding 
that that authorship will foster if successful. In a journal entry from 1845 he says,  
 

A new science must be introduced: the Christian art of speaking, to be 
constructed admodum [after the manner of] Aristotle’s Rhetoric. 
Dogmatics as a whole is a misunderstanding, especially as it now has been 
developed (VI A 17, JP 627).2 

 
That is, the form of discourse that is known as dogmatics (we would perhaps call it 
systematic theology) is such as not to encourage the kind of understanding that is 
required for faith, and even has potential to undermine or corrupt such understanding. Let 
us take a closer look at the concepts of knowledge and understanding in ordinary life and 
in Kierkegaard’s thought, as a preliminary to appreciating his thought about rhetoric and 
his practice of communication.  
 
Knowledge and Understanding 
 
Knowledge and understanding are sometimes contrasted as follows: Knowledge is 
justified true belief plus some condition that guarantees that the justification connects 
with the truth in the right way. The “right way” condition is meant to rule out “Gettier” 
cases, cases in which, despite the believer’s being justified in believing the statement and 
the statement’s being true, the belief doesn’t amount to knowledge. One of Edmund 
Gettier’s3 original cases was that of Smith Owns a Ford or Brown is in Barcelona. Smith, 
who is generally trustworthy, tells you that he owns a Ford and on the strength of his 
testimony you come to believe, somehow, that Either Smith owns a Ford or Brown is in 
Barcelona, though you have no reason to think that Brown is in Barcelona, and never 

                                                
2 Volume 1 of Søren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers, translated by Howard and Edna 
Hong, Indiana University Press: 1967.  
3 See his “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?”, Analysis 23 (1963), pp. 121–3. 
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find out whether he is. It turns out that Smith was pulling your leg. He doesn’t own a 
Ford, but it just happens that Brown is in Barcelona. So the proposition you believe — 
that either Smith owns a Ford or Brown is in Barcelona — is true. You have a justified 
true belief. Is it knowledge? Most people feel that, despite your being justified in 
believing the proposition, and its being true, you still don’t know that either Smith owns a 
Ford or Brown is in Barcelona. The justification doesn’t hook up with the truth in the 
right way: you’re justified in believing the disjunction because you are justified in 
believing the first disjunct, but the proposition turns out to be true in virtue of the second 
disjunct’s being true. So knowledge has to be something more than justified true belief. It 
turns out to be very difficult to specify this fourth condition, and a great deal of 
epistemology in the late 20th century was devoted to figuring it out — without much 
success, some might think.  
 
My point in mentioning this case is not the importance of the controversy over the nature 
of justification, but just to illustrate one kind of knowledge, which is indeed the kind that 
overwhelmingly occupied the talents of the best epistemologists of the late 20th century. 
In ordinary discourse, we often use ‘know’ in this way: “Did you know that Lincoln was 
the first Republican president?” “Everybody knows that water is H2O.” In such cases, the 
content of knowledge is individual propositions that are true and believed in a sense that 
requires only minimal understanding. For example, you might know that Lincoln was the 
first Republican president without having any understanding of what being a Republican 
meant in the context of mid-19th century American politics. Furthermore, this kind of 
knowledge is thought to be on-off rather than graded. That is, for any individual 
proposition, you either know it or you don’t; there’s no in-between state and further 
thought or inquiry will not increase or deepen your knowing of it. It may deepen your 
justification for believing the proposition, but if you reach the minimum of justification 
required for knowing it, you know it; and if you’re under that threshold by a hair, you 
don’t. Admittedly, it may be hard to locate that threshold precisely, so it may be hard in 
some cases to decide whether somebody knows something in this sense.  
 
In contrast, understanding comes in degrees. For relatively complex or subtle things that 
you understand, it is almost always possible that you — or somebody else — could 
understand them better. How shall we explain this difference? One explanation turns on 
the fact that knowledge (supposedly) can be of individual propositions. By contrast, 
understanding is often achieved by making connections between propositions — say, 
explaining one proposition by reference to another. Jackson made that cutting remark 
because he took your remark as an insult. The explanation is an expression of 
understanding — seeing how one fact or proposition bears on another. You wondered 
why Jackson made that cutting remark, but now you “see,” because you have an 
explanation. By virtue of seeing what “caused” Jackson’s remark, you not only know that 
he made it; you understand it. We also speak here of the significance or meaning or point 
of Jackson’s remark, as though the remark points to its cause. These are all relational, 
connecting terms. Knowing why something is the case would appear to be a kind of 
understanding.  
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But not all understanding is about causes. We began with the apparently very simple 
example of someone understanding a sentence, and said that if you have no 
understanding at all of the sentence, you can’t even believe it. But understanding a 
sentence is not a matter of seeing causal connections between its parts, but other kinds of 
connections — grammatical ones, and conceptual (logical, semantic) ones. When we hear 
a sentence that we understand, “You have mud on your face,” we instantaneously 
assemble the concepts you, mud, have, face, on, in a grammatically ordered, sense-
making way and we “grasp” what the interlocutor is saying. We see how mud is being 
claimed to relate to you and face, namely it’s your face and the mud is on it. We make a 
whole out of the sentence-parts and so grasp it. Similarly, understanding a piece of music 
is not a matter of making causal connections among the parts, but of making other kinds 
of connections — hearing this passage as an inversion of the opening theme, hearing this 
cadence as a resting point before departure in a new direction, and so on.  
 
When the prophet Nathan tells king David the story (2 Samuel 12.1–4) about the rich 
man with many flocks who took his poor neighbor’s only lamb, his cherished pet, and 
served it up to the rich man’s guest, David immediately understands the rich man’s action 
as monstrous and loathsome and responds with appropriate indignation. He puts together 
the elements of Nathan’s narrative in such a way as to make a coherent story, a story with 
striking moral import; and the story’s import contacts David’s heart and arouses anger 
against the rich man, and a call for his punishment. So David grasps a lot of connections 
in the story. He understands it. But as we know, he doesn’t yet make the connection that 
Nathan has in mind; he doesn’t grasp the meaning of the story for him; he doesn’t get the 
“point.” He needs to understand the story better. Nathan helps David make that 
connection: “You are the man.” Whereupon David has what a philosopher might call an 
insight: he is struck again, this time not with indignation, but with remorse. Those four 
words have the effect of connecting, by the relation of analogy, Nathan’s story with 
actions of David’s recent biography. David undergoes a powerful moral impression of 
himself and the situation.  
 
Nathan is an astute rhetorician and philosopher of understanding. He knows that if he 
simply goes to David and denounces him, saying, “What you did with Uriah and his wife 
is reprehensible,” he may not induce in David a very deep appreciation of his crime. By 
contrast, the story he tells creates a vivid concrete image of arrogant injustice and of the 
suffering of its victim, an image fraught with pathos and, since David doesn’t make the 
application to himself right away, the story sneaks past his defenses and powerfully 
seizes his moral sensibilities.  
 
The fact that it seizes those sensibilities by way of emotion is crucial for David’s 
understanding. In one sense, a person might understand Nathan’s story “disinterestedly.” 
Such a person (imagine an intelligent psychopath) would correctly connect the poor man 
with the lamb and the rich man with the visit of the guest and with the action of 
butchering the poor man’s lamb for his guest’s dinner, and be able to pass an exam that 
asks him to make narrative connections like these. Perhaps he even sees the story’s 
connection to his recent adultery and murder. But if he makes all these connections and 
so understands the story, but in a purely disinterested, unemotional way, then his 
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understanding of the story will be morally deficient, because he will fail to grasp the 
outrageous injustice of the situation that the story depicts. He’ll miss the “meaning” of 
the story. Deep and morally appropriate understanding here requires a sense for the moral 
import of the rich man’s action, and that cannot be had without emotion. The connection 
involved in this deeper, moral kind of understanding is with the import of the rich man’s 
action, its significance, its bearing on what is important. In the case of Nathan’s story the 
rich man’s action bears on justice, on the rights and wellbeing of the poor man. David’s 
indignation connects that action to those values by touching David’s concern for justice 
and for the wellbeing of the poor man. The story wakens David’s concerns. If David 
lacked these latent concerns (if they were not an aspect of his character), the story 
couldn’t touch him as it does, and he would be import-blind with respect to it even if, as 
in the case of the psychopath taking the school exam, he were master of the narrative. So 
Nathan’s rhetorical skill as a character-growth facilitator involves moral-psychological 
wisdom about his hearer’s pre-existing moral sensibilities. This is one way that 
Kierkegaard’s rhetoric is after the manner of Aristotle’s.  
 
As Nathan has calculated, David responds to the story with indignation, thus appreciating 
its moral import. But as I say, he doesn’t yet get Nathan’s point. He doesn’t make the 
connection to himself. When David does make the application, it occasions a deep 
understanding of his crime. In a phrase with which Kierkegaard describes some of his 
own moral and spiritual efforts at rhetorical induction of understanding, Nathan’s story is 
“a thought that wounds from behind, for edification.”4 
 
Socrates on Moral Knowledge 
 
I said that late 20th century analytic epistemology took knowledge, roughly, to be justified 
true belief, where the object of belief was individual propositions whose content was 
grasped in some minimal sense. At the end of that century, as virtue epistemology was 
coming into its own, epistemologists began to take an interest in understanding, con-
ceived as quite different from knowledge, not directed at individual propositions, but at 
connections among things (including propositions). But I think the divide between know-
ledge and understanding, even where these are conceived as contemporary epistemology 
conceives them, is hard to maintain. Whatever plausibility it has depends on commitment 
to a rather thin and artificial conception of knowledge. I’ve already pointed out that even 
the simplest cases of propositional knowledge require that the subject understand the 
proposition in question, so it seems that no knowledge is entirely without understanding. 
Even the simplest knowledge is structured, and epistemic access to a structure requires 
grasping the relations among its parts. Conversely, it would be very odd for someone to 
understand something without knowing anything about what he understood. You have to 
know that some things are the case to know why something is the case (notice the second 
use of ‘know’ here for ‘understand’). Furthermore, if a person’s knowing something 
requires that he be justified in believing it, then on at least an internalist understanding of 
justification, the knower must understand the connection between the proposition that he 

                                                
4 See Part III of Christian Discourses, edited and translated by Howard V. Hong and 
Edna H. Hong. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997.  
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knows and the consideration that justifies him in believing it. For example, if I know that 
I have mud on my face by the testimony of my friend, I have to “see” the connection 
between my friend’s telling me so and its being so. Or if I know it by looking in the 
mirror, I have to understand the relevance of the mirror image to my belief that I have 
mud on my face. In cases like these, then, I can’t know without understanding. 
Understanding comes into knowledge in at least two ways — in relation to the content of 
the belief, and in relation to its justification.  
 
So knowledge implies understanding; understanding is a part of knowledge. Furthermore, 
when we say that a scholar “knows a lot about” something — say, the way traits depend 
on genes, or the history of the universe, or climate change — we don’t just mean that she 
knows a lot of individual facts within her field; we are claiming that she knows how those 
facts bear on one another, that she can explain them, that she has a systematic mastery of 
the elements in the field. In other words, when we say she knows a lot, we are claiming 
that she understands a lot. And when we say, “Alfred knows what he believes in 
believing x,” we are saying that he understands the content of his belief; he has the 
cognitive intimacy with it that I mentioned earlier. This kind of knowledge is compatible 
with saying that Alfred does not know x, but only believes it. He believes x without 
knowing x, but he knows what he believes in believing x. 
 
What is true of knowledge in general seems even more obviously true of moral 
knowledge — that it is not so much a matter of knowing discrete facts, as of seeing their 
significance. The person who has only a school exam understanding of Nathan’s story 
doesn’t get its moral point because he fails to construe the rich man’s action in moral 
terms.   
 
Socrates famously held that people never knowingly do evil or fail to do what they know 
to be good; when they do evil, it is always from ignorance of the good.5 This thesis has 
come to be known as a “Socratic paradox.” It is said to be paradoxical because we have 
all experienced what is called “weakness of will” or akrasia. My action is “akratic” when, 
knowing perfectly well that I ought to stop what I am so enjoyably doing and do some-
thing else that is morally demanding but perfectly within my power, I just keep on doing 
what I am so enjoyably doing; or knowing that the greater good would be served by my 
doing X than by my doing Y, I do Y — because I’m in the habit, or because I prefer 
doing Y. We have all, supposedly, had this experience, so Socrates must be wrong to 
think that if I knew what was best to do, I would do it. Right? 
 
Well, that depends on what you mean by ‘know.’ If you think that ‘Socrates knows it’s 
better for him to do X than Y’ entails Socrates’ understanding6 why it’s better for him to 
do X than Y, where ‘understand’ includes an emotional grasp of the reasons that X is 
better for him to do than Y, where that emotional grasp of the moral truth is like the 
understanding that king David had when he heard Nathan’s narrative and made the 

                                                
5 Protagoras 358c.  
6 See Julius Moravscik, “Understanding and Knowledge in Plato’s Philosophy,” Neue 
Hefte für Philosophie 15/16: pp. 53–69.  
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connection of that narrative to himself clear by way of Nathan’s “you are the man” — 
then it will seem much less paradoxical to think that if Socrates knows it’s better for him 
to do X than Y, and it’s within his power to do X rather than Y, he will do X. In other 
words, if ‘know’ means fully appreciate, then Socrates’ thesis is not a paradox. We, like 
Socrates’ contemporaries, use ‘know’ in more casual and less demanding ways than 
Socrates does, and the appearance of paradox results from this less rigorous usage.  
 
Understanding as Intrinsic to Virtues 
 
So far, I have discussed ethical knowledge in connection with actions to perform or not 
perform. But this is only a simplifying expository tactic on my part. Kierkegaard’s 
writings seldom address particular actions. The overall aim of Kierkegaard’s authorship 
is to reintroduce Christianity to Christendom, and this means ultimately to “edify” or 
build up his readers, that is, to facilitate their growth in such Christian character traits as 
faith, love, hope, patience, humility, bold confidence, purity of heart, dispositional joy, 
earnestness, meekness, forgiveness, obedience, conscientiousness, contrition, and honesty, 
to mention those that are perhaps the most prominent. In some cases, a trait that is called 
by one of these names is found in outlooks other than Christianity, and so the word can 
be ambiguous. The most notable example is love, which can be found in the aesthetic and 
the ethical spheres, as well as in Christianity; and in each of these contexts it has a 
different meaning, a different psychological or characterological configuration. Love is 
expounded at length in both volumes of Either/Or, as well as in Works of Love and 
elsewhere, and in each of these places it has such different conceptual-psychological 
characteristics that it might well be thought of as three different traits. A major purpose of 
Kierkegaard’s notion of the existence spheres is to show the differences among traits that 
may go by the same name, yet belong to different spheres. His ultimate purpose in 
inviting comparison of worldviews and the corresponding possible shapes of human 
character is to clarify the distinctively Christian life, that is, to inculcate the under-
standing of self and world that belongs to the Christian virtues, to provide, through 
writing, something like an upbringing in Christianity.  
 
Aristotle describes a number of virtues in his Nicomachean Ethics, but he thinks that one 
virtue, which he calls practical wisdom (phronêsis), pervades all the others. Each of the 
other virtues — justice, courage, temperance, gentleness, and so forth — partakes of an 
aspect of practical wisdom. For example, the virtue of justice partakes of the aspect 
having to do with the distribution of goods (honors, material goods) and evils 
(opprobrium and penalties). But the part of practical wisdom that belongs to justice is not 
separable from the part that belongs to courage and temperance, but links to those other 
parts in such a way as to constitute a consistent overall system of potential judgments 
about the practical good in human life, judgments that take into consideration the appeals 
of other virtues as situations demand. Thus for Aristotle, practical wisdom is the overall 
evaluative understanding of human life. For him, as for Kierkegaard, real understanding 
of the human good intrinsically involves caring about, or personally aiming at, the human 
good. If caring and aiming were not psychologically involved (if practical “wisdom” 
were just used to spin theories about what is good for human beings), its deliberations 
wouldn’t result in choices and actions, as they are meant to do. Aristotle’s understanding 
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of the demands of practical wisdom differs at least as much from Kierkegaard’s Christian 
understanding of understanding as Christianity differs from the “ethical” sphere that 
Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms present. They are different wisdoms, with different virtues 
and different understandings of human nature. Nevertheless, Kierkegaard’s understanding 
of understanding parallels Aristotle’s understanding of practical wisdom in that each of 
the Christian virtues occupies its own space of Christian thought about self, God, world, 
and others, that space being connected to the other parts of the larger space of Christian 
thought about the human good.  
 
An aspect of understanding that comes out more forcefully in Kierkegaard and Plato than 
in Aristotle’s ethics is imagination — the arena, we might think, of the poet. Plato’s 
dialogues that focus on virtues are dialectical, with Socrates asking for definitions of 
concepts and then relentlessly sifting and resifting by logical criticism what is offered, in 
search of the perfect formula, which he and his interlocutors often fail to attain. But these 
conceptual refinements are often interspersed and supplemented with myths and stories to 
arouse and cultivate the emotional imagination. In Plato’s Seventh Letter he describes 
philosophical success in the following terms: 

There is no writing of mine about these matters, nor will there ever be one. 
For this knowledge is not something that can be put into words like other 
sciences; but after long-continued intercourse between teacher and pupil, 
in joint pursuit of the subject, suddenly, like light flashing forth when a 
fire is kindled, it is born in the soul and straightway nourishes itself 
(341c).7 

This is a strong statement of the idea of understanding as “insight.” As my earlier 
discussion suggests, ordinary English for understanding often makes use of the idea of 
seeing. The idea is that understanding is sometimes not just an ability to manipulate the 
concepts, an ability, as Wittgenstein might say, to “go on,” but is a disposition to be 
impressed, to have an inescapable impression of the rightness of a connection or an 
application of a word or idea. Such is often achieved by a story, a metaphor, a simile, an 
analogy, an example, an appeal to the reader’s imagination, skillfully integrated into a 
conceptual discussion. An insight achieved on such a literary occasion can arguably 
lodge in a person’s consciousness (unconscious) and so become a dimension of the 
appreciation that belongs to some of the virtues. Note also that if “this knowledge is not 
something that can be put into words,” then the definitions that Socrates so doggedly 
pursues cannot be the final aim of dialectic. For Plato, as for Kierkegaard, its goal is a 
formation of the soul.  
 
Because the Christian virtues, like the Aristotelian ones, integrate thought (conceptual 
clarity properly salted with imagination) and concern, the person who is eminently 
equipped to present, not Christian doctrine (dogmatics, systematic theology), but a fully 
truthful ideal picture of what it is to exist as a Christian, will need to combine the skills 
of a psychologist-logician and a poet. Kierkegaard describes his vocation as that of a 
poet-dialectician and the training in Christianity that he is called to supply for Christen-

                                                
7 Translated by Glenn R. Morrow, in John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson, editors, 
Plato: Complete Works. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997. 
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dom a pathetic-dialectical one. The dialectic of the psychologist-logician is neither the 
“speculative” dialectic that Hegel practiced nor what our contemporaries call logic; it is 
rather a discipline that, following Wittgenstein, we might call the grammar of the virtues 
(and the vices and related concepts such as choice and the various emotions). It is a study 
of the conceptual structure of the virtues, that is, an account of the thought that shapes the 
actions, emotions, and perceptions of the person who exemplifies the virtues. Such an 
account will make use of contrasting comparison of the “grammar” of, say, the Christian 
virtue of love, with some analogous non-Christian virtue (say, that of the aesthete’s 
romantic love or of secular friendship). But since the universal task of humanity, every 
human being’s calling to become fully human, is the proper object of fundamental 
passion, of seeking, aiming, striving, this psychological logic will need to be couched, for 
maximal effectiveness, in humanly fetching and warning terms.  
 
It will not do for the mood of the discourse to be cold, scientific, disinterested, and 
academic, because such discourse would deny with its mood what it says with its 
concepts. The beings to whom the discourse is addressed are not emotionless robotic 
calculators, even if what they are calculating is the psychological logic of the virtues. 
They have to be in the mood to think profitably about their lives in connection with the 
Christian ideal, and discourse that is properly edifying will assist them into the mood. 
This requires the empathic-imaginative powers of a “poet.”  
 
Kierkegaard’s Rhetoric 
 
All discourse, even the most pedestrian record keeping, is meant to bring about changes 
in people’s minds — to inform, to remind, to convince, to enlighten, to amuse. Rhetorical 
discourse, however, aims to change attitudes, judgments and understanding about matters 
of value and practice. Edifying or upbuilding rhetorical discourse has the even more 
strenuous aim of bringing about deep and lasting change in the character of the reader or 
hearer. And for Kierkegaard, as for the classical tradition in ethics, character, with the 
understanding that is essential to it, is intimately tied up with passions and emotions. His 
task, then, in writing for edification, is to inculcate in his reader, as far as is possible 
through writing, deep dispositions of emotional understanding shaped by the conceptual 
framework of apostolic Christianity.  
 
To examine Kierkegaard’s rhetoric I’ll focus on the seventh discourse in the third part of 
Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, “The Gospel of Sufferings.” The theme of the 
series of seven discourses is the joy that can be felt in the midst of sufferings; in each 
discourse Kierkegaard explores a thought that can make the suffering an occasion of joy. 
The seventh discourse is about the virtue of “bold confidence” (Frimodighed) and this 
virtue’s power to mediate joy in persecution, and thus for a certain kind of joy to be a 
mark of bold confidence. Kierkegaard’s text is Acts 5.41, in which, after having been 
flogged by the authorities in Jerusalem for openly confessing Christ, the disciples go on 
their way “rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name [of 
Christ].” As an upbuilding discourse it is designed to help the reader actually become 
boldly confident, and so to experience joy in suffering for his convictions. In the terms of 
the earlier parts of this paper, Kierkegaard aims to facilitate a deep understanding — 
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something approaching the knowledge with which Socrates thinks it impossible not to do 
what is right — of the aspect of Christianity under discussion. I’ll proceed by identifying 
aspects of the writing that constitute its rhetorical character. These aspects are of course 
artfully woven together into a single fabric in Kierkegaard’s writing; I separate them only 
for the purpose of discussion.  
 
The focus of Kierkegaard’s upbuilding discourses is itself a rhetorical element, inasmuch 
as rhetorical discourse aims to affect the reader’s emotions and values, and discussion of 
emotions (provided it’s in the right mood) tends to engage the reader’s emotions. 
Throughout Kierkegaard’s writings about emotions and virtues, he assumes and says that 
emotions are structured by thought (they are not irrational or non-rational by nature). For 
example, the theme of the discourse that precedes the one I’m discussing here is about the 
joy in the thought “that the happiness of eternity still outweighs even the heaviest 
temporal sufferings” (308). Furthermore, we respond emotionally to the names and 
descriptions of virtues and vices (vices: ‘presumption’ [321], ‘lightmindedness’, 
‘thoughtlessness’, ‘hypocrisy’, ‘zeal without wisdom’ [323], ‘arrogance’ [325], ‘the 
spreading infection of the envious and pusillanimous small-mindedness of incessant 
comparison’, ‘small-minded fear of people’ [326], ‘brazenness’ [329], ‘timorous sagacity’ 
[333]; virtues: ‘faith’ [322], ‘calmness’, ‘self-control’ [323], ‘bold confidence’ [326 and 
passim.], ‘pride’, ‘earnestness’, ‘humility’, ‘thankfulness’ [336]),8 and are thus repelled 
by the vices and attracted by the virtues. It is true that virtues and emotions can be 
discussed in a “scientific” mood that saps them of their natural power to commandeer our 
moral attention. So the mood9 or tone of the discourse needs to be personal, serious, 
earnest, ethically “primitive.” Kierkegaard achieves this mood by speaking directly as 
one ethically involved agent to another (his reader). Compare Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics, which is also about virtues and emotions, but is composed much less in 
conversational tones of one ethical pilgrim to another. 
 
Many of the above mentioned references are brief, little more than passing. But it is fairly 
typical that Kierkegaard centers an edifying discourse on a single virtue concept, walking 
leisurely around it so as to give a rich sampling of its various aspects to induce synoptic 
understanding. In our seventh discourse, that concept is bold confidence (Frimodighed). 
Like the New Testament word parrhêsia (openness, frankness, boldness, confidence, 
assurance), Frimodighed embodies the notion of freedom from inhibition, especially 
inhibition by social pressure to conform to a standard alien from one’s own.10 Thus it fits 
nicely with Kierkegaard’s positive notion of the single individual in complementarity 
with the negative notion of the crowd. A frimodig person is free from the oppressive 
“leveling” influence of the unspoken expectations of the social environment. The virtue 

                                                
8 In this list I have changed some adjectives and adverbs into nouns for the sake of 
consistency.  
9 For a discussion of moods in discourse, see The Concept of Anxiety, translated by 
Reidar Thomte, Princeton University Press, 1980, Introduction. 
10 Kierkegaard does not explicitly connect Frimodighed with parrhêsia, as far as I can 
tell, and Paul doesn’t include it in lists of Christian virtues such as we find in Galatians 5 
and Colossians 3.  
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could perhaps be thought of as a kind of pride. Bold confidence is a self-assurance and 
independence of mind in action and feeling: a kind of security in one’s own agency 
(patiency), not as independent of God, but precisely in one’s dependency on God, yet 
very much in independence from forces in the world that would induce a compromise of 
one’s integrity and God-relationship. Relative to those forces it is a kind of “pride” that is 
premised on a deep humility before God (see p. 336). Kierkegaard notes the relation 
between pride and humility in Christian character in the following characterization of the 
apostles’ sense of their own independent agency: “Never has a human being lifted his 
head as proudly (stolt) in elevation over the world as did the first Christians in humility 
before God! …No, proud as they were in their humility before God, they said, ‘It is not 
for us to hang back and dawdle along the way; we do not stop — until eternity’.”11 But 
Frimodighed also laps over the virtue of courage, insofar as the inhibiting factor from 
which bold confidence is a freedom is fear of people. We can see, I think, how 
independence of mind serves courage, especially where courage faces up to the personal 
intimidations of other people.  
 
The “poetic” element of the discourse is represented by parables, similes, metaphors, 
analogies, and narrative sketches. I will organize the rest of this discussion around seven 
instances of such devices in our discourse: the parable of the priceless dish (323–4), the 
metaphor of the evil spirit (327), the parable of the youth who knew the truth (328–
30), the similes of the sleep walker (332), the joy of a girl on the day of her betrothal 
(337), and of dangerously strong medicine (340), and the parable of the burning house 
(341). Within the framework of these devices, I’ll discuss Kierkegaard’s conceptual 
dialectic.  
 
As a way of introducing the virtue of bold confidence, Kierkegaard begins the discourse 
by talking about confessing Christ in a pagan context, where the deterrent to doing so is a 
fear of people. Early Christians were treated as a sort of criminals. But a person with real 
faith would surmount that deterrent because the inwardness of his faith would be so 
strong that he couldn’t do otherwise than give voice to it. Thus bold confidence would be 
an aspect of his faith, as it was of the apostles Peter and John, whose boldness (parrhêsia) 
in testifying to Christ made the members of the high priestly family wonder, because 
Peter and John “were common, uneducated men” (Acts 4.13). And the church was aware 
of the importance of this virtue, for when the authorities had released Peter and John and 
they had reported their experience to the church, the church prayed, “And now, Lord, 
look upon their threats, and grant to thy servants to speak thy word with all boldness…” 
(Acts 4.29). 
 
But the situation in Kierkegaard’s Denmark is very different, because the overt 
opposition has disappeared through the Christianization of the society. It’s now the non-
Christians who are the oddballs, as far as appearances go. It’s the appearance of 
Christianity, and its apparent falsity, that present the new situation in which confession of 

                                                
11 Søren Kierkegaard, For Self-Examination and Judge for Yourself!, edited and 
translated by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990, p. 87.  
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Christ must take place. To give a strong impression of the situation that most people 
show no sign of recognizing, Kierkegaard offers his somewhat comical parable of the 
priceless dish.  
 
Imagine someone for whom a certain food is so wonderful that he feels a strong urge to 
tell others about its loveliness and to defend it against any detractors. (Think of lutefisk or 
haggis.) But then he notices that everybody around him is saying the same things that he 
feels an urge to say, except that when it comes to eating this food that they all praise to 
the skies, they avoid it in favor of other foods (maybe cheeseburgers and fries). If he now 
joined the chorus and testified to the wonderfulness of the food, he would just sound like 
everybody else, and his testimony would be pointless, inasmuch as no one disagrees with 
him and he convinces no one — but also, nobody seems to share his enthusiasm.  
 
This is an image of the situation of a person in Christendom who has something 
approaching a Socratic knowledge of the value of Christianity. Everyone is ready to 
praise Christianity, but most of these praisers don’t seem to grasp its excellence. They 
speak without the virtues and the understanding that they entail. What will such a 
person’s testimony look like? Well, for one thing, he might tell such a parable as this one 
about the priceless dish to raise consciousness of the situation. That would promote at 
least a beginning of some understanding. It conveys this beginning by its vivid 
ridiculousness, by the image-producing potency of the analogy.  
 
In connection with the parable, Kierkegaard makes the more purely dialectical or 
conceptual point that confession, as the concept occurs in the New Testament and early 
Christian literature, presupposes opposition. Confession of Christ ceases to make sense 
where all are Christians, and it raises difficult questions about mission strategy where the 
missionary suspects that there are far fewer Christians in Christendom than appears. He 
also makes the conceptual point that confession is properly from the heart, out of love for 
the one confessed; and is decidedly not properly made out of a selfish interest in currying 
the favor with the one confessed, as though that one required adulation to shore up a 
tyrannical ego. 
 
But the topic of this discourse is not the confession of Christ, but the virtue of bold 
confidence, and Kierkegaard is interested in its more general application: “we call to 
mind the supreme example of fighting for a conviction, so that from the highest we might 
learn for the lesser…” (325). The virtue of bold confidence needs to be called to people’s 
attention because people in the current culture are subjected to an insidious “evil spirit”: 

…the small-minded fear of people in relation to equals and the tyranny of 
the equal, this evil spirit, which we ourselves conjure up and which does 
not reside in any individual and is not any individual person but covertly 
sneaks around and seeks its prey, insinuates itself into the relation among 
individuals — this evil spirit, which essentially wants to do away with 
every individual’s relation to God… (327). 

We ourselves have “conjured up” this evil spirit that saps our sense of human dignity, our 
self-confidence and self-respect: 
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gradually with the spreading of a certain superficial culture and with the 
proliferating of peoples’ various reciprocal interests, gradually with the 
spreading infection of the envious and pusillanimous small-mindedness of 
incessant comparison, it unfortunately seems as if everything is aimed at 
stifling people’s bold confidence. At the same time that there are struggles 
to overthrow dominions and regimes, there seems to be a supreme effort to 
develop more and more the most dangerous slavery: the small-minded fear 
of people who are one’s equals (326). 

In ringing the alarm that this “evil spirit” is in our midst and in offering exorcism through 
bold confidence, Kierkegaard is calling for a Godly magnanimity or greatness of soul that 
befits and completes a creature made in the image of God. Instead of “comparing” 
ourselves “enviously” with one another — a policy that only ends in our fearing one 
another — we ought to be measuring ourselves with God and thus be above and beyond 
that craven fear. The metaphor of the evil spirit for the socio-psychological fact of this 
corrupting, dehumanizing influence is rhetorically apt both because it is vividly alarming 
and because it captures the intensely spiritual character of the threat.  
 
So much for the introduction to the discourse, which occupies its first third. Kierkegaard 
begins the actual exposition of the biblical text (Acts 5.41) with his parable of the youth 
who knew the truth. This parable is about knowledge or understanding and represents a 
distinction that Kierkegaard often alludes to, the conceptual distinction between 
“understanding and understanding” — that is, between knowing with a minimal grasp 
and a knowing of moral and spiritual truth that approaches more nearly the kind we have 
been calling “Socratic.” This kind of knowledge or understanding will be crucial to the 
virtue of bold confidence. 
 
Kierkegaard imagines “a youth who has been well instructed in the truth” (let’s say he 
has been well catechized in Christianity), “but he is ignorant of and without experience of 
the conditions of actuality.” He lacks a life-context in relation to which to appreciate the 
bearing of the truth that he knows so well. But he creates one for himself: “his immature 
but beautiful imagination then creates for him a picture that he calls the world, where 
what he has learned now unfolds before him as on a stage” (328). Kierkegaard briefly 
mentions two important insights that confront the youth as he becomes more intimately 
acquainted with the actual world: “the defectiveness and mediocrity and instability and 
small-mindedness” of people, and that “he himself is also beset with frailty” (Hebrews 
5.2). But Kierkegaard’s particular interest here is in “a reverseness that may be called 
brazenness” (Frækhed, 329). The well instructed youth is horrified to find out about 
people who not only perform shameful actions, but actually “glory in their shame” 
(Philippians 3.19). Shameful actions are to be ashamed of, and right objects of pride and 
glory are deeds of virtue; so to find, after his excellent upbringing, that some people 
“reverse the concepts” (329), priding themselves on their vicious actions and lifestyle, is 
to be pretty shaken in one’s moral mind.  
 
If brazenness is the deplorable reverseness, a sublime reverse-analogy of brazenness is 
the disciples’ reaction to their being flogged for the name of Christ — for they too glory 
in their shame. The conceptual difference between these two ways to glory in one’s 
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shame is vast, but the unspoiled youth finds the Christian reverseness almost as upsetting 
as the other: actions for the good like proclaiming the savior deserve praise and gratitude, 
not anger and rejection and punishment. So what are the disciples doing glorying in their 
shame? Shouldn’t they be lamenting that the good name of Jesus should provoke such 
vindictiveness? Well, they don’t glory in the pagans’ perverse actions, but in their own 
suffering. Their shame is their suffering (334), their being treated shamefully; the pagans’ 
shame is their actions (such as treating others shamefully). In treating their mistreatment 
as something to glory in, they are displaying the very positive, proud virtue of bold 
confidence. They are actively taking it upon themselves to own their suffering in its 
resemblance to Christ’s. You might say they are taking pride in their being despitefully 
used. Using the parable of the youth who knew the truth, Kierkegaard gives the reader an 
impression, through the unaccustomed horror-stricken eyes of the youth, of the 
extraordinary activeness of the disciples in reversing by God’s grace the axiological order 
of the world — turning their shame into glory. 
 
The simile of the sleepwalker treading “with assurance over the abyss, yet in an 
incomprehensible way” works similarly. We “shudder” at such a sight, as we do at “this 
apostolic assurance, which, at the height of madness, speaks in tongues with bold 
confidence” (332), saying that their bleeding stripes are joyous tokens of God’s blessing. 
Apostles differ from ordinary enthusiasts in that they are not just willing to give up 
something good (money, reputation) for the sake of their favored cause, but count wealth, 
honor, and esteem as loss (Philippians 3.8) in comparison with the glory for which they 
fight. The bold confidence with which they rejoice in persecution “stamps the concepts 
[of gain and loss]” with the mark of the divine (333). The mark of the divine is the 
reversal of worldly values. The same mark can be seen on the apostolic concepts of honor 
and danger, where the apostle may wonder “whether it would not be too great an honor 
to be crucified” (338) and where danger is the possibility of forsaking the crucified one 
for comforts and longevity (338–9).  
 
Kierkegaard impresses on the reader the character of an apostle by inviting him or her to 
contemplate the irony of an apostle living the life of a prominent 19th century Danish 
clergyman.  

Try it, imagine that he who was to proclaim to the world this message 
about the Holy One’s being crucified as a criminal between two robbers, 
that this man was dressed in purple and glory, that this man possessed all 
the world’s goods, this man who was to proclaim a crucified one’s 
teaching that the kingdom was not of this world — try it, if you can just 
bear the attempt, if it is not out of the question because the mere thought 
of anything like this has the ring of a presumptuous mockery of an apostle 
(338).  

Three times on pp. 338–9 Kierkegaard invites the reader to imagine such ironic scenarios 
involving an apostle. 
 
To impress the reader that this apostolic joy, so strange to the ways of the world, is real 
joy, Kierkegaard likens it to a paradigm case of human gladness: “no girl has ever been 
more joyful on her betrothal day than the apostles were on the day of whipping and on 



 15 

every such day which for them was a day of betrothal with God” (337). But he also warns 
the reader that one must take this joy with full seriousness and bold confidence, ready “to 
become in dead earnest what an apostle became, ‘scum in the world, a spectacle to the 
world’” (334): “This joyful thought is not like a so-called harmless remedy that can be 
used in any way without danger and can be used for a light cold, but it is like a strong 
medicine, the use of which involves some danger, but rightly used also delivers from a 
sickness unto death” (340). 
 
The last of the imagination-rousing and -sharpening devices in this discourse that I’ll 
mention is the parable of the burning house. The last two pages in the English translation 
conclude the discourse, and Kierkegaard there reminds the reader that he is speaking of a 
broader application of the virtue of bold confidence than the apostolic context of 
confessing Christ. Anyone who suffers for a conviction can and should do so with bold 
confidence, in the pride of honoring God, not depending on support from fellow human 
beings.  

A conviction is not something one should rush to bring out in the world. 
Alas, much confusion has been created and great harm done because an 
immature person has brought out an immature conviction. No, just allow 
the conviction to grow quietly, but let it grow together with bold 
confidence before God (341).  

Then, with the case of a house fire, he illustrates the overwhelming power of fully 
flowered bold confidence:  

A spark in some wood shavings is put out with a glass of water, but when 
a fire has had time to spread slowly through the whole house and then with 
a deep sigh … bursts into flames all at once — then the firemen say: There 
is nothing to be done here; here the fire is victorious. It is indeed sad when 
the firemen say that the fire is victorious, but it is joyful when it is the fire 
of conviction that is victorious and the enemies say: There is nothing to be 
done here (341). 

Again, the likening of bold confidence to the indomitable power of a house fire well 
underway fires the imagination with a kind of perceptual understanding that is more 
likely than merely conceptual discourse to be embraced by virtue formed in the reader. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I’ve attempted to describe Kierkegaard’s recovery of a Socratic understanding of 
knowledge and understanding against a background of contemporary epistemological 
concepts and to illustrate some of his strategies for inculcating such understanding — or 
better, an approximation to it — among his readers in Christendom as an aspect of 
Christian virtues. Kierkegaard’s missionary calling was writing, which though perhaps 
essential to missionary work in the modern world, requires great artfulness and is not the 
most promising of missionary strategies. Kierkegaard’s concept of understanding 
integrates conceptual rigor with vitality of imagination and intensity of passion. As a 
“poet-dialectician” he exploits the power of bold conceptual contrasts in combination 
with richly described narrative sketches that speak to primitive human concerns. By his 
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enormous creativity and penetration in these regards he seeks to “edify,” to build up — or 
better, contribute to the building up — of his reader’s character.12  
 
 

                                                
12 This publication was made possible through the support of a grant from the Templeton 
Religion Trust. The opinions expressed in it are those of the author and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of Templeton Religion Trust. 


