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Miller: What is the “postmodern condition” and why has it tended to undermine yet make more 
available a genuine connection to the sacred by better understanding what a “world” is? What is 
the throe of inquiry? What intimations are there of the sacred? What are wonder and horror and 
why are they openings onto the sacred? Explain how wonder, horror, and temporality are 
“ruptures.” Ruptures to what? Discuss the following passages: “Nothingness is no intruder, no 
trespasser, no other. It is what I am, in and of myself.” (186) “Awe is more profound than wonder 
or horror.” Wonder and horror are anticipations of this speechless awe which is at the same time 
more upsetting than any other dread, and more joyful than any other ec-stasis. In this sense, all of 
our experiences lead us to intimations of being itself as the ultimately sacred, the absolute Other.” 
How does the throe of inquiry that wonder and horror set in motion lead to the Absolute Other for 
Miller? What is the rupture and the absolute other of time? Why do wonder and horror not take us 
all the way like awe to the realization of our nothingness then the Absolute Other? What else is 
needed in affirming the Absolute Other than the experience of awe and nothingness? What role do 
reason and judgment play from here and how do the experiences of wonder, horror, anguish and 
awe provide the bases for premises that lead to the conclusion that the Absolute Other (though we 
can say nothing about it) is a necessary condition for our contingent being, our existence? (3-5 
pages) 
 

In the first chapter of In the Throe of Wonder, Miller acknowledges the “inescapability of 

interpretation” and the “centrality of its role in the constitution of meaning” (which also correlates 

with Russon’s theory of interpretation).i

 In Chapter 4, Miller further elaborates this by contrasting the philosophy of the past and the 

postmodern philosophy: past philosophy attempts to “provide a map of all possible universes, a way 

of integrating them”. The good side of this approach is that we can more clearly understand the 

concept “world” itself. With the arrival of postmodern philosophy and the recognition of 

“inescapability of interpretation”, the notion of an understandable “world” is shattered; instead, we 

“lost capacity for genuinely belonging to or fully participating in any world.” On the other hand, the 

postmodern condition guides us to a new way to approach this. Miller proposes the following: “A 

world is not a collection of things. In entering a world, one experiences something like birth or 

being itself. A world cannot be observed. It can only be lived in.” This is a powerful concept that is 

 He argues that we are “aware of the fact we operate in 

different universes, are governed by different paradigms, play different language games; we know 

our thoughts have been shaped by different myths and are grounded in different presuppositions.” 

Condensation and Summary of Chapters describes the problem even better: “wisdom was seeing as 

the very principles that support and constitute a system of knowing the world. But such institutions 

though they can be used to justify a system that cannot, themselves be justified within the system 

they constitute. They are shown to be prejudices disguised as institutions.” The acknowledgement 

and recognition of the fact that we live in “the midst of a multiplicity of world” and the 

“inescapability of interpretation”, is what Miller refers to as the postmodern condition.  
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not dissimilar to the concept of “embodiment”, or the “I can” of Russon’s theory. “A world 

becomes accessible only by stepping inside it and leaving the one we previously occupied.” One of 

the examples The Summary uses is that of a child and the telescope – one look through the 

telescope maybe all it takes for the child to become an astronomer in her heart. Indeed, by exposing 

the child to a new world of wonder and possibilities the child is no longer in her old world; she is 

reborn as a new person with this new world as a new center. This is the same experience as falling 

in love, “being pulled”, becoming enchanted, or having a deeply felt sacred experience. It’s thesis of 

Miller’s study and it provides an alternative way to understand the sacred experience out of the 

context of religious traditions. 

 The throe of inquiry, subsequently, is the throe of being oneself. Miller suggests that in the 

face of pluralistic situation of the postmodern condition, throe of wonder and inquiry is where we 

are led to seek an understanding of wisdom. He elaborates: “metaphysics that begins in wonder and 

recognition of a fallibility presupposes being that even though it cannot be made immediately 

transparent and know it also cannot be erased or avoided.” Since being is only accessible to us 

through the throe of inquiry, we can only know being by “surrendering to the throes of inquiry and 

embracing fallibility to which it exposes us.” Beautifully summarized, The Summary describes the 

following: “The realization that we have no access to being outside the throe of inquiry is the 

beginning of wisdom that requires giving up the hope of ever standing on a foundation.” The 

“suffering” of exposure of oneself to “nothingness” is essentially caught up in the “throe of being 

itself.” Any other attempts to stop us from this “suffering” of “nothingness” stops us from being, 

thus block us from the path to wisdom. 

 What is rupture?  To answer this question, I want to go back to a previous paragraph and 

continue the discussion of “decentering” amidst the throe of inquiry.  We as human beings are 

situated in a known world where we feel at home; we try to stay within the boundary of our known 

worlds, not rupture them with otherness. “The more exclusively we live within the limits of a 

horizon, the less aware we are of there being any limits to it”; until a rupture tears it apart, such as 

“falling in love, a breach of trust, loss of a loved one, etc.” The phrase “loss of innocence” is a good 

example: a child or a young person is exposed to an evil he/she has never seen or experienced, and 

his/her world is changed forever. Wonder, death, temporality are ruptures, because they all share 

this “decentering” quality that ruptures your world. We explained the throe of wonder in the last 

chapter. Death, as The Summary points out, provides us a fail-safe way of escaping an experience 

of nothingness.” Temporality is rupture of the present by the radical other of time that operates in 
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time. Miller uses the entire Chapter 7 to explain that time by nature is the “turn of temporality”. 

Since the time is in a constant flow, this turn is always “in the present of the past and the future, this 

turn is the in-between of a sense of past and future. The problem is, “the past or the non-existent 

present that has passed, does not exist except in this in-between and the future or the not yet that 

does not exist except in the in-between.” We are horrified to discover that we are not “held in the 

grip of presence.” We are thus forever “caught between the given and the unknown, familiarity and 

mystery, same and the other, immanence of the now and the transcendence of the future”. The 

rupture caused by our awareness of the unknown ruptures a world that otherwise would have been a 

universe of “unbroken presence and unmarred plentitude.” 

 Based on his analysis of the temporality as rupture, Miller explains that “past” and “future” 

are only ways of talking about immediacy; they are “an attempt to articulate something about 

presence”.  We can have abstractions of past, future and present, yet they do not affect our 

experience that leads to the question of time. They are simply abstractions attempting to make the 

“felt sense of the turn of temporality intelligible, manageable, and controllable”. The turn of 

temporality opens us to the possibility of nothingness or radical contingency, that “our world or 

meaning could be completely undone, completely an illusion of permanence and security in the 

utter impermanence of temporality.” That radical otherness that makes such turn possible can only 

be eternity (utter non temporality), Miller argued. This most profound, eternal otherness sets in 

motion “the possibility of any rupture as in wonder and horror”. When such experience of 

nothingness becomes strong enough that it is no longer intimation, it sets the condition for awe, an 

experience “in which one’s world and one’s sense of self has been obliterated” and “that one 

remains only in the most minimal sense of a being”. Only through such a condition one can get in 

touch with the sacred.  

Excellent paper.  Answers the questions with a genuine engagement with the ideas and does so 
in a relatively short space. 
 
Grade: A+ 

                                                
iIn the Throe of Wonder Chapters – “The Summary” – http://www.deanpickard.com   
Guide for In the Throe of Wonder by Jerome Miller – http://www.deanpickard.com 
Phil 23 Guide for Writing Exam 2  – http://www.deanpickard.com 
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