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This article explains Kant’s critical analysis of the religious story of the Binding
of Isaac in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793) and The
Conflict of the Faculties (1798). From Kant’s perspective, a command to
sacrifice one’s child—if it conflicts with the moral law—cannot originate from
a divine source. In this critique, Kant’s concern extends beyond theology; he
seeks to defend the authority of practical reason and moral conscience against
any purported divine command that contradicts them. In his view, the uncritical
and morally unreflective acceptance of religious imperatives leads to blind
obedience and the erosion of individual moral responsibility within society. The
article argues that Kant’s interpretation of the Abrahamic narrative forms part
of his broader project of transforming religion into a rational, ethics-centered
domain, free from superstition and the coercive authority of external
institutions. By emphasizing conscience as a duty, Kant maintains that religion
is justifiable only insofar as it remains subordinate to practical reason.
Accordingly, the figure of Abraham portrayed in this religious tale is not to be
admired uncritically; rather, it calls for a skeptical and morally vigilant reading
of the narrative itself. The article thus underscores Kant’s deep commitment to
moral autonomy as the foundation of both individual virtue and social order.
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Extended Abstract

This article offers an analysis of Immanuel Kant’s critical interpretation of the religious story of
the binding of Isaac, as presented in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason (1793) and
The Conflict of the Faculties (1798). Adopting a rationalist approach, Kant argues that a command
to sacrifice one’s child—if it contradicts the moral law of practical reason—cannot have a divine
origin. In contrast to the interpretive traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, which have
largely endorsed Abraham’s act, Kant critiques it as an instance of improper obedience to a voice
that cannot be morally justified.

Kant first refers to this narrative in the second part of Religion within the Boundaries of Mere
Reason, in the context of his discussion of miracles. He draws a sharp distinction between
ritualistic religion and moral religion, asserting that true religion must be grounded in practical
reason and in the inner conviction of moral duty, rather than in miracles. For Kant, faith based
solely on miracles is indicative of a lack of moral belief. In his analysis, the sole criterion for
distinguishing between divine and demonic miracles is their moral content; any miracle that
contradicts practical reason cannot originate from God.

Kant maintains that even if one refrains from denying the occurrence of past miracles, such
events should not serve as the foundation for faith or moral action. He warns of the social and
ethical dangers of allowing exceptions to the moral law, emphasizing that not even prophets can
legitimately carry out unethical commands in the name of God. The article demonstrates that this
critique is part of Kant’s broader project of reconstructing religion on rational and moral
foundations, and it highlights the central role of practical reason as the ultimate criterion for the
legitimacy of religious claims.

In the final section of Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Kant addresses the role
of conscience in moral and religious judgment, defining it as “a consciousness which is of itself a
duty.” According to Kant, a person is permitted to act only when the action is accompanied by
moral certainty, not merely by a belief in its rightness. Conscience, in his view, is not the judge of
the action itself, but of the rational evaluation that precedes the action. Kant contrasts this position
with Jesuit probabilism. By invoking the example of an inquisitor and the divine command to
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, Kant illustrates that one can never be fully certain that a purported
divine command has truly come from God—whether it is transmitted through historical documents
and scriptural interpretation or through personal revelation. In either case, the possibility of error
remains. Hence, conscience demands that a person refrain from any act that is morally suspect.

In The Conflict of the Faculties, Kant discusses the story of the binding of Isaac within his
broader critique of the relationship between religion and the state, particularly in his distinction
among three types of religion: natural, mystical, and orthodox. He regards orthodox religion,
grounded in scripture, as more administrable for governments than mystical or purely individual
faith. However, he warns that if dogmatic belief takes precedence over morality, such religion may
lead to hypocrisy, corruption, and the erosion of civic responsibility. Emphasizing morality as the
foundation of social trust, Kant favors moral religion over historical religion, since the latter,
reliant on past experiences and human interpretation, lacks epistemic certainty. Drawing on the
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limits of human cognition with respect to the noumenal, Kant argues that no one can be certain a
claimed revelation truly originates from God. Accordingly, Abraham ought to have rejected the
command to sacrifice his son, as he could not have had moral certainty of its divine source. Kant
concludes that religious narratives are acceptable only insofar as they do not conflict with the
moral law; otherwise, they must be rejected, as their acceptance threatens both ethical order and
social well-being.

Importantly, Kant’s critique is not limited to a particular religious story, but forms part of his
broader social and political project: the moral regeneration of religion and the ethical foundation
of the state. He argues that religious institutions and governments must refrain from endorsing
doctrines that conflict with the moral law. For Kant, only a “moral faith” (as opposed to a historical
or ecclesiastical one) can secure the dignity of human beings and the autonomy of ethical life. He
draws a clear distinction between historical faith—based on miracles, revelation, and tradition—
and moral faith, which is grounded in universal practical reason. While the former is contingent
and culture-bound, the latter is unconditional and universally valid.
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