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This article aims to re-examine the role of the experience of the sublime
in Kant’s Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, focusing on
the conceptual link between kenotic sacrifice and sublimity within the
moral and religious structure of Kant’s thought. The central question is
how the experience of the sublime—particularly in the form of the
sacrifice of imagination—can function as an aesthetic symbol of morality,
and how it relates to the kenotic self-emptying of the moral exemplar
(Christ). The method of the study is based on a comparative analysis of
symbols and aesthetic structures in Kant’s critical philosophy, with
emphasis on the concept of sacrifice at both the repressive and kenotic
levels. Within this framework, it is shown that kenotic sacrifice plays a
crucial role not only in individual transformation but also in the formation
of a moral community and the mutual recognition among moral agents.
The experience of the sublime, as the aesthetic ground of this
transformation, enables a symbolic grasp of the moral idea and directs
morality toward sanctity. The article concludes that Kant’s rational
religion, through the interconnection of sublimity, kenotic sacrifice, and
moral symbolism, offers a new horizon for understanding moral
anthropology and the collective structure of ethics.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

This article aims to provide an aesthetic reinterpretation of Kant’s philosophy of religion by re-
examining the role of the experience of the sublime (das Erhabene) in Religion within the
Boundaries of Mere Reason. While Kant is often read as offering a rigorously rational and anti-
symbolic account of religion, the present study argues that the aesthetic and symbolic
dimensions—particularly the sublime—play a crucial and structurally necessary role in Kant’s
moral and religious thought.

The central objective is to analyze the conceptual relationship between kenotic sacrifice (self-
emptying sacrifice) and the experience of the sublime, showing how both function as symbolic
mediators of moral transformation. Specifically, the article investigates how the “sacrifice of
imagination” in the experience of the sublime operates as an aesthetic analogue to kenotic self-
sacrifice in morality, and how this analogy illuminates Kant’s account of moral birth, sanctity,
and the formation of an ethical community.

By focusing on the symbolic function of religious and aesthetic forms, the study seeks to
challenge interpretations that restrict Kant’s philosophy of religion to purely formal moral
rationality. Instead, it demonstrates that Kant’s rational religion presupposes symbolic and
aesthetic structures that enable moral ideas to become experientially meaningful, motivationally
effective, and socially shared.

Research Questions
This research is guided by the following key questions:

How does the experience of the sublime function within Kant’s moral and religious philosophy,
particularly in Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason?

In what sense can the “sacrifice of imagination” involved in the experience of the sublime be
understood as an aesthetic symbol of moral sacrifice?

How does Kant distinguish between repressive sacrifice and kenotic (self-emptying) sacrifice,
and what role does this distinction play in moral transformation?

What is the relation between the moral archetype (Urbild) and the moral prototype (Vorbild),
especially in Kant’s symbolic interpretation of the Christ figure?

How do kenotic sacrifice and the sublime contribute not only to individual moral transformation
but also to the constitution of a moral community and mutual recognition among moral agents?

Method

The study employs a qualitative, conceptual, and hermeneutic methodology, grounded in close
textual analysis of Kant’s critical works, with particular emphasis on Religion within the
Boundaries of Mere Reason, Critique of Practical Reason, Critique of the Power of Judgment,
and The Metaphysics of Morals.

The methodological approach consists of four interrelated steps:
Conceptual Analysis:

The paper clarifies Kant’s use of the concept of sacrifice, distinguishing different levels of
moral renunciation and transformation. It draws on Kant’s own writings as well as
contemporary secondary literature to differentiate repressive sacrifice from kenotic sacrifice.
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Symbolic and Aesthetic Interpretation:

Using Kant’s theory of symbolism and analogy (Analogie), the study analyzes the experience
of the sublime as an aesthetic structure that symbolically represents moral relations. Special
attention is given to Kant’s notion of the “sacrifice of imagination” in the experience of the
sublime.

Comparative Reconstruction:

The article reconstructs the parallel between moral transformation (from the “old self” to the
“new self”) and aesthetic experience, showing how both involve a relinquishment of self-
centered capacities in favor of a higher moral or supra-sensible orientation.

Contextual Integration:

The findings are situated within broader debates in Kant scholarship concerning rational
religion, symbolism, moral anthropology, and the role of aesthetic experience in ethics.

The research is entirely theoretical and text-based, with no empirical data collection, which is
consistent with philosophical inquiry in ethics, aesthetics, and philosophy of religion.

Kant’s texts support a differentiated understanding of sacrifice. Beyond repressive sacrifice—
understood as the suppression of inclinations in obedience to moral law—Kant’s moral
philosophy implicitly gestures toward a deeper form of ethical transformation. Kenotic sacrifice
involves not merely restraint, but a reorientation of the agent’s internal disposition toward the
good of others, without expectation of return.

Kenotic Sacrifice and Moral Transformation

Kenotic sacrifice plays a decisive role in Kant’s account of moral rebirth (moralische
Wiedergeburt). Moral transformation is not achieved simply by compliance with duty, but
through a fundamental change in the agent’s evaluative orientation. The “new self” voluntarily
assumes responsibility for the moral failures of the “old self,” which symbolically mirrors
kenotic self-emptying.

The Sublime as an Aesthetic Analogue of Kenosis

In the experience of the sublime, the imagination undergoes a form of sacrifice by
acknowledging its own inadequacy in grasping overwhelming magnitude or power. This
relinquishment enables access to the idea of practical freedom and the supra-sensible. The study
shows that this aesthetic “sacrifice of imagination” is structurally analogous to kenotic moral
sacrifice.

Symbolism and the Moral Exemplar

Kant’s distinction between the moral archetype (Urbild) and the moral prototype (Vorbild)
plays a crucial role in mediating moral transformation. While the archetype represents a purely
rational and abstract moral ideal, the prototype—exemplified symbolically by the figure of
Christ—renders this ideal accessible and motivational for finite human agents.

Formation of Moral Community

Kenotic sacrifice is not limited to individual moral development. It is shown to be essential for
the emergence of a moral community grounded in mutual recognition, trust, and shared ethical
orientation. Moral symbolism enables intersubjective communication of moral ideals, thereby
sustaining collective ethical life.

Reassessment of Rational Religion



The findings demonstrate that Kant’s rational religion cannot be reduced to abstract moral
formalism. Symbolic and aesthetic mediation, particularly through the sublime, is indispensable
for making morality experientially real and socially transmissible.

Findings
The analysis yields several significant findings:

By emphasizing the collective and intersubjective dimensions of moral symbolism, the study
also highlights the importance of kenotic models for the formation of ethical communities.
Ultimately, this reinterpretation opens new perspectives on Kant’s philosophy of religion,
showing it to be a dynamic framework in which morality is cultivated through aesthetic
experience, symbolic representation, and shared moral striving.

Discussion

The study contributes to Kantian scholarship by foregrounding the aesthetic and symbolic
dimensions of Kant’s philosophy of religion, which have often been marginalized in favor of
purely rational interpretations. By reconstructing the parallel between kenotic sacrifice and the
sublime, the article shows that Kant’s moral anthropology relies on symbolic structures that
bridge the gap between abstract moral law and lived ethical experience.

This analysis has broader implications for understanding how moral motivation operates in
Kant’s system. The sublime does not replace moral reasoning but complements it by providing
an experiential access to moral freedom. Similarly, religious symbols do not undermine rational
autonomy but function as vehicles through which reason becomes effective in human life.

Conclusion

The article concludes that kenotic sacrifice and the experience of the sublime constitute central,
interrelated elements in Kant’s philosophy of religion. Moral birth, in Kant’s view, is not merely
a rational decision but a transformative process that requires symbolic and aesthetic mediation.
The sublime provides the aesthetic ground for grasping moral ideas symbolically, while kenotic
sacrifice represents the ethical realization of those ideas in practice. Through this
interconnection, Kant’s rational religion offers a comprehensive model of moral anthropology
that integrates reason, aesthetics, and symbolism.
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