Between Obedience to God and Human Morality: Philosophical Readings of the Binding of Isaac
M.A. Seminar
Dr. des Tomer Raudanski (tomer.raudanskiׂ@uni-potsdam.de)
Mondays 12:00-14:00, Room 1.15.0.02
The Binding of Isaac (Genesis 22) is one of the most dramatic and challenging narratives in the Hebrew Bible. It has served as a focal point of inspiration, controversy, and interpretation in both Jewish tradition and Western philosophy. This course explores the tension between divine command and ethical obligation as it emerges in the Akedah, tracing responses from classical rabbinic interpretation (Midrash Rabbah, Midrash Tanhuma) to modern and postmodern thinkers such as Philo, Maimonides, Kant, Buber, Kierkegaard, Lévinas, and Derrida. We will ask whether the apparent contradiction between ethics and religion can be reconciled, and if so, how. Special attention will be given to the hermeneutical and interpretive difficulties of the text itself, as well as to the way different traditions have read and re-read the story. Finally, the course will address the Akedah as a site of Jewish–Christian dialogue, raising broader questions about faith, morality, freedom, and interpretation across traditions.
Course requirements: Active participation and submission of three short papers (maximum 1,000 words) throughout the semester summarizing the weekly reading material in the student’s own words.

Session 1: Introduction
Genesis 22

Session 2: Hermeneutical questions and philosophical argumentation
Ze’ev Levy, “On the Aquedah in Modern Philosophy,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 15, no. 1 (2007): 85–108, https://doi.org/10.1163/105369907781148560.

Session 3: Maimonides on prophetic visions and the apparent contradiction in God’s will
Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed II 32, 36 (first seven paragraphs), 41, 42, 45. 
Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, III 24.
Maimonides, “Laws of the Foundations of the Torah” (Hilchot Yesodei HaTorah), in Mishneh Torah (Sefer Ha’madda), Chapter 7.

Optional:
Aaron Koller, Unbinding Isaac: The Significance of the Akedah for Modern Jewish Thought (Jewish Publication Society, 2020), 127–40.
Moshe Halbertal, Maimonides: Life and Thought (Princeton University Press, 2013), 208–16, 321–29.
Josef Stern, “The Unbinding of Isaac. Maimonides on the Aqedah”, in Biblical Narratives and Human Flourishing (Routledge, 2024), 43-61.

Session 4: Maimonides’ esotericism and theopolitics
Omri Boehm, The Binding of Isaac: A Religious Model of Disobedience, Library of Hebrew Bible / Old Testament Studies 468 (T & T Clark, 2007), 73–85.

Optional:
Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, Introduction to the First Part (pp.5-20; Hebrew pp. 9-24).
Omri Boehm, “The Politics of the Binding of Isaac”, in New York Times, January 14, 2014.
https://archive.nytimes.com/opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/14/the-politics-of-the-binding-of-isaac/ (In German: Omri Boehm, Theologie des Ungehorsams, in Die Zeit, Nr. 48/2013, 21. November 2013)

Session 5: Kant on rational religion and evil 
Immanuel Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings, edited and translated by Allen Wood and George di Giovanni (Cambridge University Press, 1998), 33-36 (6:3-6:7), 45-50 (6:19-6:26). 

Optional:
Boehm, The Binding of Isaac, 101–20.

Session 6: Kant on the problem of hearing
Kant, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings, 65-70 (6:44-6:50), 98-100 (6:84-6:88), 178-182 (6:185-6:190).

Immanuel Kant, “The Conflict of the Faculties,” in Religion and Rational Theology, ed. Allen W. Wood and George di Giovanni, trans. Mary J. Gregor, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge University Press, 1996), 283 (7:63).

Optional:
Emil L. Fackenheim, Encounters Between Judaism and Modern Philosophy: A Preface to Future Jewish Thought (Schocken Books, 1980), 31–78.

Session 7: Kierkegaard on faith by virtue of the absurd
Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, Repetition., trans. Howard Vincent Hong and Edna Hong, Kierkegaard’s Writings, Vol. VI (Princeton University Press, 2013), 27–53. 

Session 8: Kierkegaard on the teleological suspension of the ethical
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, 54–67.

Session 9: Faith beyond or within the world? Competing readings of Kierkegaard
Clare Carlisle, Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling: A Reader’s Guide, Continuum Reader’s Guides (Continuum, 2010), 70–98, 99–111.

Optional:
Kangas, Kierkegaard’s Instant, 125–59.
Butler, “Kierkegaard’s Speculative Despair,” 363–391.
Dooley, The Politics of Exodus, 56–73.

Session 10: Levinas on Ethics as First Philosophy
Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, 23rd printing, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Duquesne University Press, 2011), 11–20.

Optional: Emmanuel Lévinas, Ethics and Infinity. Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans. Richard A. Cohen (Duquesne University Press, 1985), 73–102.

Session 11: Levinas on Ethics as First Philosophy (continued) 
Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, 21–32.

Session 12: Levinas on the Akedah
Emmanuel Lévinas, “Kierkegaard: Existence and Ethics” and “A Propos Kierkegaard Vivan”, in Proper Names, translated by Michael Smith (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997, 
66-79.

Session 13: Derrida - deconstructing Kierkegaard’s and Levinas’s absolute demand
Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. by David Wills, (University of Chicago Press, 1996), 53–81.

Session 14: Derrida (continued)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, 82–121.

Session 15: Summary and Conclusions

Primary Sources
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Kant, Immanuel, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and Other Writings, trans. by Allen Wood and George di Giovanni, Cambridge University Press, 1998.
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