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Preface

his is a textbook for entry-level students in Christian ethics. It is designed for

undergraduates and seminarians, in some cases pre-college students, and the
elusive but much-coveted general reader. It is intended to be used in lay ministry
courses, and a variety of educational and training courses, at diploma and informal
levels. It sets out to do a number of things that are seldom done together.

It seeks to offer an overview of the whole field of Christian ethics. Some treat-
ments offer a sequence of great authors in the history of the discipline. Others try
to provide a taxonomy or typology or simply a list of the sometimes bewilderingly
diverse and complex assortment of theories quoted and employed in the dis-
course. Others again work their way through a grab-bag of controversial issues
and endeavor to present both balance and wisdom. This book has the temerity to
attempt all three. Like any mapping exercise, it cannot pretend to be wholly
objective; the classification and selection of issues examined, approaches explored,
and authors extracted will be insightful and constructive to some, arbitrary and
partial to others. Nonetheless we hope that, for those many who may disagree on
some of the details, many more will enjoy and embrace the overall organization
and presentation of the field.

The book rests on a broad division of Christian ethics into three approaches:
universal (ethics for anyone), subversive (ethics for the excluded), and ecclesial
(ethics for the church). It needs to be said that this distinction is not by any
means generally accepted and adopted in the field, being simply the usage of one
of the authors of this volume. This book may therefore be read as an extended
road-test for the durability and comprehensiveness of this threefold distinction.
But newcomers to the field who expect all subsequent interlocutors to recognize
these approaches are likely to be disappointed.

The threefold distinction is designed to achieve a number of things. It is a tool
for getting a handle on a huge subject, treating protagonists sympathetically but
not uncritically. It is a means of distinguishing between the loudest voices in the



field today, and the audiences and interests they perceive themselves as addressing.
It is a way of showing unlikely correspondences between approaches that are
sometimes perceived as opposites or antagonists. It is intended to balance descrip-
tion and critique, construction and analysis. It is not designed as a reductionist,
watertight theory that diminishes the diversity and vitality of conversation across
the discipline. There are many overlaps and anomalies in the field, as becomes
clear in the last section of the book.

Not only does the book set out to discuss both approaches and issues
(sometimes known respectively as theoretical and applied ethics), it is struc-
tured so as to bring the respective theories to bear on each issue. Once the
threefold distinction of universal, subversive, and ecclesial approaches has
been set out in the second part of the book, the third part examines fifteen
pressing and abiding issues under each of these three headings. This not only
amplifies the respective issues, it tests the respective approaches. The first part
of the book may be read, among other things, as a long explanation of why the
categories of universal, subversive, and ecclesial do not apply in anything like
the same way before the era of Western modernity beginning around the early
eighteenth century or even later. The birth of the discipline of Christian ethics
as currently understood, and the plausibility of using these three categories,
broadly coincide. They are both deeply related to the way ethics came to be
pursued primarily in universities and only secondarily (and derivatively) in
churches.

In addition to the three conventional kinds of introductions to Christian ethics
cited earlier, a fourth kind presents a series of excerpts from significant works or
on salient issues in the field, either in contemporary voice or across the historical
tradition. Not content simply to synthesize the three earlier kinds of introduc-
tions, this project attempts this fourth kind as well. A sister volume to this one,
Christian Ethics: An Introductory Reader, adopts exactly the same structure (not
just in chapter titles but also in subheadings) and seeks to illustrate, amplify, and
develop the diversity of material, voices, and arguments explored in this book.
Thus, the companion volume deals with the tradition, the variety of approaches,
and the range of issues, just as much as the textbook does. As far as we are aware,
the bringing together of all four of these kinds of introductions to the field is
unique to this project. The two volumes are carefully designed so that, while
complementary and supplementary to one another, each can serve alone as an
introduction to the subject, depending on the needs, opportunities, wishes, and
budget of the student and teacher.

Any book that quotes ancient texts in English translation faces the difficulty of
older conventions that used masculine pronouns for God and referred to people
in general as men. We have decided to retain the original quotations without
alteration, even where we might today have written “humanity” instead of “man.”
All Scripture quotations are New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) unless other-
wise noted.

Preface
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Preface

It may be asked whether the authors have a particular agenda in setting this
project before the academy and reading public, beyond the customary humble
disclaimers of hoping to be of some service and participating in the honored
process of education and formation in Christian ethics. There is no doubt we
have a close interest in the strand of ethics we are calling ecclesial. Some propo-
nents of this strand have been associated with abrasive, not to say dismissive,
regard for the other two strands as we are presenting them. But ecclesial ethics
is not a monochrome approach, in style or in content, any more than subversive
and universal ethics are. Thus aside from simply offering an accessible introduc-
tion to the field, part of the purpose of this book is to demonstrate beyond
reasonable doubt that ecclesial ethics, when not in the mode of polemical stri-
dency, is deeply respectful of, open to lively conversation with, and indeed
profoundly indebted to, other approaches to ethics, and on many issues shares
evaluations and commitments that resonate with subversive and /or universal
approaches. It is not necessary to adopt the assumptions of ecclesial ethics to
seek here an introduction to the dynamics and prospects of Christian ethics as
a whole.

This book arises and derives from a number of friendships and collaborations.
Most obviously, it has been shaped by a friendship between the two initial authors,
Ben Quash and Sam Wells. We have collaborated on various projects in the past,
academically and pastorally, with happy results; we have found our respective
research interests complementary and stimulating, but most of all we simply enjoy
one another’s company, in laughter and in grief. It is a change of style, for each of
us, to write a book together, but we hope it is no less a book for having two
authors rather than one.

For the second edition, we have been joined by Rebekah Eklund, a third part-
ner in scholarship, dialogue, enquiry, and friendship, and the joy of collaborating
has been only increased by the greater wisdom and breadth of insight that a third
heart, and mind, and soul, has brought. Among other improvements, the second
edition includes a general introduction addressed to the reader, offers revised
introductions to each of the three parts of the book, gives greater attention to
Catholic and Orthodox ethics, revises and expands the section on the ethics of
race to include more recent thinkers, and updates the section on media to incor-
porate the rapidly changing field of social media.

We have all been greatly enriched by the encouragement, imagination, and wit
of Rebecca Harkin, whose vision for this project and depth of understanding of
the issues and questions involved makes her a remarkable editor and publisher,
and a rewarding creative partner. We are grateful to many wise colleagues, notably
Hans Hillerbrand, Michael Goldman, Ebrahim Moosa, Kishor Trivedi, James
Ong, Ellen Davis, Mary McClintock Fulkerson, John Kiess, and Fritz Bauerschmidt
for guidance in waters where our judgments were unsteady. Jo Wells and Susannah
Ticciati, among others, have offered perception in times of clarity and compan-
ionship in times of mystery.



Christian ethics is done in the communion of saints, and in this context
Christians learn that they have living relationships with Christians past and future,
departed and yet to come. The obligations and the joys traced by ethics bind the
generations, and in this bond the memory of what has been takes the form of
praise, and the anticipation of what will be is called hope. Rejoicing in this
communion that binds the generations, and full of hope, we dedicate this
book to two nieces and a nephew who make our lives richer, deeper, and truer.

Samuel Wells
Ben Quash
Rebekah Eklund
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Introduction

We’ve written this book to give a student who is new to Christian ethics the ability
to address issues and methods in the field in an informed and confident way.
To do that we believe a student needs three things:

1. a sense of what Christian ethics is, what its sources are, and how it has been
practiced;

2. aframework for distinguishing between different styles of argument; and

3. discussion of the major topics that Christian ethics most frequently addresses,
and an opportunity to apply the framework through exploring those topics.

These three elements constitute the three parts of the book.

The first part explores the four intertwining “stories” that contribute to the
rich and complex story of Christian ethics today: the story of God as found in
Christian Scripture; the story of the church from its origins in the first century
through the present day; the stories of ethics in contexts outside Christianity,
including in classical philosophy, in other religious traditions, and in present-day
professional settings; and the historical development of Christian ethics as traced
through its most influential figures.

In the second part of the book, we suggest that there are three major approaches
to Christian ethics: universal, subversive, and ecclesial. (These terms, and the
threefold division itself, are distinctive to this book and are not often found
elsewhere in the field of Christian ethics.) The three chapters of Part Two describe
in greater detail the origin and shape of these three major branches of Christian
ethics. The first, universal ethics, assumes that ethics is for everybody. If it applies
to one, it applies to all. Many of the conventional approaches to ethics fall into
this category: deontological, consequentialist, natural law, and so on.

Introducing Christian Ethics, Second Edition. Samuel Wells and Ben Quash with Rebekah Eklund.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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The second approach challenges this universal assumption by considering the
role of social location in ethics, asking who is excluded from this so-called “eve-
rybody,” and focusing particular attention on questions of gender, race, and class.
The branch of ethics we are describing as subversive is sometimes described as
liberationist, since it is committed to the liberation of the oppressed and the
empowerment of the voiceless or the dominated.

The third approach is a retrieval of the language of virtue, most associated with
the classical Greek philosopher Aristotle, and also adopted in the thirteenth cen-
tury by the Christian theologian Thomas Aquinas. It assumes that the primary
context of Christian ethics is the church (the word “ecclesial” derives from the
Greek word for church). It focuses on the shaping of character rather than on the
moment of decision. Ecclesial ethics places Christian ethics into conversation with
the church’s specific theological commitments and practices, including the creeds
and the sacraments.

This three-part structure is intended to be illuminating and not restrictive. We
believe that it offers a useful way to identify different tendencies and methods
within the broad field of Christian ethics, but it does not imply that we think
individual thinkers often or always fit neatly into only one category. Instead, our
hope is that the reader of this book will be trained to discern the methodological
underpinnings of the texts and authors with whom they interact. Thus, one might
come to read a document such as a papal encyclical, a university honor code, or a
newspaper editorial and recognize a mix of methods and commitments in that
one document. We have a particular interest in making more widely known the
claims and possibilities of ecclesial ethics, but in general we seek to present each
approach as clearly and charitably as possible.

The final part devotes five chapters to exploring the key issues and challenges
addressed by Christian ethics. Here we meet a conventional list of ethical trouble-
spots (abortion, euthanasia, war) as well as more general questions (the role of the
state, environmental crises). In each chapter, we explore how the three “branches”
of Christian ethics might typically approach these central ethical questions.

To avoid cluttering the text with footnotes or references, we have included the
sources used in each chapter at the end of the chapter, alongside suggestions for
further reading. Links to online documents are included where they are available.
A selection of primary texts paired with each chapter is also available in the com-
panion volume Christian Ethics: An Introductory Reader.

People often begin the study of Christian ethics hoping to find the right
answers. Our approach focuses more on asking the right questions. Sometimes
there are no easy answers: if there were, perhaps we would not need the church,
a company of pilgrims with whom to share in discernment and practice. We have
shared innumerable good disagreements in writing this book together, from
which we have, we trust, become wiser and more humble. We hope the reading
of the book will be as rewarding as the writing has been.



Part One
The Story of Christian Ethics

hristian ethics has three key sources: the written word of Scripture,
the prayer and practice of the church, and the distilled wisdom and
experience of the ages.

The document that shapes the identity of Christianity is the Bible, and
it is impossible to begin studying Christian ethics without an understand-
ing of the nature and content of the Scriptures and their role in the disci-
pline. Thus, our first chapter begins with a consideration of Scripture and
the nature of its authority and place in Christian ethics. It then considers
the Bible in three parts — the People of God (the Old Testament), God in
Person (the four gospels), and Following Jesus (the remainder of the
New Testament).

The New Testament was written by the early church, and it was like-
wise the early church that determined the shape of the Bible as a whole.
Christian ethics does not primarily refer to a sequence of significant
authors or a collection of influential texts: instead it concerns a historical
series of attempts to embody the instructions of Scripture, the good news
of Jesus, and the example of his first followers. This historical series of
attempts is called the church. Our second chapter therefore develops the
story of Christian ethics by exploring the history of the church, again in
three eras — Minority Status (the era before Christianity became the norm
in the Mediterranean world), Christendom (the era when Christianity
was the norm, while the Mediterranean world expanded its influence
across the globe), and the Church in Modernity (the era when Christianity
had ceased to be the norm, at least in the Western world).

Before Christians began to try to translate the heritage of Israel and
Jesus into the habits and norms of personal and communal life, there had
already long been a tradition, stretching back to ancient Greece, of reflect-
ing on how human beings should live. Christian ethics has always been
developed in relation to a conversation about what a person should do, and
who a person should be, that went beyond the culture of the church. In fact
it is only in relation to such conversation partners that the discipline of
“Christian ethics” emerges at all. Christian ethics becomes the place where



the heritage of Israel and Jesus, the practice and expectations of the church,
and the disciplines and vocabulary of philosophical ethics, all meet. Hence
our third chapter considers the emergence of “ethics” as a discipline in
several key “non-Christian” contexts: in classical philosophy, in other reli-
gions, and in particular professional contexts.

Finally, these three strands — Scripture, history, and philosophy — come
together to form the contemporary discipline of Christian ethics. Yet this
discipline itself tends to trace its lineage less to the stories told in the first
three chapters, and more to a story that emerges in relation to all three: that
is, the sequence of great authors whose works form the canon of writings
in this field. This fourth story is not so much the story of Christian ethics
as a history of Christian ethicists. Many, perhaps most, of these figures did
not explicitly think of themselves as ethicists (as distinct from theologians
or philosophers), but it is in their tradition that most of those publishing
work in the field of Christian ethics believe themselves to stand, as will
become clear in the second and third parts of this volume.



Chapter One
The Story of God

hristians sometimes talk as if the Bible has all the answers to life’s questions and

problems. But a thorough reading of the Bible reveals various complexities.
There are some ethical issues that the Bible does not specifically address. There are
others where either the Bible seems to offer instruction (such as stoning wrongdoers)
that is unpalatable to the contemporary world, or where the Scriptures seem to hold
a worldview (such as ancient cosmology) that has since been largely abandoned.
Finally, there are other issues where different verses or injunctions or stories seem to
offer contradictory counsel.

For example, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially in the
American South, both abolitionists and slaveholders appealed to Christian
Scripture to support their respective positions. According to the latter, Scripture
clearly upholds the right of masters to own and discipline slaves; for the former,
the Bible’s trajectory of liberation and love categorically rules out any person
owning another human being. The Bible continues to be invoked as a witness on
both sides of many ethical debates, including same-sex marriage and war. What’s
seldom in question is the centrality of Scripture to Christian ethics; what’s more
complex is how that relationship plays out in practice.

The question of the relationship between Scripture and ethics necessarily
involves one’s understanding of what Scripture is in the first place. Christians,
in fact, do not completely agree on what constitutes sacred Scripture. Orthodox,
Catholic, and Anglican Christians include slightly different versions of the col-
lection of books known as the Apocrypha in their Old Testament canons,
whereas Protestant Bibles exclude the Apocrypha altogether. And then there is
the nature of the text. Is the Bible a prescriptive code of conduct, a rulebook,
a source of moral law? Is it a window into the heart of God, or a conduit
through which the Holy Spirit shapes the moral imagination? Does it provide

Introducing Christian Ethics, Second Edition. Samuel Wells and Ben Quash with Rebekah Eklund.
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patterns for emulation or a clarion call to mend our ways? Is it a love song
designed to woo humanity closer to God or a dash of icewater meant to awaken
a sleepy conscience?

When it comes to describing the place of Scripture in Christian ethics, there-
fore, challenges abound; we will describe two of the most pressing here.

1. Historical and cultural distance. Reading the Bible is sometimes described as
reading someone else’s mail: these texts were written to and for other people in
other times and places, often radically different from ours. The Bible does not
explicitly address pressing contemporary issues like stem cell research or climate
change. “The world of Leviticus is not the world of 1 Corinthians, and neither
of these is our world” (Joel Green).

2. The multivocity of Scripture. While it is commonplace to talk about the Bible as
if it were one book, it is instead a collection of books written by multiple authors
and compiled by various editors over the course of thousands of years. It encom-
passes a wide variety of genres, some of which relate less obviously to ethics: in
what sense is a poetic text an ethical one? Thus, describing the ethics contained
within Scripture is itself fraught with tensions. New Testament scholar Richard
Hays notes that careful, critical exegesis only heightens the problem by sharpen-
ing “our awareness of the ideological diversity within Scripture and of our his-
torical distances from the original communities.” He cites Oliver O’Donovan,
who writes, wryly, “interpreters who think that they can determine the proper
ethical application of the Bible solely through more sophisticated exegesis are
like people who believe that they can fly if they only flap their arms hard enough.”

And yet Christian ethics generally operates under the conviction that the ancient
texts of Scripture nonetheless have enduring relevance and even binding authority
over the lives of Christians in the present. (Some exceptions to this rule are taken
up in Chapter Six.) But in what way are these texts authoritative? That is, where
does authority reside when it comes to applying the Bible to ethical matters?
There are three primary options.

e Authority resides in the events bebind the text of Scripture. That is, authority
resides in God and in God’s creating, saving, and liberating actions as narrated
by the biblical books. For some, this has meant seeking to recreate as closely
as possible the worlds and events described by the text, or to insist on the
historicity of every event in the text (thus leading to long, heated battles over
the historical character of the creation or the great flood in Genesis). For oth-
ers, it has meant noting, more pragmatically, that Scripture is the best (or
only) witness that we have to the Triune God. This leads to the next view.

e Authority is inherent within the text itself, a position often associated with
belief'in the inspiration of Scripture. In this view, the Holy Spirit inspired each
author (and perhaps editor) of the sacred books, and therefore the recorded
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words themselves are holy. In this sense the text has a kind of derivative
authority, since its authority comes from its divine author; but critics worry
that this position makes the Bible itself a focus of worship, rather than a book
that directs people to the worship of God.

A subset of this view focuses on the “final form” of the biblical books as we
now have them, rather than on a reconstruction of the “original” text or the
events described by the text, as the proper object of study. This approach is
sometimes known as canonical criticism, which is a method that seeks to read
all the books of the canon, Old and New Testaments, in relation to one another.
Canonical reading reflects Augustine of Hippo’s (354—430 ck) principle that
Scripture interprets Scripture. Thus, the four gospels are to be read not only
alongside one another, but in the context of Israel’s story in the Old Testament
and the early church’s story in the rest of the New Testament as well.

e A third view locates authority iz front of the text — that is, in the reader and the
reading community. This view sometimes draws on postmodern literary the-
ory, which proposes that texts themselves have no meaning until they are read
and interpreted. Related to this is the view that sacred texts have no authority
apart from the communities that interpret and adhere to them. Thus, authority
resides in various interpreting communities: for Roman Catholics, this means
the magisterium, or the apostolic teaching authority exercised by the bishops
and the Pope; for some Protestants, authority is located in the local pastor or
the local congregation. The approach sometimes known as liberationist
ethics — described in this book as subversive ethics — tends to locate authority
rather in the daily experience of the common people, especially the oppressed
(more on this in Chapter Six).

One recent subset of this third view proposes that authority lies finally not
in the reading of the text but in its communal embodiment —i.e., in faithfully
“performing” or living out the Scriptures as members of a worshipping com-
munity. (This position is closely associated with ecclesial ethics, which will be
taken up in Chapter Seven.)

Scripture also bears authority alongside what is typically called tradition, which
includes summaries of Christian beliefs like the Nicene Creed and the ongoing
teaching authority of the apostolic church. For Orthodox and Catholic Christians,
Scripture itself is often viewed as an element of the church’s tradition and there-
fore not finally distinguishable from a separate body of writings called “tradition.”
For example, in the Catholic Church, Scripture and tradition “flow from the same
divine well-spring” and as such they both preserve and transmit the Word of God.
For this reason Scripture and tradition are “accepted and honored with equal
sentiments of devotion and reverence” (De: Verbum). By contrast Anglicanism is
associated with reading Scripture in creative tension with tradition and reason.
While most Protestants adhere to some version of the Reformation principle
sola Scriptura (Scripture alone), almost every Protestant group uses written tradi-
tions such as the Augsburg Confession (the central statement of faith for the

7
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Lutheran tradition), or unwritten traditions such as the perspicuity of Scripture
(the idea that Scripture has a single, plain meaning), as important but less authori-
tative guides to interpreting Scripture. In practice any view that looks to Scripture
for moral guidance must decide how to adjudicate differences in the interpreta-
tion of that Scripture — for example, when the slaveholder and abolitionist both
appeal to the biblical text.

The diversity of the biblical material in relation to ethics can be a significant
challenge. Yet it can also enliven the ethical imagination, if this diversity is taken
as a gift rather than a problem — as a prompt to creative faithfulness in new situa-
tions. This depends on discerning an underlying unity threading through the
complexity of the scriptural texts — a coherent story about God. We now turn to
a brief account of that story, in all its diversity.

The People of God

What Christians call the Old Testament is a collection of books that record the
faith and the experience and the insights of God’s people Israel from earliest
times until around 300 years before the birth of Jesus. The Old Testament is
made up of three largely distinct kinds of literature. The first is Law, in Hebrew
Torah, which refers to the first five books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
and Deuteronomy. The Law is not simply a series of injunctions, although there
are thought to be 613 positive and negative rules spread across these books;
instead the Law offers a foundational narrative that provides a context for the
covenant made between God and Israel, of which these laws are an expression
and symbol — rather as a wedding ring is an expression and symbol of a marriage
covenant. The Torah, sometimes also known as the Pentateuch, begins with the
stories of creation and fall, of flood and of Babel. It then introduces Abraham as
the patriarch of Israel and bearer of God’s promise that through his descendants
many peoples will find a blessing. Abraham enters the Promised Land, but famine
takes his descendants to Egypt, where God has already sent Abraham’s great-
grandson Joseph to protect them. Generations later, however, they fall into
slavery, and God calls Moses to lead them out of Egypt and through the Red Sea.
They come to Mt. Sinai, where God gives Moses the Ten Commandments and
many other instructions. They wander in the wilderness for forty years. The
Pentateuch ends with the death of Moses, just as the Israclites are on the brink of
entering the Promised Land.

The second major collection of literature in the Old Testament is the Prophets.
Just as the Law does not simply contain laws, so the Prophets does not simply
contain prophecies. The Prophets includes all the books that take the story of
Israel from the entry into the Promised Land under Joshua to the exile in Babylon.
Many of these are in narrative form — notably the so-called “Deuteronomistic his-
tory.” The Deuteronomistic history traces how Joshua took the Israelites into the
land, how a series of ad hoc rulers known as judges galvanized the twelve tribes at
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moments of crisis, and how eventually the prophet Samuel anointed Saul as Israel’s
first king. Saul was followed by David, and David by Solomon, during a period that
marked the zenith of Israel’s power and prestige. The kingdom split after Solomon’s
death, with the ten tribes of the northern kingdom (Israel) ruled separately from
the two southern tribes (Judah). The northern kingdom was overrun by the
Assyrians (ca. 722 BcE), and finally the southern kingdom was invaded by the
Chaldeans, the empire known in the Old Testament as Babylon, around 300 years
after Solomon (586 BCE). The history concludes with a great number of people
being taken into exile in Babylon. This long history is “prophecy” because it iden-
tifies the action of God as a living influence in the present as in the past; God is an
active participant in the story. The books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, together
with the twelve shorter prophetic books, interweave pronouncements and declara-
tions of God’s role and purpose in these events, particularly the later ones, while
generally presupposing the broad outline of the narrative.

The third main part of the Old Testament is the Writings. These include most
notably the Psalms, which mix narrative incantation with praise and lamentation,
and Proverbs, a distillation of the wisdom of sages. But they also incorporate
several narrative books such as Ruth and Chronicles. The narrative books aftirm
that there is a future for Israel after the catastrophe of exile — a future that lies in
the reconstruction of Jerusalem (Ezra and Nehemiah), the wit and imagination to
live under foreign rule (Esther), and the cosmic future plans of God (Daniel).

Approaches

Given that the central figure in Christianity is Jesus Christ, and that Jesus Christ
does not appear in the flesh in the first 77 percent of the Bible known by
Christians as the Old Testament, the ethical and theological significance of the
Old Testament is always going to be a controversial question for the Christian
tradition. There are three broad approaches to the Old Testament from the point
of view of Christian ethics.

1. Separation. This view assumes the Old Testament should be considered inde-
pendently of the New Testament. It comes in two quite distinct forms, resting
on either the hearty embrace of Judaism or its outright rejection.

a. One view regards the “Old Testament” as something of a Christian con-
struction. It tends rather to use the term “Hebrew Bible” to refer to the
books of the Law, Prophets, and Writings. It notes that for most Jews, this
collection of thirty-nine books has never had a fixed or settled character.
The Law has a unique status for most Jews. But the Hebrew Bible as a
whole comprises a relatively small part of what Jews today might regard as
their sacred canon. It would also include the Mishnah, compiled around
200 cE, the Tosephta, recorded 100 or more years later, and the Gemara,
which were found in Jerusalem and Babylon and were completed by
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around 850 ck. The whole corpus, known as the Talmud, is a significant
part of Jewish tradition largely untouched by Christians. There is a huge
body of moral instruction found in Halakhah, or classical Jewish religious
law. The argument goes that if the point of consulting the Old Testament
is to be listening to what God has said to Israel, then that listening has to
include what God has said to Israel since Jesus, not just before Jesus. It
follows that the Old Testament should be read not so much as part of the
Christian Bible, in the context of the New Testament, but as part of the
accumulation of Jewish tradition, in the context of the Talmud and
Halakhah.

The second view is a much less subtle and much older view. It is that the
God of the New Testament is fundamentally different from the God of
the Old Testament. It is often supposed, for example, that the God of
the Old Testament is a God of war, whereas the God of the New
Testament is a God of peace; or that the Old Testament God is obsessed
with law, whereas the New Testament God is full of love; or again that
the Old Testament is largely concerned with rituals through which one
can attain purity, whereas the New Testament is concerned with grace
through which one can receive life. Likewise it is sometimes suggested
that the Old Testament offers a host of laws but no fundamental change
of heart, whereas with the New Testament comes the Holy Spirit and
genuine repentance and conversion. The earliest name associated with
this view is Marcion of Sinope (ca. 110—ca. 160 cg). Marcion argued in
the early second century that the creator God of the Old Testament was
chiefly concerned with the law. Jesus came to displace the God of the
Old Testament and inaugurate an era of love. Marcion’s Bible had none
of the eventual Old Testament and only parts of Luke and Paul in it. By
rejecting Marcion’s proposal (he was excommunicated in 144 cE) and
agreeing on a canon of sixty-six books, including thirty-nine that
Christians call the Old Testament, the early church made a decisive move
against the rejection of Israel’s God.

Nonetheless the tendency to assume the New Testament replaces the
Old has never gone away. It often focuses on “wrathful” passages such as
the dashing of babies’ heads against rocks (Ps 137:9) or the ethnic cleans-
ing of the settlement period (Joshua 6:21). It can be seen not too far from
the surface in the work of Martin Luther (1483-1546), the great
sixteenth-century Reformer. Luther describes Judaism in stark terms,
identifying it with justification by works; the gospel, as he sees it, is utterly
different, seeing justification as only by grace through faith. Here already
we see one particular hesitation that Protestantism has often had with the
whole notion of Christian ethics: it looks too much like letting law back
in by the side door. When a person claims that they have no need for
Christian ethics because “Jesus has always been enough for me,” they are
expressing an antinomian view — a conviction that faith abolishes the law.



The Story of God

2. Seamlessness. This view takes the opposite stance from the “separation”
approach. It sees overwhelming continuity between the Old Testament and
the New. Perhaps the theologian most associated with this view is another
great sixteenth-century Reformer, John Calvin (1509-64). It has two broad
dimensions.

a. The Old Testament offers a series of anticipations, prefigurements, and
prophecies of the revelation to come in the New Testament. The relation
of Old to New Testament is thus one of promise and fulfillment. This con-
strual of the more widely held conviction that God does not change led
proponents of the seamlessness view to argue that the great figures of the
Old Testament may not have had a clear notion of what lay in store, but
God did. The laws, the priests, the sacrifices, the temple, the kings, and the
prophets of the Old Testament were all fulfilled in Jesus. The “anticipa-
tion” view is often accompanied by an assumption that the Hebrew ethic
was earthy and tangible, whereas the Christian ethic was spiritual: for
example, the Old Testament looks on the Promised Land as the New
Testament looks on heaven.

b. When it comes to the more troubling passages, the Spanish Jewish scholar
Maimonides (1138-1204) offered in his work The Guide of the Perplexed
(ca. 1190 cg) what became a very influential distinction. He argued that the
Torah laws were centrally about preserving Israel from its two main ene-
mies: idolatry and ill health. The Italian Dominican friar Thomas Aquinas
(1225-74) took up Maimonides’ argument and distinguished between the
moral laws and the ceremonial (and civil) ones. The moral laws were part of
natural law, and thus remained binding. The ceremonial laws applied spe-
cifically to ancient Israel and had no abiding authority. Thus, circumcision
ceased to be binding on Christians, and many of the severe punishments
could be softened; the Ten Commandments remain in place. This view
dominated Reformation discussions, and is often quoted today. However, it
is not always clear where the line between moral and ceremonial lies: for
example, is the Sabbath law moral or ceremonial — is it still binding or not?

3. Creative tension. This third view is inclined to take a more generous view of
Judaism in general and the Old Testament in particular. It rejects false polarities
such as law—gospel or material-spiritual. It sees significant continuities between
the character of God revealed in the Old Testament — abounding in steadfast
love (hesed), faithfulness (emunah), justice (mishpat), and compassion (rah-
mim) — and the God of Jesus Christ. This approach covers a spectrum from the
cautious to the more sanguine.

a. The more cautious approach is to distinguish between precept and exam-
ple. It is suggested that the Old Testament is of limited use as precept, or
instruction. One can subdivide precepts between rules, such as the Ten
Commandments, which apply in every situation, and principles, such as
“act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with your God” (Mic 6:8), which
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provide general moral frameworks. But the primary value of the Old
Testament in Christian ethics is as a collection of salutary stories, challeng-
ing prophecies, and distilled wisdom. These are sometimes called para-
digms (narratives of exemplary or reprehensible conduct) or symbolic
worlds (broad parameters for understanding the action of God or the
human condition). This does not mean the stories merely illustrate truths
found elsewhere: the Old Testament is still regarded as revelation. The real
task involves taking the rich store of engagements with such issues as free-
dom for the oppressed, justice for the poor, compassion for the outcast,
and regard for the whole earth, and interpreting them in a society that
looks very different from ancient Israel.

b. The more sanguine approach is to regard the New Testament as like a
drama, and the Old Testament as providing the stage and setting for the
drama. Here the difference between the two remains significant, but the
Old Testament is regarded as indispensable in explicit ways: the New
Testament is incomprehensible without the Old. A similar view employs a
term such as “people of God” to underline the continuities between Israel
and the church. This is always at risk of supersessionism, the assumption
that the church has simply replaced Israel; nonetheless it focuses on the
efforts of God’s people to imitate the faithfulness of God as the single
unchanging strand across both testaments, while still acknowledging the
genuine newness of Christ’s incarnation, death, and resurrection.

Characteristics

The Old Testament presents a polyphony of voices, and it is a little dangerous to
generalize too swiftly about its contents. We may, however, identify three charac-
teristics that cover the corpus as a whole, each of which has a significant bearing
on Christian ethics.

1. The OIld Testament is about God. There are books that notoriously keep God
largely or wholly invisible (Esther and Ecclesiastes). However, the most striking
thing about the Old Testament is that it is always centrally about God. It is
essentially a theological history of Israel, with God as the initiator, hidden hand,
or engaged observer. God chooses Israel, not because Israel is great, but because
God is gracious. The significance for Christian ethics is that an ethic that addresses
the Old Testament must always be theological — that it must always see human
flourishing in relation to the nature, purpose, and revelation of God. God is
never to be regarded as a neutral observer, mere creator, or passionless demi-
urge. God is passionate, jealous, and often angry — totally involved in creation.

2. The Old Testament is about God’s people. From Genesis 12 onwards, the Old
Testament is a long conversation about Israel’s freedom and flourishing,
how it was attained, how it should be enjoyed, how it could be (and was) lost,
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how deeply God is involved in its achievement, shaping, maintenance, loss,
and restoration, and how significant it is for the whole world. The key word
here is holiness, because holiness names the unique character of God, which
God bestows on Israel (Ex 19:6) and which is to be a blessing for the other
nations. Holiness requires a certain separation between Israel and the nations,
but this is for the sake of the nations, not just for the sake of Israel. The heart
of the Old Testament is the covenant between God and Israel, definitively
expressed at Mt. Sinai, and the events of liberation and law that precede and
follow — and are inseparable from — that covenant.

3. The Old Testament is about the story of God’s people. In recent decades there
has been increasing focus on the fact that, despite the idiosyncrasies of the Old
Testament and the diversity of its literature, it does tell a broad, coherent story
in relation to which the rest of the material finds its context. Some have argued
that this shows that the category of narrative has always been vital for under-
standing ethics. Others see the term narrative in a narrower sense, as an integral
part of a single, particular narrative incorporating Jesus and the church, around
which everything in Christian ethics must circle. Both of these views are kinds
of narrative ethics, a term that is much in use in recent years and will be explored
in Chapter Seven.

Themes

Because the Old Testament is such a rich and diverse collection of literature, the elu-
cidation of themes is itself a significant act of interpretation. Relatively few writers in
Christian ethics have shaped their models and theories from Old Testament founda-
tions, wholly or even largely; thus, the Old Testament has more often been used to
illustrate, exemplify, or underwrite convictions formed on other grounds. In other
words, ethicists tend to find in the Old Testament what they go looking for.

1. Kingship and law. For those writers assuming or aspiring to a settled hierar-
chical social model, the tendency has been to see David as the central figure in
the Old Testament. All that precedes him leads up to him: Moses, Joshua, and
Saul. All that follows him is decline: the kingdom’s split, the destruction of
Jerusalem, the exile in Babylon. Despite all the turmoil described in the Old
Testament, those interested in building or sustaining some kind of godly com-
monwealth have invariably seen the period of the kingdom in the united Israel
as some kind of template. The ruler is seen as the key (anointed) instrument of
God’s rule, and the ideal is for a godly people to live holy lives subject to that
rule. The degree to which Jesus and the New Testament might challenge
conventional structures of authority is seldom discussed. Instead, Jesus is seen as
the true King of Israel and the fulfillment of God’s covenant with David.
Alongside this focus on the kingdom comes an emphasis on law. The Ten
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Commandments emerge as the epitome of Old Testament instruction: simple,
transferable, and an explicit statement of what is required of lay Christians.
Amongst the myriad of Old Testament laws, those concerning human sexuality
and the family often come to prominence in these treatments.

2. Liberation and prophecy. For those writers seeking to challenge settled hierar-
chical models of society, the focus has invariably been upon God’s action in
bringing Israel out of slavery and oftering freedom through covenant. Liberation
is the paradigm for all such readings of the Old Testament. The exodus shows not
just God’s power but God’s purpose. It is not just a moment in time: it comes
alive whenever it is recalled, especially at Passover, but also in the agony of exile.

The key question for the rest of the Old Testament is therefore, “Can Israel
keep the freedom it has been so graciously given?” The Deuteronomistic his-
tory rests on this question. The prophets become highly significant, particularly
Isaiah, Amos, and Micah, for they call Israel’s attention to the way care for the
poor, the alien, the orphan, and the widow embodies Israel’s faithfulness to the
covenant God made with Moses (for Israel was once a slave itself). The denun-
ciations of the rich and the oppressors have a contemporary ring when placed
in a context of extreme wealth differentials today.

3. Worship and community. Those who see ethics as primarily about forming
faithful communities, rather than shaping stable society or liberating the
oppressed, tend to identify most quickly those parts of the Old Testament that
are concerned with liturgy and common life. The Psalms are an important
dimension of the Old Testament, for here law and history and reflection are
turned into song and prayer and worship. The Psalms do not describe a society
that has fixed boundaries between government and law and worship and private
life. Those who see worship and ethics as integrally linked would begin here.

Just as it is possible to see the Old Testament as centrally about government
and legislation, or centrally about freedom and social critique, so it is possible
to see the Old Testament as a lengthy meditation on how to live as a faithtul
community under God. It is sometimes pointed out that individual salvation
was not the obsession for Israel that it has been for many Christians: the salva-
tion that Israel sought was inherently one that had to be shared. It is also noted
that the Old Testament is based on a covenant, rather than a contract or rights
in the way that many contemporary relationships assume.

Other ethical lenses could also be highlighted — for example, the overarching
themes of creation (thus focusing on God’s sovereignty over and care for all
nations) and covenant (thus tracing the mutual obligations of God and Israel in
their covenant relationship). Some ethical thinkers approach the text more criti-
cally, noting that the Old Testament poses a particular set of challenges for
Christian ethics regarding violence, broadly conceived. First is the apparent
sanctioning of violence by certain Old Testament texts, including the narratives
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that describe the conquest of Canaan (the “Promised Land”) by the Israelites.
Similarly, Christians have debated whether and under what conditions they
ought to pray the imprecatory psalms, or the psalms that curse and wish violent
retribution upon the enemy, in light of Christ’s commands to love and bless the
enemy and the persecutor. Finally, and most specifically, feminist scholars like
Phyllis Trible (b. 1932) point to the “texts of terror” in the Old Testament that
describe violence against women — such as the rape of Dinah or the sacrifice of
Jephthah’s daughter. All these cases highlight further the apparent tensions
between the two testaments. (The question of violence is discussed in relation
to ecclesial ethics in Chapter Seven and in relation to war in Chapter Eight.)

God in Person

Jesus of Nazareth was a controversial figure in late Second Temple Judaism, who
was crucified on a charge of insurrection by the Roman governor in Judea around
30 cke. This is practically all the hard historical evidence available: the rest is largely
dependent on sources within the New Testament, whose reliability it is not pos-
sible to assess conclusively by modern standards. Nevertheless we can summarize
Jesus’ context, ministry, death, and resurrection as a preliminary to identifying his
significance for Christian ethics.

Jesus’ context was dominated by the occupation of the land of Israel by the
Romans. It had been 600 years since the Jews had run their own affairs in
Jerusalem. While the Persian king Cyrus had ended the exile in Babylon, the
Jews had remained under first Persian, then Greek, then eventually Roman rule,
minus a brief period of independence after the successful Maccabean revolt
(142-63 BCE). Various parties within Israel took different approaches to these
circumstances: some, such as the Sadducees, largely cooperated with the status
quo; others, such as the Pharisees, saw renewal primarily in the common people
keeping the Jewish law; others again, such as the group that later coalesced as the
Zealots, sought the violent overthrow of the Romans; and yet another group,
the Essenes, withdrew to seek holiness in secluded community. There were out-
spoken prophets, such as John the Baptist, and some level of anticipation that the
world might soon end. The birth narratives in Matthew and Luke are largely
concerned to locate Jesus within this context of exile and expectation.

The ministry of Jesus, as recorded in the Gospels, begins with his baptism by John
and his calling of twelve disciples, representing a renewed Israel (since Israel in the
Old Testament had twelve tribes). While teaching his disciples in story and discourse,
he also attracted and engaged with a second segment of society, a crowd of out-
casts — rich tax-collectors, unclean lepers, shunned prostitutes, and those made poor
by sickness, subjection, or circumstance. His teaching and his ministry of healing and
miracle brought him into controversial interaction with the Jewish leadership of the
time, and these conversations make up a third dimension of his career. Jesus
announced that the kingdom (or reign) of God was at hand. God’s inrushing justice
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would reverse the current assumptions about holiness and power, with the humble
and faithful exalted and the regnant and rich laid low. Like the prophets before him,
he pointed to God’s deeper purposes and criticized those who were content with
superficial appearances. His loyalty to the temple was strained when he saw activities
in the temple directing the energies of the people away from God.

Two factors led to Jesus’ crucifixion. One was his relentless criticism of the
Jerusalem leadership, by action and word, through cleansing the temple and
through healing on the Sabbath, through claiming to forgive sins and through
comparing authorities to unfaithful keepers of the vineyard. The other was his
refusal to take up armed struggle. His presence in Jerusalem at the Passover festi-
val and his overturning of the merchants’ tables in the temple was a provocation
the Jerusalem leadership could not ignore and an opportunity they could not
miss. Meanwhile his talk of the kingdom and dramatic miracles quite naturally led
many to consider him as one who sought to be king. And when arrested, he
refused either to fight or to proclaim his innocence.

And, the gospels tell us, God raised Jesus from the dead. Jesus appeared, mys-
teriously but tangibly, to his dispirited disciples. He forgave, recommissioned, and
inspired them. He prefigured the new creation at the end of time, and the judg-
ment and resurrection of all people. Very soon after his death, a vibrant move-
ment known as the church began to spread with the conviction of his message and
the power of his defeat of death.

Is Jesus Normative for Christian Ethics?

The gospels present narratives of Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection. What
is the relationship between the life that Jesus lived and the life that the Christian
is to live? Is Jesus the definitive human, such that he is a model for human action
and, if so, in what precise respect? Is Jesus the exemplary human, illustrative of all
that human values might seek? Or is Jesus the divine human, unique in every way,
such that the details of his ministry and passion are unrepeatable and significant
largely or wholly for the new world they make possible? This is one of the most
important questions in Christian ethics. There are broadly four answers to this
question, depending on which aspect of Jesus one regards as most significant: his
incarnation and birth, his ministry and teaching, his passion and death, or his
resurrection and ascension.

Each answer can be seen in two ways. Jesus can be understood as illustrating
truths also available elsewhere, such as the worthiness of equality, kindness, and
justice. Or Jesus can be portrayed as establishing norms that could not and cannot
be perceived without his unique person and/or work. For those who take the
tormer, illustrative view, Jesus is an example of things that would have been right
and good and true even if he had not come. For those who take the latter, norma-
tive view, all knowledge is subject to that which is only accessible in the new reality
brought about in and by Jesus.
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1. Incarnation and birth

a. Illustrative. Many writers and preachers have seen the incarnation as God’s
unconditional affirmation of humanity and of creation. It is good to party,
because Jesus went to parties; it is good to be physical, to enjoy one’s body,
because Jesus came as a fully human being; it is good to strive for the
noblest human ideals and the highest human achievements, because in
sharing our heart and mind and soul and strength Jesus atfirmed the dig-
nity of human aspiration. In short, he came that we may have life, and have
it to the full. This is an illustrative conviction because it seldom deals with
the specifics of the time and place of Jesus’ incarnation — it is generally more
concerned with God’s broad affirmation of humanity, a conviction that
might have been arrived at without Jesus coming to Bethlehem, Nazareth,
and Jerusalem.

b. Normative. “For He was made man so that we might be made God.” So
writes Athanasius of Alexandria (ca. 293-373 cE), who represents the
Eastern Orthodox view that in the incarnation God healed and restored
sinful human nature by uniting with it, thus making humanity capable of
taking on divine characteristics (a concept also known as theosis or diviniza-
tion). Likewise, Irenaeus of Lyons (d. ca. 202 cg): “The Word of God, our
Lord Jesus Christ, ... did, through His transcendent love, become what we
are, that He might bring us to be even what He is Himself.” For Orthodox
ethics, the incarnation is the unique act by which God enables and invites
people not only to be good but to take on the very likeness of God.

Reformed theologian Karl Barth (1886-1968) presents another exam-
ple of a normative approach to Christ’s incarnation. For Barth, ethics deals
fundamentally with the command of God — creator, reconciler, and
redeemer. Jesus is the declaration that God expects complete obedience
from God’s people, and Jesus is the embodiment of that complete obedi-
ence. God’s command is not an ideal — whether an obligation or a
permission — but a reality. That reality is the person and work of Jesus
Christ. Jesus is not just the ground, not just the content, but also the form
of God’s command. The center of Christian ethics is not our action but
God’s action in Jesus. Barth’s theology has a circularity about it because it
always loops back to God’s definitive action in Christ as the purpose and
expression of all things. Divine command ethics will be treated in Chapter
Five, and Chapter Seven will examine Barth’s theology in greater detail.

2. Ministry and teaching
a. Illustrative. It is frequently said that Jesus was a great moral teacher. For
some, Jesus’ principal significance lies in his ethical instruction, such as the
Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5-7). They appeal to summary passages such
as his articulation of the greatest commandment, “You shall love the Lord
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind”
and “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt 22:37—40) or his
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words to the woman caught in adultery, “Has no one condemned you? ...
Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin
again” (John 8:10-11). It is not always clear whether Jesus said such things
because they are binding, or whether they are binding because he said them.

A different way of putting this would be to say that the ethical signifi-
cance placed on Jesus’ moral teaching depends largely or entirely on the
theological significance placed on his birth. Those who regard Jesus as the
incarnate fully human, fully divine second member of the Trinity tend to
take the view that Jesus’ words are true because Jesus said them: everything
Jesus said was true because of who he was. Those who are more skeptical
about Jesus’ divinity tend to evaluate Jesus’ teaching in the light of other
ethical norms. This last is the context in which the phrase “great moral
teacher” is invariably used.

Sometimes it is not so much Jesus’ teaching but the quality of relation-
ships he made that is highlighted. Attention is commonly drawn to the
counter-cultural way Jesus related to women, for example. Jesus talked
with a notorious woman in the open air in the heat of the day (John 4:6-9).
He allowed himself to be corrected by a woman in the course of a disagree-
ment (Mark 7:27-9). He mixed easily with women who were not members
of his family (Luke 10:38-42) and was prepared to touch women whom
others would shun (Mark 5:22-43). Meanwhile Jesus spoke easily with
children, lepers, and prostitutes. And Jesus rejected relationships of domi-
nation in favor of servant ministry (Mark 10:35-45).

Some would put the emphasis not so much on the teaching or the
relationships but more generally on the new community that Jesus
brought into being. Most famously the New York Baptist Walter
Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) founded his understanding of the Social
Gospel on a notion of the new society gathering around Jesus’ earthly
community. There was real hope that the society that Jesus had described
could be translated into social and industrial relations in America and
elsewhere. In the view of the Roman Catholic theologian Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza (b. 1938) the gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry are
windows into the life of the earliest Christian communities. She sees
these communities as reformed elements within first-century Judaism,
viewing God’s reign as a present embodiment of a gathering of equals,
incorporating all marginalized people, and anticipating a time beyond
death, suffering, and injustice.

Those who concentrate on the quality of relationships and those who
trace the emergence of an egalitarian community both have a broadly illus-
trative approach to Jesus’ life. This is because each seems to be working
with a model of relationship or community that is grounded in the highest
aspirations of contemporary culture rather than the language and culture of
first-century Palestine. Jesus is a key figure but his significance is that he is
an outstanding example of wisdom that is available elsewhere.
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b. Normative. The historical figure most associated with seeing Jesus’ life as nor-
mative for ethics is the Italian friar St. Francis of Assisi (ca. 1181-1226). Francis
encouraged his followers to imitate Jesus in every respect: to go barefoot, to
have no fixed home, to keep a vow of poverty, to be with the poor, the sick, and
the socially marginalized, and to engage in manual labor. Many aspects of
Jesus’ life and ministry have been presented since Francis as suitable for imita-
tion: celibacy, the life of a carpenter, spending time in deserts or on mountain-
tops, the retreat period of forty days, the gathering of twelve close followers,
the use of parables. All have seemed to some to epitomize Jesus’ ethic.

While accepting the normative status of Jesus’ life and teaching, two
notes of caution have been prominent and widespread. The first is the argu-
ment that Jesus’ life and teaching made and make perfect sense for simple
rural face-to-face relations, but that when it comes to more conventionally
political contexts, the marketplace, the houses of government, and indus-
try, a more complex ethic must prevail. This view is particularly associated
with Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971), long-time professor at Union
Seminary in New York, in his work Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932),
which argues that when one transfers from the personal to the political,
something beyond the ethic of Jesus is required.

The other cautionary note customarily directed at a wholesale imitation
of Jesus is associated with the German-French theologian and humanitarian
physician Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965). In Schweitzer’s view Jesus’
whole program assumed that the end of the world was coming very soon.
Jesus expressed no interest in the careful work of establishing institutions
and social practices and creating wealth because he assumed all was shortly
to pass away, but in fact such institution-building and wealth generation are
exactly what is required for a stable and healthy society. Thus Jesus’ rele-
vance for Christian ethics is very limited. Schweitzer’s thesis has been criti-
cized as implausible given that the Gospels were written down up to fifty
years after Jesus spoke words apparently assuming an imminent end. But it
has nonetheless been very influential.

3. Passion and death

a. Illustrative. The theologian Reinhold Niebuhr strongly rejected the Social
Gospel movement of the early twentieth century. He believed it had far too
shallow an understanding of human sin. For Niebuhr the cross of Jesus
illustrated the fundamental reality of the human condition. This reality was
flawed by original sin. Humanity, according to Niebuhr, is caught between
two rival poles, finitude and freedom — between the aspiration to reach
great ideals and the inevitability of becoming knotted in sin. Even the “man
without sin” had been cruelly executed, because human nature could not
reach the impossible possibility of a life under grace. Niebuhr frequently
quotes Romans 7:18-19: “I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For
I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.”
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b.

Normative. The alternatives to Niebuhr are of broadly two kinds: those
who see the cross as a cosmic victory over sin and death, and those who see
the cross as a specific event whose place and time have vivid significance.

For many, the significance of Jesus is primarily that in his death he over-
came all that separates humanity (or creation) from God. He vanquished
the devil, or alternatively paid in his body whatever price was necessary to
restore fellowship with God. The importance of such a view for ethics is
that overcoming sin makes it possible for Christians to live faithful lives in
the power of the Spirit. No longer must one be resigned to being dragged
down by the anchor of sin or to hoping naively in the power of education
and effort to withstand human weakness. Now, through the grace of
God, through repentance and forgiveness in the cross of Christ, new life
is genuinely possible: the commands of God can be kept, and the church
can live in the bonds of peace. Hence ethics means believing in the
redeeming power of the cross, ceasing to try to find righteousness in
one’s own resources, and holding fast to the guiding hand of the Spirit
through temptation and setback. The perennial danger in such a render-
ing of ethics is that it has relatively little connection with the Gospel
accounts of Jesus’ ministry and passion. Jesus simply came to die: why it
had to be a cross, why it had to be first-century Palestine, why he called
disciples, told parables, performed healings — these details remain unclear.
Thus, vital as Jesus’ death is, it yields little in the way of a specific ethic
that makes Jesus normative.

The modern theologian most concerned to overcome the abstraction of the
cross in ethics is the American Mennonite John Howard Yoder (1927-97).
Yoder insists on the normative quality of Jesus’ life and death. He makes the
simple claim that the New Testament does enjoin the imitation of Jesus, but
not in a general way. It commands the specific imitation of Jesus in relation to
encounters with enmity and power. Jesus rejected the quietism of the
Essene movement: he was not tempted to withdrawal. The other two key
temptations rejected by Jesus were on the one hand that of establishment
responsibility (the Sadducees), colluding with the Romans in the oppres-
sion of Israel, and on the other hand that of the crusade (the later Zealots),
joining the struggle in taking up arms against the occupying power. Instead,
Jesus took up the way of the cross.

What is required of the disciple, Yoder argues, is to follow the trajectory
of Jesus’ decision. The emphasis on Jesus’ life and his journey to the cross
only makes sense if Jesus is seen as not only the fully human, fully divine son
of God but also the one who rose physically from the dead. In this case,
cross and resurrection emerge as the “grain of the universe,” the force that
fundamentally shapes history in a way that armies and markets are usually
taken to do. Thus, the disciple who renounces the sword and the gun does
so not because such weapons are too dangerous but because they are too
weak. Yoder resists every method of making the cross an abstraction — such



The Story of God 21

as the pastoral observation that we “all have our cross to bear” — and insists
on the call to walk the way of the cross as the specific command that char-
acterizes Christian ethics today. We will discuss Yoder’s approach to ethics
in more detail in Chapter Seven.

4. Resurrection and ascension

a. Illustrative. Once again the distinction between illustrative and normative
approaches to Jesus’ resurrection are doctrinal ones — that is to say, those
who insist on Jesus’ physical resurrection are inclined to a more normative
reading and those who maintain some form of spiritual resurrection tend to
a more illustrative reading. The figure perhaps most associated with an
illustrative reading of the resurrection is Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976).
For Bultmann, the resurrection is essentially found in the proclamation
(“kerygma”) of the apostles after Jesus’ death. This proclamation called
people from inauthentic existence (Bultmann’s notion of sin) to authentic
existence (a life resting on grace). Resurrection faith means obedience in
which the self renounces its striving for self-righteousness, and its corre-
sponding anxiety, and receives the good news of God’s righteousness —
making it free and open to the future. Bultmann’s ethics are much more
concerned with wresting the Christian’s imagination free from anxiety than
on specific engagement with the details of particular lives. They also remain
somewhat detached from the precise details of Jesus’ life (which is why they
belong in the resurrection section). But they do emphasize in characteristi-
cally Lutheran style the sharp contrast between sin and grace.

b. Normative. If the physical resurrection is accepted as a historical event,
albeit one without parallel, then its significance for ethics is enormous, per-
haps definitive. The contemporary figure whose reading of ethics is most
explicitly founded on the resurrection is Oliver O’Donovan (b. 1945).
O’Donovan maintains that “Christian ethics depends upon the resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ from the dead.” The resurrection transforms hope for
redemption from creation into hope for redemption for creation. “When
the gospel is preached without a resurrection ... then, of course, the cross
and the ascension, collapsed together without their centre, become sym-
bols for a gnostic other-worldliness.”

O’Donovan’s central contention is that the resurrection overcomes any
false distinction between the “ethics of creation” — reflection on the natural
order — and the “ethics of the kingdom” — reflection on the inrushing new
life brought by Christ with the promise of a dramatic climax in the coming
eschaton. “In the resurrection of Christ creation is restored and the king-
dom of God dawns.” He goes on:

When the resurrection is distinguished from the ascension (as it is by Saint
Luke and indirectly by Saint John — cf. 20.17) it looks backwards. It is a
recovery of the lost. ... Death, the enemy of mankind, is conquered. ... From
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this aspect the emphasis of the resurrection narratives is on the physical reality
of the restored body. ... When, however, the resurrection is presented alone
without the ascension (as it is by Saint Mark and Saint Matthew) it looks

forwards. Already Christ is transformed. ... Humanity is elevated to that
which it has never enjoyed before, the seat at God’s right hand which belongs
to his Son.

The resurrection of Jesus is thus about overcoming sub-natural enslavement to
sin and death and about anticipating supernatural destiny. Ethics is the same.

Following Jesus: The New Testament and Christian Ethics

The ethics of Jesus turn into New Testament ethics at the point where one recog-
nizes that we know almost nothing about Jesus of Nazareth except what we are
told by the records left by the early church. The New Testament canon represents
those texts the early church regarded as comprehensive and authoritative.

New Testament scholar Richard B. Hays (b. 1948) outlines four distinct tasks

to be addressed in studying New Testament ethics: descriptive, synthetic, herme-
neutical, and pragmatic.

1.

The descriptive task. The student must first gain an understanding of the breadth
and variety of the New Testament canon. Each of the books has its own particular
preoccupation and emphasis: to understand their ethics one needs to gain some
understanding of the communities in which and for which each book was written.
Some scholars have concluded that the literature in the New Testament is so
diverse that no overall ethic can or should be attempted. This diversity is on the
structural level: the narrative gospels are very different documents from the letters
of Paul and others, and the book of Revelation may appear to defy ethical exege-
sis. But it is also on the level of particular instruction: for example, the activity of
women in ministry and worship seems in one place to be assumed, in another
forbidden; divorce is excluded wholesale in one place, allowed under certain con-
ditions in another; the state seems to be God’s servant in one place, God’s enemy
in another.

The synthetic task. This is the attempt to bring together the different New
Testament writings and elucidate a distinctive and coherent ethic from them.
As Hays notes, many interpreters have tried to isolate a single great principle,
such as love, that holds together the whole of the New Testament’s moral
teaching. The term “love,” however, is notably absent from the Acts of the
Apostles, and largely absent in other texts such as Hebrews and Revelation;
thus to employ the term love as the epitome of the New Testament breaks the
terms of the descriptive task described above. Similar criticisms could be made
about the catch-all term “liberation”: allusive as it is in its reading of the exodus
story and its attention to contemporary social and economic realities, it hardly
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does justice to Matthew’s emphasis on obedience or the pastoral epistles’ regard
for order, and it is always in danger of prioritizing human action over
the prevenience of God’s grace. Hays himself distills the grand narrative of
Christ’s birth, ministry, death and resurrection, and the Spirit-filled life of
the early church, into three themes: community, cross, and new creation.

3. The bermeneutical task. This names the chasm between the political, social,
economic, technological, and cultural circumstances of the first century ce and
those of today. Hays makes it clear that interpretation is always an act of imagi-
nation: “with fear and trembling we must work out a life of faithfulness to God
through responsive and creative reappropriation of the New Testament in a
world far removed from the world of the original writers and readers.” This has
often been regarded as the primary task of the preacher: coining metaphors and
painting pictures through which the text comes vividly alive in the contempo-
rary circumstances of the church. But the issue is how to do this while being
faithful both to the descriptive task — doing justice to the polyvalent voices of
the New Testament — and to the synthetic task — hearing the New Testament
speak with one clear voice.

4. The pragmatic task. The final task is to embody the text in the life of a faithful
community. Attention to detailed exegesis, broad coherence, and imaginative cor-
relation culminates in pragmatic application. “The value of our exegesis and her-
meneutics will be tested by their capacity to produce persons and communities
whose character is commensurate with Jesus Christ and therefore pleasing to
God.” Hays acknowledges that the hermeneutical and the pragmatic tasks cannot
properly be separated. One is the conceptual application, the other is the enacted
application: but “there can be no true understanding without lived obedience, and
vice versa.”

The Gospels and Christian Ethics

The remainder of this chapter will take up what Hays calls the descriptive task,
and will seek to outline the variety and breadth of New Testament ethics, begin-
ning with the Gospels.

1. Matthew. For Matthew, Jesus is primarily a teacher. The key figure whom
Jesus fulfills is Moses. Matthew’s Gospel is made up of five substantial teaching
discourses interspersed by significant actions — rather as the Torah is made up
of five books. Jesus fulfills the Law of Moses — he calls for his disciples not just
to be holy, but to be perfect: not just to love Israelites but to love enemies, not
just to avoid divorce but to avoid lust, not just to avoid murder but to avoid
malicious anger (Matt 5:17—48). Jesus’ teaching inspires awe (Matt 7:27), but
it is not an explicit list of rules. Whereas the focal point of Moses’ teaching is
the Ten Commandments, the epitome of Jesus’ teaching is the Beatitudes (5:3—
12). “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God” is
allusive, profound, but far from specific teaching. In some ways Matthew’s
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Gospel maintains a tension between the call to perfection and the call to com-
passion, but the overwhelming emphasis is that Jesus’ compassion is his perfec-
tion. Twice Matthew quotes Hosea 6:6, “I desire mercy and not sacrifice,” and
constantly Jesus interprets this to mean the inclusion of sinners and a generosity
in seeing mercy as the true heart of the Law.

Instead of explicit rules, Matthew’s Gospel offers a handbook for an aspiring
community of disciples. Their common life of discipline and mercy is guaran-
teed by the promise that “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am
there among them” (18:20). The paradigmatic parable is the final teaching
before the passion narrative begins (25:31-46): the true community finds in
retrospect that it has ministered to Jesus in the face of the hungry, the sick, and
the prisoner. It did not realize it was ministering to Jesus: it was concentrating
more (if it was following the Sermon on the Mount in chapters 5-7 and other
similar passages) on putting aside violence, hypocrisy, anxiety over material pos-
sessions, as well as anger, lust, and pride, and on taking on the love of enemies,
a readiness to forgive, and generosity in supporting those in need. Jesus’ final
parable is told in the context of final judgment. Matthew’s Gospel is poised
between the certainty of Jesus’ return and its perhaps somewhat unexpected
delay. Thus, Jesus counsels his disciples not just to be ready for the coming king
but also to act justly and mercifully to foster faithful community in the mean-
time. Matthew is sustained by the presence of Jesus in the church — from the
announcement in Joseph’s dream that Jesus’ coming means “God is with us”
(1:23) to the final assurance from the ascending Lord that “I am with you
always, to the end of the age” (28:20).

Mark. Mark has almost none of Matthew’s extensive teaching material.
Mark’s story is, in fact, three interwoven stories. First of all, there is Jesus’ crea-
tion of a new community, based around the messianic hopes of his preaching.
He calls around him twelve disciples and commissions them to spread the fire
of his kingdom. The disciples falter and stumble, out of fear of the cross, lack
of imagination, and cold betrayal. But in Mark’s account of the resurrection
there is promise of a restored community in Galilee. The second story is Jesus’
mission to the crowd, the teeming mass of poor and oppressed whom Mark
mentions thirty-eight times in his Gospel. This is a ministry of healing, exor-
cism, and liberation, through story, announcement, and gesture. On Palm
Sunday the crowd seem to have taken up the cause of liberation, but by Good
Friday they have chosen the terrorist Barabbas instead. The third interwoven
story is Jesus’ confrontation with the powers that held Israel in a stranglehold.
One by one Jesus takes on the Pharisees, the scribes, the Herodians, and the
Sadducees. He dismantles their authority and challenges their control, but
eventually the veil of pretense is pulled aside and behind emerges the real power
in Israel, the power that toys with all other powers — the iron fist of Rome. It is
the nails and wood of Roman execution that finally destroy Jesus — only for him
to dismantle even Rome’s control over life and death.
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These three stories, of disciples, crowds, and authorities, are interwoven in
Mark’s Gospel like three strands in a rope. Each finds its climax in the account
of Jesus’ passion. The three stories in the end comprise one story. And that
story is the sending of Jesus by the Father, crystallized in the Father’s words at
Jesus’ baptism, “You are my Son, the Beloved” (1:11), epitomized in the
Father’s words at the transfiguration, “This is my Son, the Beloved” (9:7), and
climaxing in the centurion’s words at the cross, “Truly this man was God’s
Son!” (15:39). There is almost no mention of love in Mark’s Gospel. Jesus’
intimacy with the disciples, his mission to the crowd, and his confrontation
with the authorities are drawn together not in an abstract ideal but in a con-
crete command to follow — to the cross.

Luke (and the book of Acts, which forms a continuwons narrative with the Gospel
of Luke). The Holy Spirit is a much more significant part of Luke’s story than
of Matthew’s or Mark’s. Jesus is blessed by the Spirit in baptism, led by the
Spirit into the wilderness, and anointed by the Spirit to bring good news to the
poor. Whereas Matthew’s notion of prophecy is to predict the Messiah’s com-
ing, Luke’s understanding of prophecy is to call for justice. Jesus’ final words
are “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit” (23:46). The Acts of the
Apostles portrays the Spirit as making Jesus present in the church. The gift of
the Spirit is a sign of the “last times” as the events of Pentecost display. The
Spirit is not just for the apostles but for all whom God calls. Those called
become prophets, establishing communities of repentance, forgiveness, libera-
tion, and justice. Their reward is to imitate Jesus: Peter does so in healing
Dorecas as Jesus healed Jairus’ daughter; Stephen does so in facing martyrdom
while forgiving his persecutors; and Paul does so in going up to Jerusalem to be
arrested. In the power of the Spirit, believers can do all things.

The church, proclaimed in Luke and practiced in Acts, is at the center of
Luke’s ethics in a number of ways. As N. T. Wright (b. 1948) has insisted,
Jesus’ ministry of gathering in outcasts, sinners, and strays is a depiction of the
renewed Israel, ending 500 years of exile stretching back to the destruction of
Jerusalem six centuries before. This is the bold expectation set up by the birth
narratives and by John the Baptist’s preaching. And in the early chapters of Acts
there are two descriptions of how the new community fulfills the covenant
ordinances of Deuteronomy 15 (“There will, however, be no one in need
among you ... open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need,
whatever it may be”). Luke’s blessings and woes (6:20-26) are specifically ori-
ented to wealth and poverty in a way that Matthew’s beatitudes are not. And
Luke’s sense of judgment on the hard-hearted wealthy who refuse to enter this
new covenant community is epitomized in the parable of the rich man who is
tortured on account of his neglect of the poor Lazarus at his gate (16:19-31).
Zacchaeus offers a suitable contrast by distributing his tax-farmed earnings
(19:1-10). But there is another dimension to the church: a society that stands
as a rival to the empire, with its own king. On the surface the church appears
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respectful and courteous to its Roman governors, but in one city after another
its quiet discipleship and subversive worship make the community ungoverna-
ble. The world is being turned upside down: one reversal follows another, from
the exaltation of the lowly Mary to the reappearance of the crucified Lord. The
empire surely will be next.

4. John. The Fourth Gospel has a mystical quality that sets it apart from the
three Synoptic Gospels. Jesus was with the Father in glory before the creation
of the world. He is not of this world. And yet, decisively, the pre-existent Word
became flesh. He is 7z this world. John’s Gospel has a different sense of time
from the other gospels: judgment does not lie ahead, in the return of Jesus — it
has already come, in the arrival of the light in the world, which shows up deeds
of darkness. Eternal life has already begun for believers: those who live and
believe will never die.

John’s Gospel repeatedly dwells on the identity of Jesus, particularly in the
frequent “I am” sayings and the intimacy between Jesus and the Father. The
heavenliness of Jesus is constantly in tension with his earthly surroundings
throughout the Gospel. Sometimes it seems Jesus is simply supernatural: he
performs telling signs and disappears from dangerous situations, and he paints a
vivid contrast between the life of those who abide in him and those who are of
the “world.” At other times he appears very human, weeping over the death of
a close friend, facing up to the dirt of his disciples’ feet, and asking for a drink.

John’s Gospel has little specific ethical instruction. The central command is
to love one another, but there is no implication that this love extends to those
outside the believing community. This love, enacted in washing feet, is the
principal way the world will recognize Jesus’ disciples. Love may lead to laying
down one’s life for the community. Believers are strengthened by the presence
of the Holy Spirit in the community, which leads them into all truth. It is
widely supposed that John’s Gospel and the epistles of John were composed in
a Christian community made up largely of Jews who had recently been expelled
from the synagogue. This would account for the heavy emphasis on the disci-
plines of mutual care and the antagonistic relationship between the beloved
community and the “world.” It also provides a background for the castigation
of the “Jews,” particularly the Jerusalem leaders who claim before Pilate that
they have no king but the emperor (19:15).

The Ethics of Paul and his Followers

The thirteen letters that immediately follow the Acts of the Apostles in the New
Testament are attributed to Paul the Apostle. Much research and speculation have
gone into identifying whether, for instance, Ephesians or 1 and 2 Timothy and
Titus belong to the same corpus, given their differences in style, vocabulary, and
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argument from the other letters. More important for our purposes is the signifi-
cance of these letters for Christian ethics. We shall look in turn at their style, their
theological emphases, and their ethical method.

The letters cannot be described as either systematic theological treatises or
thorough ethical expositions. Instead they respond to crises in the early churches,
discussing local problems in such a way as to bring together saving revelation with
practical wisdom. Most representative perhaps is 1 Corinthians, sometimes known
as the beginning of Christian ethics, where Paul proceeds through a sequence of
pressing questions, including incest, lawsuits among believers, divorce, eating
food previously sacrificed to idols, covering the head in worship, equal distribu-
tion of food at the Lord’s Supper, and speaking in tongues. Paul engages with his
readers in an intense and often deeply personal way, holding himself up as an
example for imitation but being honest about his trials and travails, often pleading
with them to make personal and financial sacrifices or berating them for their
foolishness. The parallel between Jesus’ journey around the Holy Land to arrest
in Jerusalem and Paul’s own journey around the Mediterranean to captivity in
Rome is not lost on Paul.

Paul’s theological emphases can be outlined by describing where he perceives
his readers to stand in relation to world history. In the (relatively recent) past lies
the overwhelming event of Christ’s cross; behind it lies the still very significant
relationship of God to Israel. In the (perhaps near) future lies the completion of
God’s work begun in creation and fully expressed in Christ. In the present lies the
church, a reality most fully emphasized and explored in Ephesians, but assumed
throughout the Pauline letters. These three themes require closer examination.

1. What God has done. Unlike the gospels, Paul’s letters do not dwell on the
historical circumstances surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion under Pontius Pilate.
Instead, the cross is the definitive historical event without parallel. It has a num-
ber of meanings, of which perhaps three stand out. In the first place, the cross
demonstrates that, however unfaithful Israel may be, God is thoroughly true to
Israel even to the point of utmost agony. Nothing can therefore separate us from
the love of God. Second, humanity’s sin is not sufficient to overcome God’s
faithfulness: through his death on the cross, Christ atones for the sins of God’s
people and vindicates the righteousness of God. This is sometimes portrayed as
a scene in a court of law, where Jesus shoulders the punishment due to God’s
people. The cross not only addresses past sin, but creates a new relationship
between God and Israel that makes it possible for even Gentiles to live according
to the righteousness of God — a transition embodied in baptism. Hence Paul can
say, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is
Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20). And third, the cross is a paradigmatic
example of what it means to be dedicated to God. Christ’s death not only dem-
onstrates the life God requires of the church, it makes that life possible.

This third dimension is perhaps the most significant for Paul’s ethics. He con-
sistently calls upon his readers to be obedient in the way Christ was obedient.
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The most vivid example of this appeal comes in Philippians 2, which describes
how Christ made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, and humbled
himself by becoming obedient to death — even death on a cross. Paul suggests
that his readers follow a similar path of humility and self-oftfering, epitomized by
the cross. He points out that this is exactly what he himself has done — for he
renounced whatever claims he had as a Pharisee and a blameless law-keeper in
order to place his destiny in “the righteousness from God based on faith.” He
goes on, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the shar-
ing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death” (Phil 3:10). He has no
hesitation in asking his readers to imitate him — because he is imitating Christ.

What God will do. Paul describes himself and his readers as those “on whom
the ends of the ages have come” (1 Cor 10:11). In other words, the church
occupies the overlap between the “sufferings of this present time” in which
the creation is in “bondage to decay” and “groaning in labor pains” (Rom
8:18, 21-2), and the coming “freedom of the glory of the children of God”
(Rom 8:21). Just as the sufferings of Christ came immediately before the
wonder of his resurrection, so the hardships and trials of Paul and his readers
presage the coming of the new creation.

Paul steers a path between those who on the one hand hope in Christ “for
this life only” (1 Cor 15:19) and those who on the other hand believe the new
age is already in full swing (1 Cor 4:8). In one metaphor he describes the Holy
Spirit as a “first installment” or a downpayment, an instantiation of the new
age, not a full realization of the new creation but a guarantee that it is coming
(2 Cor 1:22; 5:5). Sometimes it seems the final eschatological revelation is
wholly different from present circumstances and will come suddenly and over-
whelmingly (1 Thess 4:16-17). In other places it seems the transformation is
more gradual and incremental, and that it has already begun — indeed, today is
the day (2 Cor 6:2).

The new age comes about through God’s initiative not human endeavor. Yet
it is a transformation of #his world, not an escape to another. Its imminent com-
ing intensifies the significance of faithful and sacrificial discipleship in this
world — it does not negate it. Easy as it would be to imagine the hope of future
glory disabling any commitment to godly living in this era, that is not the per-
spective of Paul. He stirs his readers to action that anticipates the final disclo-
sure of God, and encourages his readers to withstand suftfering that is preliminary
to the coming of God.

What God is doing. Paul urges his readers to faithful living in imitation of
Christ and in anticipation of his return. The essential environment for this new
way of life is the church. The church is that community of people, filled with
the Holy Spirit, alive with prayer, the use of spiritual gifts, and mutual upbuild-
ing, which demonstrates the new unity between God and humanity by embod-
ying unity through reconciliation amongst its members.
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Perhaps most telling is Paul’s discussion about speaking in tongues (1 Cor
14). He insists throughout that the Corinthians bear in mind what builds up
the church. Gifts are not good in themselves — they are given that the whole
church be edified. And why is the building up of the church so significant?
Because the church has become the point of reconciliation between God and
the world: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit
dwells in you?” (1 Cor 3:16). The “you” in each case is plural: this is a high
claim for the corporate importance of reconciled Christian community. Such
community is no less than the “body of Christ” (1 Cor 12:27). The key act that
brings together Christ’s death, the promise of his return, and the present life of
the body of Christ, is baptism (Rom 6:3-11).

Paul frequently talks about slavery. The transformation brought about by
Christ’s death and resurrection transfers the “ownership” of the Christian from
sin to God. Those who were once slaves to sin now become slaves to righteous-
ness. Meanwhile membership of the body of Christ is a similar endeavor — Paul
tells the Galatians that they must use their freedom in Christ to become “slaves
to one another” (Gal 5:13). Christian obedience fundamentally means imitat-
ing the definitive obedience of Christ in sacrificial obedience to one another in
community. Theology and ethics are inseparable.

The Letter to the Ephesians is the high water mark of the New Testament
understanding of the church. Christ’s death has inaugurated a new humanity:
the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile has been demolished, and the church
embodies the reconciled destiny of the entire cosmos with God. Understanding
its heritage, receiving gifts, and living a redeemed life synthesize to achieve one
goal: equipping the saints for ministry, “for building up the body of Christ,
until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of
God” (Eph 4:12).

So the church lies between the dying of the old era, identified in the cross, and the
rising of the new era, anticipated in Jesus’ resurrection and to be fulfilled in the
coming eschaton. One feature of the Pauline letters that seems to fit less comfort-
ably within this scheme is the lists of instructions that resemble Hellenic morality of
the day, including the so-called Haustafeln or household codes. These occur in Eph
5:21-6:9, Col 3:18—4:1, Titus 2:1-10, and also later in the New Testament in 1 Pet
2:18-3:7. Other passages similarly incorporate contemporary moral expectations
into spiritual instruction, for example, the counsel on the conduct of an overseer
(1 Tim 3:4-5), or appear to have negative messages for the role of women in the
church (1 Cor 14:34-5). Such passages have been seen as troubling because they
appear to harness New Testament ethics to a particular set of conditioned social
norms. Such norms, while facilitating the life of the emerging first-century church,
may not be fully appropriate either to the transformation brought by Christ or to
the somewhat different social context of the twenty-first-century church.

These passages have evoked huge debate in the history of the church, especially
in recent times. Some have seen them as grounds to exert far-reaching patriarchal
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control over the domestic and sometimes political sphere; others have viewed their
apparent social conservatism as grounds for seeing the New Testament as irredeem-
ably time-bound and thus for questioning its value for ethics. Many modern scholars
question the genuine Pauline authorship of all these letters (with the exception of 1
Corinthians), arguing that a later and more conservative author than Paul penned
them. Others again have sought through close textual analysis to establish whether
passages such as 1 Cor 14:34-5 were added later to the original letter, or whether
certain words might be translated differently from the way they traditionally have
been; others again have pointed out that many of these passages (e.g., Eph 5:21-33)
are deeply theological and have a profound understanding of human interdepend-
ence unknown in the Hellenic culture amidst which they were written.

The Diversity of New Testament Ethics

Besides the four gospels and Acts and the letters from Paul and his followers, the
New Testament canon includes a number of other books, each of which has a
bearing on the ethics of the New Testament.

The book known as the Letter to the Hebrews is notoriously not by Paul, quite
possibly not written to the Hebrews, and does not take the form of a letter.
Hebrews asserts that the new covenant inaugurated by Christ fulfills and surpasses
the old covenant given to Moses. Christ is the great high priest whose tradition
stretches back to but surpasses Melchizedek. Hebrews enjoins hospitality to stran-
gers, solidarity with those suffering, the sharing of resources, and obedience to
leaders, but its emphasis is primarily on the inadequacy of the sacrifices made in
the Jerusalem temple, and on the sufficiency of the sacrifice made by Christ the
great high priest, who now stands ready at the throne of grace to receive prayers
and provide help in the time of need.

The Letter of James is rooted in Jewish piety, with counsel concerning prayer,
particularly with the sick and those experiencing hardship, the life of Christians in
community, and the need for control of the tongue and for humility in the face of
God. One could see James lying in continuity with the wisdom tradition of the
Old Testament: there is no explicit sign of its reasoning being shaped by the
unique event of Jesus Christ. One noticeable feature is the explicit warnings
against wealth, pleas for justice, and commendation of charity toward the poor.

First Peter is very different from James. It explicitly grounds a wide-ranging
vision of faithful Christian discipleship in the life, death, resurrection, and ascen-
sion of Jesus. It has an important role for the church, which offers to an often
hostile world a model of hope, generous social action, and integrity in spite of
suffering. The church inherits the distinctive vocation of Israel to be holy, as God
is holy. At the heart of the letter lie these words: “But even if you do suffer for
doing what is right, you are blessed. ... Always be ready to make your defense to
anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you” (3:14—
15). Second Peter and Jude are more concerned with internal dissent and false
teaching than with withstanding threats from outside the church.
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Perhaps the most controversial book in the whole canon is Revelation. Full of
vivid symbolism and significant numbers (such as seven and twelve), Revelation is
apocalyptic literature, which operates on the imagination like a cosmic parable. It
is deeply concerned with the nature of current suffering and the promise that God
will intervene to vindicate the saints. It claims that this climax of history will come
soon. This world is in the hands of the enemy, and God will overturn the status
quo by remaking reality — finally bringing a new heaven and a new earth. There is
a stark and uncompromising contrast between good and evil, light and darkness,
God and Satan, church and world. The book, which is also a letter to seven
churches in Asia Minor, addresses those facing persecution for their faith at the
hands of the Roman Empire, and aims to shake those who are comfortable or
affluent into facing the realities of their faith. There is no trace of engagement
with — let alone compassion toward or love for — the enemy. Yet at the center of
the book stands Jesus, described twenty-eight times as the “Lamb who was
slaughtered.” There is much mention of war, and the expectation is that the saints
will face martyrdom, confident that the victory of the Lamb will become theirs.
Revelation abounds with songs, but those songs perhaps sound somewhat differ-
ent depending on the social context of those hearing them. For the persecuted
and suffering, they ring out with hope. For the complacent and compromising,
they offer a strident call toward greater faithfulness and passion, so as not to be
spit out of God’s mouth (3:16).

Summary

In this chapter we have met the following key themes. First, the Old Testament
is made up of Law, Prophets, and Writings. Some have seen it as less authori-
tative than the New Testament, others have seen it as equally authoritative,
while many have seen the two testaments in a creative tension.

Second, the gospels tell of the incarnation and birth, ministry and
teaching, passion and death, and resurrection and ascension of Jesus.
Those who draw on Jesus for their notion of ethics tend to focus on one
of these four dimensions of who Jesus is. We have seen that there is a sig-
nificant distinction between those who see Jesus (or the Bible in general)
as #llustrative of values that can be discovered through other sources, or as
normative, that is, a unique display of information and example that is not
available elsewhere and is ultimately without comparison to other sources
of knowledge.

Third, the New Testament contains a significant diversity of viewpoints
and perspectives. To hold to the “authority of Scripture” is not to be able
to read off an answer for every issue one faces; it is to regard the conversa-
tion already taking place within the pages of Scripture as decisively shaping
ongoing ethical reflection on themes that subsequently arise.
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Chapter Two
The Story of the Church

uman action and behavior are shaped not only by stories but also by com-

munities. In the previous chapter we looked at the story of God — the Bible.
In this chapter we look at the community that tells God’s story — the church, with
its historical series of attempts to be true to that story in new contexts. The
church in responding to the story of God has its own story. And we are concerned
with how that history, even though it is often neglected, is intrinsic to the story
of Christian ethics.

The church is the community in which Christian people allow their identity to
take form — and be transformed. It is a community that makes sense of who its
members are and how they act. The content of its ethics involves claims about a
kingdom, which fulfills the purposes of God by creating a sanctified people. But
the way the church goes about this shaping of ethical lives has varied from place
to place and from era to era. Three broad periods of time are identified in the
present chapter:

1. Minority status: the period before Christianity became the official religion of
the Roman Empire under Constantine, during which Christianity was a
minority religion centered largely around the Mediterranean and was often
persecuted.

2. Christendom: the period between Constantine and the time of the European
wars of religion and the Enlightenment, during which Christianity was the
dominant religion of the Mediterranean and then the European world. This
period also marks the divergence of the Eastern and Western Churches into
distinct branches of Christianity.

3. Modernity: during which Christianity in the West has faced a series of
challenges to its intellectual and social centrality, and has had to find a way of
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relating to multiple worldviews — some religious and some anti-religious — in
a less Eurocentric world. Meanwhile Christianity in the global South has
undergone increasingly rapid growth.

We begin with the time of the church’s minority status.

Minority Status

Marks

What were the characteristic marks of the ancient church as an ethical commu-
nity? We may look in broad terms at two significant areas: the internal life of the
community, and its relations to people outside the circle of believers.

1. Internal. The pagan polemicist Celsus (ca. 180 cE) commented on the
close-knit structure and coherence of the Christians as a social group. He
attributed this in part to the way that their “social dissidence” and their “fear
of outsiders” bred a particularly powerful sense of unity. This explanation is
of course framed by a critic, but by social dissidence he meant something that
was actually very important to the Christians: their rejection of the cults of
the pagan gods of Rome (to which later would be added the emperor cult),
cults which Celsus saw as an integral part of the social fabric of the empire.
The Christians generally also refused to undertake military service during this
period; there is no record of any Christian serving in the imperial armies until
about 170 ck. Their lives were characterized by secrecy, withdrawal, and
non-participation in public entertainment and spectacles such as gladiatorial
combats. Celsus saw all of this as subversive. But his sense of the close-knit
structures of the churches was borne out by their highly effective pastoral
care of their own: Christians cared for the poor in their midst, supported
widows and orphans, visited and offered help to prisoners. Church members
in many places benefited from the generous provision of such “welfare”
within their communities.

2. External. The Christian “fear of outsiders” commented upon by Celsus
was partly their justified fear of persecution. For certain periods in the first
three centuries of the church’s life, and in certain regions, this persecution
was brutal. Christians often had to hide, and even the slightest hint of
Eucharistic wine on the breath of'a Christian could lead to betrayal. But even
in calmer times, there was a concern on the part of the first Christians not to
be unnecessarily misunderstood (e.g., as communities of antinomianism or
moral license), let alone to be thought guilty of the wilder charges of human
sacrifice and cannibalism that were occasionally leveled at the church. So
Celsus’ talk of fear of outsiders may also refer to this circumspection.
Certainly, we find the Epistle to Titus insisting that decorous behavior will
help prevent the Word of God being brought into disrepute (Titus 2:5), and
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Paul had written to the Corinthians that they should have an eye to the unfa-
vorable impression their disorderly behavior in worship might have on “out-
siders or unbelievers” (1 Cor 14:23-5). However, Christians also had more
active forms of relationship with outsiders; the scope of the church’s charita-
ble work was not always restricted to the company of believers. The early
Christian communities were marked by a developed concern to provide char-
itable assistance and practical help to their non-Christian neighbors when in
need. This may have been one of the most potent causes of the success of
Christianity. For example, Christians tried to help those condemned to the
“living death” of labor in the mines, and they were prominent in responding
to calamities like famine, earthquake, pestilence, or war with practical help
for the victims.

Tensions

A number of divisive issues precipitated the ethical reflection of the early church.
They included the difficult question of how to relate to their religious inheritance
(Judaism) as well as their dominant religious environment (paganism — although
the use of the word “pagan” to denote non-Christian heathens dates only from
the fourth century). They included questions of how to relate to the power of the
state (the Roman Empire) and the facts of economic life. There was also the vital
matter of how in ongoing history to live out Jesus’ radical message of preparation
for the end of days, amidst the continuing institutions of marriage, the family,
money, and so on.

1.

Religious inberitance and environment. What made Christians distinctive in
relation to Jews and pagans? Ought they to remain virtually indistinguishable
from Jews in their life and worship? Could they justify borrowing from pagan
ideas and values, and to what extent?

a. Judaism. We find St. Paul in Romans 14-15 and in 1 Corinthians 10 dis-
cussing what was a profoundly serious dilemma for his converts: whether
or not to abstain from meat sacrificed to pagan gods. Jews of Paul’s day
would have regarded such abstention as one of the minimum requirements
for fidelity to the true God; and the principle was endorsed by the most
authoritative council we know of in the church’s first decades, the apos-
tolic synod described in Acts 15. On the other hand, there was a growing
recognition that the sacrifice of Christ had put all the laws of ritual purity
in question. This affected the church’s attitude to circumcision (the
requirement for which it rejected) and to the dietary laws of the Jewish
community (which it likewise set aside fairly rapidly). In the case of food
sacrificed to idols, urban converts in Mediterranean cities, negotiating the
practical complications of their lives, were under particular strain as they
sought to shop for food in markets where the meat on sale had often been
“offered” in this way.
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Paul’s arguments give us an insight into how the primitive church dealt

with such issues. Unlike dietary laws and circumcision, where Jewish prac-
tice was eventually set aside, in this case the scruples Christians shared
with Jews were to some extent respected. As Rowan Williams has pointed
out, “Paul is fighting on two fronts at once. He warns, in Romans 14, of
the risks of the ‘pure,’ the ultra-conscientious, passing judgement on the
less careful, at the same time as warning the less careful against causing
pain to the scrupulous by flaunting their freedom in ways that provoke
conflict or, worse, doubt.” What emerges for Paul as the key ethical
principle in this area is the importance of bearing one another’s burdens,
including the burden of conscience. In the Corinthian text, the theological
rationale for his advice is that decisions should be guided by the impera-
tive of building the body of Christ more securely — as a form of imitation
of God’s own selflessness.
Paganism. Christians shared some of the habits and mores of the
Hellenistic world of their time (e.g., aspects of its attitudes to women
and slaves). They also, from a very early stage, drew on its philosophical
traditions and ideas when those ideas seemed to clarify or commend
Christian teaching and moral discipline. Notable figures who borrowed
from Hellenistic thought in the first years of the church’s life were
Clement of Alexandria (145-215 ck) and Origen (182-251 ck). Origen,
amongst other things, adapted to Christian purposes the concept of nat-
ural law, which he saw as available to reason, higher than local human-
made laws, and provided by a “legislator God” for all human beings to
obey. Clement skillfully drew on the inherited classical traditions of
ethics in a quest to draw the church into line with the prevailing culture
of Greco-Roman civilization. Both Clement and Origen were much
affected by Stoicism. The Stoic tradition had a particular influence within
early Christian moral thought, since its view of ethics as living in har-
mony with nature resonated with the Christian affirmation of God’s
creation. Nonetheless, despite these borrowings from the schools of the
philosophers, a great many aspects of pagan belief and practice were
deeply offensive to Christians.

Tertullian (160-225 ck), writing in the late second and early third
century, was one of the most forceful voices on this issue, emphasizing
the need for Christians to estrange themselves from their surrounding
culture. He and many other Christian writers saw the worship of the
gods of the pagans as idolatrous, crude, and barbaric — for these gods
were manifestly immoral, sexually predatory, and violent. Tertullian
refers in his Apology (ca. 197 cE) to the “madness of the circus,” the
“immodesty of the theatre,” and the “atrocities of the arena,” all of
which were associated with pagan religious ritual. He also notes the
readiness of pagans to abandon their children or kill them by
exposure.
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2.

The State. “The paradox of the church,” writes Henry Chadwick, “was that it

was a religious revolutionary movement, yet without a conscious political ide-
ology; it aimed at the capture of society throughout all its strata, but was at the
same time characteristic for its indifference to the possession of power in this
world.” As the Christian church worked out its attitude to the state during the
period of its minority status, it repeatedly faced a tension between two extremes
of provocation and compromise.

a.

Provocation. The temptation to provoke was born out of a rigorist strand
of Christian thought that has asserted itself at intervals throughout
Christian history, and that in this period was exemplified by the great con-
troversialist whom we have just met: Tertullian. Tertullian was driven by
the conviction that there could be no compromise with what he saw as the
polluting morals and the idolatry of Roman society. He emphasized the
need for separation from that society, including from its institutions; he
thus became one of the key voices to denounce military service. He per-
ceived that the blood of the martyrs was the seed of the church and argued
that in the last resort Christians should be happy to embrace death when
resisting the power of the state (as they were often given no choice but to
do in times of active persecution).

The opposition that Tertullian’s views provoked in Carthage eventu-
ally led him to enter the sect known as Montanism, marked by intense
eschatological expectation, asceticism, and emphasis upon the immediacy
of the Holy Spirit’s operation in phenomena such as ecstatic prophecy.
The Montanists’ belief that Christian individuals and communities were
perfectible reinforced his sectarian view of the church, and challenged
the more institutional ecclesiology that he had himself espoused earlier
in life.

Another rigorist figure, who was influenced by Tertullian’s writings, was
the Roman presbyter Novatian (eventually consecrated bishop of Rome as
rival to a perceived compromiser with paganism), who himself suffered
martyrdom under the Emperor Valerian in 257-8 ct. Novatian’s rejection
by the church at Rome in 251 ck effectively marks the defeat of rigorism.
There were early Christian rigorists who operated at levels less intellectually
impressive than those attained by Tertullian and Novatian, many of whom
made martyrdom something to be actively sought in confrontational and
macabre ways. The mainstream church quickly condemned such seekers
after martyrdom as mere suicides deserving no recognition.

Nonetheless, martyrdom was an important dimension of Christian inter-
action with the Roman state. It was a clear statement that the Christian
kingdom was not of this world — that Christians lived within a different
aeon and under a different authority from their pagan rulers. In many ways
martyrdom brought together questions of authority, idolatry, and eschatol-
ogy. Martyrdom seemed the most visible way to bear witness to Jesus’ own
willingness to deny himself and take up his cross.
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b. Compromise. Many Christians perceived opportunities for accommoda-
tion with existing social institutions and ideas, and saw the value of state
power at least as a restraint on lawlessness and chaos. Jesus himself, it
seemed, had taught that it was possible to render due service to Caesar as
well as to God (Matt 22:21). Most Christians were not keen to adopt an
attitude of zealous resistance to the Roman state. Jewish Christians in
Jerusalem fled the city when nationalist Jews helped to trigger the war in
66 ck. Christians paid their taxes dutifully, and Paul, himself a Roman citi-
zen as well as a citizen of Tarsus, was of the view that magistrates were to
be respected as ministers of divine justice in the restraint of crime. The Pax
Romana — established and enforced by Augustus — was seen by some early
Christian historians in the mid-second century as an instrument of God’s
providence, designed to assist the spread of Christ’s own gospel of univer-
sal peace and goodwill. As we have seen, the problem that Christians had
with the state in these early decades was with its paganism. On the other
hand, the state turned violently on Christians at certain traumatic intervals
including the so-called “Great Persecution” (250-1 cg) under the Emperor
Decius, and Christians had a strong sense of having a higher allegiance
than that to their political masters. On April 21, 247 ck, there were cultic
celebrations of Rome’s millennium. Coins proudly proclaimed Roma
Aeterna, advertising Rome’s thousand-year achievement under the aegis
of the old gods. Christians abstained from participating in the celebra-
tions, and this became the cause of protest and hostility in parts of the
empire.

Eschatology and daily life. It seems that many of the very first Christians were
expecting the imminent return of the Lord Jesus, the end of days, and the final
judgment of all people. As they rapidly adapted to the fact that they might not
see this in their own lifetimes, and that they still had to live in the world, they
had to make decisions about how to relate to material possessions and slaves,
about what attitudes to adopt to sex, and about the respective roles of women
and men, while still preserving their sense of having already, in some sense,
entered into the new and eternal life of the kingdom inaugurated by Jesus. (As
the Letter to Diognetus trom the later second century puts it, “It is true that they
are ‘in the flesh,’ but they do not live ‘according to the flesh’ ... they busy
themselves on earth, but their citizenship is in heaven.”) Direct applications of
the teaching and example of the Savior did not always provide an adequate
answer to all issues.

a. Money and slaves. The early church rejected the dualist theologies of
Marcion and others, which denied the importance of material reality for
Christians (seeing matter as nothing to do with the God of Christianity,
and understanding Christ entirely “spiritually”). Ever since then, Christian
ethics has worked itself out in the belief that the physical universe and all
the objects within are to be related to God’s creative and redemptive
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purposes. This led the early church to devote a great deal of careful consid-
eration to the relationship between rich and poor. There is a strong appre-
ciation in the writings of many of the church’s first moral thinkers that
wealth is a source of spiritual and moral danger, but also a resource for
building and sustaining communities and expressing practical love. As the
Didache says, “If you have what is eternal in common, how much more
should you have what is transient!”

This did not mean that the early church generally practiced a sort of
proto-communism; the writings of the first two centuries suggest that the
onus to give fell on individuals and their personal acts of charity. Even if
sharing found a degree of institutionalized expression, it remained volun-
tary. Justin Martyr (100-65 cE) writes: “Those who prosper, and who so
wish, contribute, each one as much as he chooses to. What is collected is
deposited with the president, and he takes care of orphans and widows, and
those who are in want on account of sickness ..., and those who are in
bonds, and the strangers who are sojourners.” Clement of Alexandria
argued that Christ’s statement about camels going through eyes of needles
(Mark 10:25) did not Zterally mean rich people could not be saved; it sim-
ply referred to those whose lives were centered on material wealth to the
point that it became more important to them than God — and therefore
idolatrous.

Slavery, meanwhile, is perhaps surprisingly rarely criticized in this period
given its challenge to Christian ideals of community and fraternity. Writers
like Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 35—ca. 107 cg) were more likely to enjoin the
obedience of slaves to masters “so that they may obtain from God a better
freedom” — though Christian slaveowners too are sternly commanded not
to be harsh. The church in this period was not able, it seems, to question an
institution that was such an important fact of economic life in the Roman
world, as it had not yet considered an economic ethic for society as a whole.
Sex and marriage. There appears to have been considerable sexual license
in the cultures surrounding the early church. Thus, Christian teaching
required much stricter standards than were generally to be found in the
wider society — making sexual self-discipline a necessary part of spiritual
wholeness. St. Paul’s teachings on sexual continence are frequently quoted
in this period. Lust, fornication, and adultery are the focus of particular
condemnation, but there are also clear rejections of same-sex relations.

The early Church Fathers could not bring themselves to deny that the
institution of marriage was good, but almost all of them relegated it to a
secondary good, after the celibate state. Widowed partners ought not to
marry again (although allowances were made between Christians); neither
ought divorcees, except perhaps if their partner had subsequently died.
Even within marriage, ideals of chastity were articulated. Spouses must
“follow God’s will and not the promptings of lust” (Ignatius of Antioch):
wedded chastity consisted in transforming sexual intercourse from a
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satisfaction of desire to a necessary duty (e.g., when the act was undertaken
for the generation of children).

As for the relationship between husband and wife, the Fathers discuss it
with a conservatism that derives from St. Paul (e.g., 1 Cor 14:33-6) but
which also shows itself in sympathy with prevailing secular opinion, there
being very few obstacles to reconciling the two attitudes. In marriage, asserts
John Chrysostom (ca. 347—407 ck), the wife must not be considered an equal
partner with her husband, for man was ordained to regulate woman, and his
duty is to mold her and form her while she is still young and timid. There is
little doubt that a married woman’s worst personal disadvantages were miti-
gated by the more considerate and respectful treatment that she generally
received asa “sister” in the Lord —and the instruction to husbands in Ephesians
places a good deal of emphasis on mutual love and respect, as of one’s own
body. John Chrysostom, for example, writes, “Supply her with everything.
Do everything and endure trouble for her sake.” Nevertheless, the fact of
subordination in marriage very clearly remains and, if anything, is reasserted
after the first century of the church’s life, for as Chrysostom also asserts,
“where there is equal authority [in marriage] there can never be peace.”
Women. The church wrestled with the role of women as it developed its
earliest forms of ministry. On the one hand, it labored under the patriar-
chal inheritance of Judaism, and the predominantly patriarchal character of
the Hellenistic secular culture. On the other hand, it struggled with the
implications of the freedom in Christ it had begun to proclaim within its
own communities — a freedom from traditional distinctions that St. Paul
had summed up when he said that there is now no longer Jew nor Greek,
slave nor free, male nor female (Gal 3:28). There is clear evidence of a vari-
ety of important women’s ministries in the early church, including in Paul’s
own letters: Paul names several women as his co-workers in the gospel,
including Prisca, Phoebe, Mary, and Junia (Romans 16).

Because it was precisely within private households that the church had its
life and roots, and because women were mainly responsible for the house-
holds and hospitality of that day, they were quite naturally in the forefront
of providing the context for Christian life and growth, and the spread of the
gospel. This was all the more true in situations where women had their own
households and financial means but no husbands to restrict their Christian
activities. Luke gives us such a figure in the person of Tabitha, also called
Dorcas, who is described as a female disciple. In her ministry of good works
for the congregation, we seem to have some sort of precursor to the later
ministry of women, which was to be focused in the order of deaconesses.
This can be deduced from references in the New Testament (1 Tim 5:3; 1
Tim 3:11) but only comes into clear focus in the Apostolic Tradition
attributed to the early Christian writer and presbyter Hippolytus (ca. 170-
235 cE), in which we are told of a ceremony of laying on of hands for dea-
conesses that is an exact duplicate of the ceremony for deacons. In the
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Syrian Didascalia Apostolorum originating at about the same time there are
a considerable number of references to deaconesses, amongst which they
are said to have the responsibility of instructing new female converts in how
to live a Christian life. It seems, then, that certain women enjoyed liberties
and privileges during the days of the early church that were characteristic of
the new way of life proclaimed by Paul and Luke, within certain limits.

Nevertheless, neither the New Testament authors nor patristic writers
went so far as to suggest that social norms ought to be completely over-
turned. There were many ways in which Christianity made itself suspect
and unpopular in the first three centuries of its existence — as we have seen,
it rejected the emperor cult and sometimes military service. It was impera-
tive, therefore, for Christians to appear to be good citizens in the few areas
where they could endorse the values of their society. These areas were
chiefly in obedience to governing authorities and the endorsement of abid-
ing family norms. We seem to witness, therefore, a development toward
greater conformity with the patterns of the dominant secular culture. This
trend begins with the Pastoral Epistles’ strong concern for the opinion of
contemporary society, in which the “good” that older women are to teach
younger women involves conventionally acceptable female behavior — chastity,
domesticity, kindness, and submissiveness to husbands, so “that the word of
God may not be discredited” (Titus 2). Later patristic teaching contains
similar emphases. Clement of Alexandria calls for sobriety amongst women:
“Love of display is not for a lady, but a courtesan. Such women care little
for keeping at home with their husbands ... they become lazy in house-
keeping, sitting like painted things to be looked at, not as if made for
domestic economy.” Augustine advocates “more orderliness and more
decency” in domestic affairs. Here, the Church Fathers choose to emphasize
domestic and civic values that are far from adventurous.

Monasticism before Constantine

A final key way in which the eschatological imperative found embodiment in the
early church was in the form of monasticism. The eschatological character of the
monastic lifestyle in this period was impelled by the belief that Christians are not
in the end made for this world. Whether in the eremitic (reclusive) life of solitary
anchorites or (later) in the cenobitic (communal) monasteries, a clear distinction
was drawn between the visible “world” on the one hand, and the society of the
holy who live in detached readiness for the second coming of Christ on the other.
When the Lord had disappeared in the cloud of his glory, the apostles kept their
eyes raised to heaven. A reawakening of this primitive expectation was unmistak-
able in the early phase of monasticism, and continued to characterize it, in both
East and West, such that it is still quite apparent in the Middle Ages — for example,
the greatest number of sermons left by Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) are on
the ascension, more even than on the passion.
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So, too, in the beginnings of monastic withdrawal into the Egyptian desert in
the third century, everything was judged according to its relationship with the final
consummation of the whole of reality. Antony of Egypt, around the year 270 ck,
heard the words in the Gospel of Matthew by which Jesus called the would-
be disciple to relinquish everything he had and to give it to the poor
(Matt 19:16-24). As Athanasius of Alexandria (296-37 3 cg) recounts it, “[ Antony |
considered while he walked how the apostles, forsaking everything, followed the
saviour, and how in Acts some sold what they possessed and took the proceeds and
placed them at the feet of the apostles for distribution among those in need, and
what great hope is stored up for such people in heaven.” This anticipation of
death and the hope of heaven, combined with an intense desire to follow Christ,
can be recognized as the basic motives of Antony’s adoption of the desert life, and
of all the monks and nuns in subsequent generations who were taught to look
upon him as the “father of all monks” and as their exemplar in his radically recon-
figured relationship with the world. He was not the first to do it, but he became
an icon of the solitary life.

Despite the subsequent interest and emulation that Antony’s life was to inspire, it
would be wrong to see his decision in isolation from the context of Egyptian asceti-
cism, and indeed the underlying interests of the Mediterranean world. Those involved
sought to be perfect (zeleiosin Greek) —a word and a quest found in pagan thought as
well as in Christian and Jewish. While Antony looked back to Elijah for his prototype,
his way of life resonates with aspects of Greek philosophy and religion — especially that
of the Stoic school, whose influence we have already noted. (Stoicism is explored in
more depth in Chapter Three.) His move to the desert emphasized the detachment
necessary to this quest for perfection in the most forceful way.

The basic precepts of Antony’s life were propagated and expounded by
Athanasius as follows: “He worked with his hands, spent what he made partly for
bread, and partly on those in need. He prayed constantly.” Athanasius adds that
“he mortified the body and kept it under subjection, so that he would not, after
conquering some challenges, trip up in others.” The primary object of his planting
and tilling was to make himself physically self-sufficient. We should not underesti-
mate the importance for a monk like Antony of the desire not to be a burden to
others, so as to be entirely freed from the bonds of economic (and therefore
worldly) obligation. Thus, we find Athanasius describing the intent with which he
had begun to plant and till the soil at his distant oasis, “rejoicing because he
would be annoying no one because of this.” But a secondary object of his plant-
ing and tilling was that “the visitor might have a little relief.” Here we see the
pattern set for subsequent monasticism. Prayer and physical labor combine with a
sense of the duties of hospitality, and the necessity of strict control of the body’s
impulses. It is important to remember that no dualism is implied here: the body
was seen as part of a whole human being. The human being as a totality was
fallen, so restoration of a spiritual way of life must involve physical restoration too.
Antony’s body is recorded as having been made perfect, and virtually incorruptible,
at the same time as he wins his spiritual battles.
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The first monks were not ecclesiastics, nor were they rich, cultured, or learned.
In seeking this highly empirical way of defining and quantifying their Christian
discipleship, they displayed impulses that can be equated with the impulse to
martyrdom. The parallel is very often drawn in the literature of the time. In his
description of some very provocative behavior by Antony toward the pagan offi-
cials when in Alexandria, Athanasius tells us that “Antony also prayed for martyr-
dom. He seemed, therefore, like one who grieved because he had not been
martyred.” The monks were “bloodless martyrs” — their lives making bold state-
ments about where their true treasure lay in a way comparable to the martyrs. The
need for such clear demarcation was to seem all the more acute to many after
Christianity became the official religion of the empire.

Christendom

The Constantinian Church

The world changed decisively for Christians and non-Christians alike when the
Emperor Constantine became the senior ruler of the empire in 312 cg, and made
himself Christianity’s champion. Toleration and imperial favor for the Christian
faith followed, as did a far greater imperial concern for the internal affairs of the
church, for Constantine’s instincts were to tie imperial state and Christian church
together as closely as he could. In a way that has marked the Byzantine world ever
since, he thought not in terms of two “societies,” sacred and secular, but in terms
of a single society, with the emperor’s earthly role mirroring that of God’s heav-
enly one. His involvement in adjudicating the Donatist controversy between 313
and 316 cg, and his summoning of the Council of Nicaea in 325 ck to settle the
Arian dispute, are examples of this new involvement.

Many other consequences flowed from Constantine’s commitment to
Christianity. From the fourth century onwards, Christian churches acquired a
“public” style of architecture and became recognizable as such. Policy and legisla-
tion took on a strongly Christian character — the criminal law and the law of debt
were made more humane, the conditions of slavery were mitigated, grants were
made to support poor children and thus discourage the exposure of unwanted
babies, and certain financial obligations were lifted from clergy and celibates. In
321 ce Constantine ordered that Sunday should become a public holiday.
Positions of church leadership became positions of real public status and wide
social influence, to which the worldly and not only the religiously devout might
aspire. Many local churches acquired substantial property and land holdings. By
the end of the fourth century, from one perspective, the church seemed virtually
to have captured society — though, as a good many have argued, the capturing was
not all one way, and it was not long before the church began to realize that in
many respects it now enjoyed less freedom and self-determination than it did
before. Christian scholars today disagree over whether the Constantinian
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legitimization of Christianity was a blessing for the church —in that it allowed the
church to flourish as never before — or a disaster — in that it diminished the
church’s witness to a way of life marked not by dominating power but by self-
giving love. Meanwhile Christians in parts of the world outside the reach of the
Roman Empire — for example, in India and Persia — never enjoyed the shift from
persecution to relative power.

In the immediate post-Constantinian period the church’s new confidence
and influence were accompanied by an intellectual flowering. Some of the key
thinkers here were — in the East — John Chrysostom and the so-called
“Cappadocian Fathers”: Basil of Caesarea (330-79 ck), Gregory of Nazianzus
(ca. 330—ca. 390 ck), and Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335-94 ck), as well as Basil
and Gregory of Nyssa’s sister Macrina (ca. 330-79 ck). In the West there were
Ambrose of Milan (339-97 ck) and Augustine of Hippo (354—430 ck). None
of these thinkers was concerned with a special area of interest we can separate
off and identify as “ethics” — and they were certainly not interested in writing a
systematic or comprehensive account of Christian ethical life — but all of their
writings touch naturally upon the practical and social demands of the Christian
faith in particular spheres.

Monasticism after Constantine

The threat of persecution and the possibility of martyrdom having receded, devout
Christians looked for other ways to keep alive their sense of not being wholly of this
world — to mark their boundaries with the world, and preserve an intensity of dis-
cipleship appropriate to those whose true citizenship was in heaven. It was in 313
CE that Antony had carried his eremitic manner of life to the interior mountain
where he was to remain. Shortly afterwards, in 320 cg, a monk named Pachomius
founded a community of anchorites at Tabennesis, also in Egypt. Here was some-
thing of a different model, although springing from the same impulses. Antony,
according to Athanasius, had certainly attracted followers, who had associated
themselves with him and lived nearby, but more in a confederation of solitaries than
in a structured community. By contrast, Pachomius’ community sought to do
God’s perfect will collectively, rather than seek to be perfect each in his individual
life and largely independent of the others. As the community grew, and came to
include a convent of women begun by his sister Mary, Pachomius drew up a rule
for them, composed from Scripture, giving guidance for achieving balance in cloth-
ing, food, and sleep. In this, a pattern was laid down that was to be copied, trans-
lated, and spread across the Mediterranean world, influencing later rules of monastic
life, even in the sixth-century French city of Arles. At the time of Pachomius’ death
in 346 cE, his rule encompassed nine monasteries for men and two for women.
From there the Pachomian monasteries multiplied and filled, so that they eventually
counted their monks and nuns by the thousands. It was this model of communal
asceticism that eventually won the important endorsement of Basil of Caesarea and
came to have the greatest influence in the later history of monasticism.
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There were substantial social as well as ethical implications to this development.
The monks of fourth-century Egypt stood as a challenge to a situation of near-
hunger and dependence on the marketplace that characterized Near Eastern soci-
ety. The greatest battles that Antony and those like him had fought were with the
stomach, and this came to seem a microcosm of the battle against the “world”
and all that it stood for: the unceasing cycles of marriage, birth, and death. In an
analogous way, the fourth-century Egyptian monks were wrestling with the
“world” of the settled areas, which seemed condemned to live in powerless sub-
jection to the demands of food production and consumption, eking out a living
from agriculture and trade. The Pachomian monasteries grew to such an extent
that they were larger and more populous than many towns and villages around
them — indeed, one of the first four of the monasteries was actually called “The
Village.” They provided a vast workforce at strategic times of the year, notably at
harvest, spreading into the whole surrounding region before returning again to
the monastery — bestowing their good will on the surrounding society while still
free from economic or social obligation to it. Pachomius had shown that it was
possible to found a monastery that functioned as an alternative village in the midst
of the settled world.

A need to clarify borders or boundaries was as clear as ever — more pressing
perhaps when the monastery lacked the geographical and partly mythic distinc-
tion of being deep in the desert, like the cells of the anchorites. The monastic rule
was part of this definition, and emphasized the passing over to a new pattern of
living, in which one dressed in a regulation tunic with the sign of the cross on it
to demonstrate that this life was discipleship of Christ. The monasteries had vast
enclosing walls, also to emphasize their boundaries. Later, by the end of the
fourth century, there are also increasing signs of a preoccupation with sexual sepa-
rateness, growing, perhaps, out of an experience of morally lax behavior amongst
the monks. Boundaries had to be emphasized in terms of one’s physical and social
relationships after the transfer to the monastic lifestyle, and this emphasis can be
seen to have grown more explicit in the cenobitic monasteries by the beginning
of the 400s ck.

The distinction between the churches of the cities and the humble retreats of
the desert could be blurred, and we find bishops like Ambrose, Theophilus of
Alexandria, and John Chrysostom advocating the virtues of monasticism in their
urban contexts, and turning to monks and to monasteries when making ecclesi-
astical appointments. There is no denying that monasticism underwent signifi-
cant modifications during this process. Antony had been an illiterate layman, and
the majority of Egyptian monks much the same. As the monastic ideal spread, it
became fueled by wealthy individuals and intellectuals and filtered west via them,
returning in some forms to the cities (so that we find John Chrysostom setting
forth an ideal of the Christian household as a lay monastery, closed against the
profane world). Monasteries for women were often founded by women of wealth
and noble birth, such as Paula (d. 404 cg), who was a close companion of Jerome,
and Melanie the Younger (385448 ck). Writers and thinkers were increasingly
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drawn into the monastic life. The two communities founded by Augustine at
Hippo show an intellectually sociable monasticism that is theologically alert,
open to new questions, and keen on discussion. As monks were drawn on to fill
high-ranking ecclesiastical posts, the monastic system became definitively ecclesi-
astically oriented. Nevertheless, the continuity with Antony and the desert is
never forgotten in the minds of the later monks of both East and West, and the
early traditions remain the avowed model for all the developments and adaptations
that follow.

The Medieval Period

There was a remarkable continuity of Christian influence even as the Western half
of the Roman Empire gave way to the power of assorted Germanic tribes follow-
ing the sack of Rome in 410 ci. The Goths, Vandals, Visigoths, Franks, and
Burgundians who overran the imperial territories converted to catholic Christianity,
attracted by it as they were attracted by the glory of the empire they had taken. In
The City of God, Augustine had developed the thesis that the church was a pilgrim
reality whose fate was formally distinct from that of the centers of earthly power.
This thesis was allowed to prove itself as Rome fell. The Western Church suc-
ceeded in weathering the storm of the empire’s disintegration, and continued to
think catholically — giving a now fragmented world spiritual ways to think beyond
the political changes it was undergoing. This sense of catholicity represented a
more universal perspective that offered Christians a still viable way to think about
the world’s unity and purpose under God.

In the Eastern portion of the fallen empire arose the Byzantine Empire, which
survived for another thousand years and in which the Eastern Church continued
to thrive, with Constantinople as its heart. Christians in the East were increasingly
occupied with issues different from those taken up in the Western Church — for
example, the controversy over whether it was proper to venerate icons, and the
clashes with Islam, which began in the seventh century and culminated in 1453
with the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Empire.

In 1054, simmering tensions between the Eastern and Western Churches came
to a head and led to a schism, or a mutual split, over differences that had to do with
theology, ecclesiastical practices, and political power. The largely Latin-speaking
West formalized its tendency to look to Rome as its center of authority, and the
Greek-speaking East formalized its tendency to look towards Constantinople. The
Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches were born.

Other centrifugal forces were at work too, which laid the foundations for much
of the church’s global diversity even today. Christianity had established itself in
India as early as the first century, long before many Western European areas had
been evangelized, and it remained a continuous presence there until waves of
Catholic and subsequently Protestant missionaries arrived to found new churches
from the fifteenth century onwards. Another major branch of Orthodoxy is rep-
resented by the ancient Coptic Church of Ethiopia, which was established at least
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by the fourth century and perhaps as early as the first. These venerable traditions
of Christian life and witness are a crucial part of the story of the church. However,
in tracing the development of Christian ethics in the church we need to turn back
to the Christian West, for the story of ethics owes a particular debt to some highly
influential thinkers in the European Middle Ages. Of these, the foremost figure to
emerge is Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), whose thought will be explored in depth
in Chapter Four.

Confession and penance
In the transition to the medieval period, the stage was set for new considerations
of how to characterize and commend moral purpose.

A key way in which the church sought to foster the “good life” in believers was
through the evolving practices of confession and penance. As has already been
indicated, the monastic movements continued to generate enormous creative
energy in the centuries after Constantine, and to exert great influence in shaping
both social and economic patterns of life, and also the devotional lives of individual
Christians. They were also one of the most significant factors in encouraging the
growth of practices of individual auricular confession in the medieval period. The
spiritual heroism depicted in the stories of saints was often explicitly an expression
of a religious life that ordinary lay Christians could not aspire to emulate — but
they could at least try to ensure that they did not lose all hold on the way of per-
fection, and they could do so by the regular, careful, and accurate examination of
their sins and receiving of the church’s medicinal sacramental ministry. The model
of spiritual direction of novices and monks by their superiors increasingly offered
a model for lay as well as religious people, and from the sixth century onwards
manuals came into being to assist confessors in their task of hearing confessions
and prescribing penances.

The purpose of these may partly have been to ensure a certain uniformity of
practice, and to address the urgent need to give a basic moral education to
Christian converts in otherwise quite barbaric contexts. But one curious effect of
these penitential books, their codifications of morality, and the practices they sup-
ported was that the sorts of fundamental questions of the good and the right
ordering of desire that are such a high achievement of Augustine’s theology
sometimes went unaddressed. While they show some interest in the intentions of
the penitent, it is largely secondary. In some cases they tend toward making
morality a sort of transaction in which the offense (considered in abstraction from
the person of the offender) is paid for by a given penance. Ethics is principally on
this approach about actions and not agents — and above all about those actions
that are to be avoided or corrected rather than those that are to be aspired to.
Making the penance fit the sin was the confessor’s art, and it is perhaps not sur-
prising that such a transactional approach did in due course lend itself to expres-
sion in financial terms, as money was exchanged in lieu of any other penalty, and
in payment for objectively quantified sins (this was called “commutation”). But
there were intellectual developments in the church of the medieval period that
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offset the concentration of the penitential manuals on actions over agents —especially
the revival, following Aristotle, of conceptions of virtue by key figures like Thomas
Aquinas. These redressed the balance in favor of the habits that made an agent a
holy agent.

Social ethics

The social and political roles of the church in this period were remarkably settled.
There was no crisis of belief of the kind that confronted the early church (although
there were disturbances: the Albigensians, or Cathars, being one ruthlessly sup-
pressed Manichean sect with wide appeal especially in southern France). This
stability permitted a more reflective synthesizing of Christian moral commit-
ments, although (we may note in retrospect) the attempt to articulate natural laws
and to claim for them a continuity with eternal mandates could often lead to the
justification of culturally and historically particular assumptions as though they
were timeless. Most church thinkers of the period reinforced a sense of the divine
underwriting of a feudal social order. Monarchy in particular was seen as a part of
the natural order.

In other areas we find similar concern to legitimate the status quo. The teach-
ing of this period continues, on the whole, to prefer virginity to marriage, and the
contemplative to the active life — though this privileging of the religious calling is
resolutely coordinated with a vision of the good of the temporal order, as the
merits and prayers of the religious are seen to serve the (“supernatural”) good of
the whole of Christian society. On the subject of sexual difference, we find Aquinas
affirming that the image of God is as much woman’s as man’s, but also claiming
that “the good of order would have been wanting in the human family if some
were not governed by others wiser than themselves. So by such a kind of subjection
woman is naturally subject to man.” Here too the church is of its era, appealing to
an inherited notion of the natural.

War

Generally the church in this period argued that war could be waged as a neces-
sary evil (here too Augustine’s influence remains strong), but in carefully
defined circumstances. It must be waged under authority of the sovereign, the
cause must be just, and the intention must be rightful (i.e., “the advancement
of good, or the avoidance of evil”). Moderation of the traditional Christian
hostility to war was one factor that helped permit a prominent feature of the
period: the succession of religious Crusades into the Holy Land that were
intended to wrest control of those territories in the Eastern Mediterranean
from Muslim into Christian hands. These Crusades were given legitimacy by
church pronouncements that helped establish a rationale for them not unlike
that given to pilgrimage. Crusading expeditions abounded between 1095 and
1464, although from the 1290s onwards enthusiasm for them declined as other
ways of spreading the gospel were initiated and commended — for example, the
preaching of the friars. They also marked a nadir of relations with the Orthodox



50

The Story of the Church

Churches — especially in light of the Fourth Crusade’s deliberate targeting of
Christian Constantinople (1199-1204).

The Crusades presented unfortunate opportunities too for the vilification
and persecution of Jews both at home and abroad. Jews were regularly accused
of poisoning water sources, murdering Christian children in blood rituals, pro-
faning the Eucharistic host, and being an insidious force for the corruption of
Christian society. Such anti-Judaism in the medieval period was further fueled
by the Black Death in 1348-9, for which Jews were widely blamed. Rarely
secure for any long period, the great centers of European Jewish life in Spain,
France, Germany, and elsewhere gradually disappeared. Many Jews migrated
toward Eastern Europe.

Money

Usury — the practice of lending money at interest — continues to be widely
condemned (including by Aquinas, who allows that Christians can pay, but not
charge, usury). Individual ownership of property is defended, for essentially
practical reasons, because people are more likely to care for that which is clearly
their own to care for, and less likely to argue over it. This plays into a very live
debate in the Middle Ages about dominion. In the early fourteenth century,
the radical Franciscan ethic of poverty (or non-proprietorship) was countered
by a papal move to justify enforceable legal property rights on the basis that
rule over the human and non-human creation was part of Christ’s perfect
humanity. Both sides appealed by analogy to the divine life to make their case:

e for the Franciscans, the rejection of all possessions was an mitatio Christi (an
imitation of Christ);

e for the papal side, Christ was thought to have enjoyed universal and immedi-
ate lordship over property in a way that those now “in Christ” could share.

The papal position was to have a significant influence on a subsequent secular
tradition of natural rights theory and its exaltation of the proprietary will, but it
obscured the teaching that human “lordship” is always to be exercised in the ser-
vice of God and the neighbor. Aquinas himself kept this concern clearly in mind,
for in affirming the right of property, he nonetheless insisted that in its #se human
beings “ought to possess external things, not as [their] own, but as common, so
that ... [they are] ready to communicate them to others in their need.”

The Reformation

Despite the relatively settled state of Christendom in the Middle Ages, there were
signs in the early fourteenth century that its organic unity was not unassailable. In
the East, the Byzantine Empire struggled against the rise of Islam for several
centuries. In the West, the conception of a Holy Roman Empire with perfectly
integrated temporal and spiritual realms was challenged by:
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e the rising power of individual monarchies and states (whether emerging
nation-states like those of France and England, or city-states like those vying
with one another in Italy); and

e the fracture in papal authority that followed its years of exile in Avignon
(1309-77), during which rival popes were elected for a time.

Spiritual and temporal centers of power themselves competed for political
supremacy and there were debates about whether the authority of monarchs
needed ratification by ecclesiastical authority or came directly from God (Dante
[ca. 1265-1321], amongst others, argued for the latter). There were also early
signs in the writings and activity of the Englishman John Wyclifte (1325-84) and
the Bohemian John Hus (1372-1415) that papal authority could be challenged
on theological grounds. “A man is not bound to believe the sayings of the saints
which are apart from Scripture,” wrote Hus, “nor should he believe papal bulls,
except in so far as they speak out of Scripture.” Hus was executed for his views.

In the early sixteenth century the Protestant Reformation brought many of
these forms of change and unrest — theological, ecclesiastical, and political — to a
decisive head, as large parts of Christendom threw off papal control (and an
inherited model of the unity of the Western Church), and with the support and
protection of particular monarchs and princes developed theologies with new
emphases on the centrality of Scripture and the radical priority of grace in Christian
life. Augustine remained a key influence on the architects of the Protestant
Reformation as he had been on so much medieval thought, but, as has famously
been said, it was as though in the Reformation his theology of grace triumphed
over his theology of the church. Concern for the church’s unity was subordinated
to concern for a scripturally legitimated doctrine of grace. The towering thinkers
in this period are Martin Luther (1483-1546) and John Calvin (1509-64), with
more “radical” versions of Reformation thought finding expression in the growth
of Anabaptist and other groups, and significant responses being stimulated in the
Catholic humanist tradition in the work of Erasmus (1466-1536) and Thomas
More (1478-1535), as well as in the so-called Counter-Reformation (or Catholic
Reformation) initiated at the Council of Trent (1545-63).

The key ethical themes of Reformation thought include the following:

1. Works and the will. The Reformation churches insisted on the relative
importance of agents over actions in a way even more radical than the virtue
ethic of Aquinas had allowed, because the great Reformers were so suspicious
of'any conception that salvation could be won by external works. Good works,
and the moral precepts to which they are accountable, are radically relativized
in Reformation theology; the Christian is free from enslavement to such exter-
nal, objective constraints, and is wholly dependent on (and liberated by)
God’s grace. Nonetheless, the response of the believer to this prevenient grace
might well be a life in which good works abound. This view marked both
Lutheran and Calvinist churches. Protestant Christians started to examine
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themselves for signs of the regeneration consequent upon election —an election
they could not earn. Some have argued that this issued in a new religious intro-
spection quite as developed as that fostered by the confessional manuals of the
medieval period (though without any practical outlet).

The Anabaptists and certain other strands of the so-called Radical Reformation
had in some respects a more activist and optimistic attitude to the will. Many
felt that any human being could, if he or she willed to, respond to God, and
therefore that baptism must express the conscious choice of the believer. An
emphasis upon the inward spirit and its relation to God manifested itself in the
seventeenth-century Quakers’ intuition-based model of personal and commu-
nal moral discernment.

Social order. The mainstream Reformers were keen to assert the dignity of
secular life, and not to compare it unfavorably with some allegedly more privi-
leged vocational sphere where ecclesiastical hierarchy or monasticism could be
located and given special honors. They were not, however, social revolutionar-
ies, and thought that most people ought to remain true to their social stations
and hereditary callings. The sober, even sombre, views about human nature
characteristic of Protestant thought meant that the Reformation churches
tended to insist that state power had a crucial role in stopping human beings
from “devouring” one another. Evil had to be restrained. Both Luther and
Calvin opposed the pacifism of the Anabaptists. The opening words of Romans
13 were enormously influential:

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority
except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God.
Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and those
who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to
bad. Do you wish to have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you
will receive its approval; for it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do what
is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority does not bear the sword in vain!
It is the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer. (Romans 13:1-4)

Ciritics, particularly from the Radical Reformation tradition, have sometimes
observed that these words were read by the magisterial Reformers in isolation
from the preceding chapter, Romans 12, where Paul develops a more sustained
account of the church and calls it not to “be conformed to this world” (Romans
12:2).

Money. Luther’s condemnation of the peasants’ uprising in 1524-5 included
the denial that there was any case to be made for the compulsory socialization
of goods on the basis of baptism. Calvin too defended the right to own prop-
erty, even while emphasizing that property is to be understood as held in trust
for God (a doctrine of the stewardship of material things), and to be used to
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glorify God. This enables us to draw a contrast between both Luther and
Calvin, on the one hand, and the more “communist” Protestant sects of the
early Reformation period, on the other. The latter had an interesting later
manifestation in the seventeenth-century Digger movement in England. The
Diggers went one step further even than their contemporaries the Levellers
(who deployed natural law arguments in service of a strongly egalitarian polit-
ical vision but held off from undermining property rights). The Diggers
explicitly sought greater economic equality and the holding of property in
common, describing “all the riches of the Earth” as “a Common Stock.” The
mainstream Reformation churches did not espouse such a radical program.
Indeed, while counseling frugality, caution about the excessive enjoyment of
material things, and a readiness to bear poverty “peaceably” if required, the
new Christian communities they established proved compatible with a certain
sort of active entrepreneurialism and economic productivity that some have
linked with the growth of capitalism.

The German economist and sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) developed
an influential thesis in his 1905 book The Protestant Ethic and the Spivit of
Capitalism. Weber coined the term the “Protestant work ethic.” He identifies
the way the legacy of Calvin made perpetual labor appear to be a sign of a person’s
membership of the elect. Weber argues that for Catholicism, salvation was guaran-
teed by the blessing of the clergy and by participation in the sacraments. But
Protestants lacked any such assurance. They poured their religious zeal into their
labor, but had few appropriate ways of spending their rewards. Purchasing church
adornments was demoted by the Protestant emphasis on looking to the Bible
alone. Almsgiving to the poor was disdained because the poor should be
encouraged to work harder. Personal luxury spoke of greed. Weber cites this
culture as fertile soil for the growth of mass production, for industrial staple
products suited the emphasis on stylistic understatement. Thus, Weber argues,
surplus capital was invested, and capitalism took hold.

The Protestant Reformation inevitably had effects on the thought of Catholics as
well as its own adherents. Erasmus of Rotterdam was concerned, against Luther, to
retain an understanding of grace in which the will still had genuine freedom, and
human reason could still be counted on to discern the good and direct human crea-
tures towards it. Thomas More (above all in his work Utopia) attacked many of the
corruptions and abuses he saw in his own Catholic Church, but at the same time
optimistically and attractively depicted a humanity capable of living in an orderly
way with the help of natural law, and not laboring in need of some radical cure (like
those being put forward in Protestant doctrines of grace). The Roman Catholic
Church’s so-called Counter-Reformation asserted itself in the renewed affirmation
of the importance of works alongside faith in the salvation of human creatures made
by the Council of Trent (1545-63). The Council also reaffirmed the necessity of
auricular confession, the church’s continued power to absolve through its priests,
and its right to grant indulgences. Meanwhile the establishment of the Society of
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Jesus, or Jesuit order, by Ignatius of Loyola (1495-1556) spearheaded a rigorous
renewal movement within the Roman Catholic Church that sought to deepen and
cleanse its life, reinvigorating the missionary impulse of the church and eventually
founding universities around the world. The Spanish Jesuit Francisco de Suarez
(1548-1617) was Catholicism’s most influential theologian during this period,
though he remained largely indebted to the thought of Thomas Aquinas.

The Church in Modernity

The origin of modernity can be located any time between 1439, with Gutenberg’s
adoption of moveable type, and 1789, when the French Revolution occurred;
likewise 1520 (and Luther’s rebellion against church authority), 1648 (and the
end of the Thirty Years’ War), or the 1680s (with Newton’s creation of modern
science) are oft-cited beginnings. Whichever way we date it, certain key intellectual
shifts take place in the West as a result of the confluence of Reformation,
Renaissance, and Enlightenment ideas, and many of these are the result of new
discoveries and historical experiences. Nature, society, and the human self are all
reconceived in fundamental ways. Where traditionally God was seen in all of them,
and all of them were understood in relation to ideas of God, many thinkers in the
modern period bracketed out reference to God and did not feel the bracketing to
have any serious consequences — indeed in some ways they regarded the excision
of God as an advantage, particularly as a liberation from superstition. While the
nation-state was emerging as the key political entity in place of the church, the
wars of religion between Protestants and Catholics in Europe were interpreted as
a sign of the devastating injuries to human flourishing that certain forms of reli-
gious commitment could inflict. This interpretation of religion’s dangerous effects
on the unity and peace of societies has continued to have wide currency ever since.
At the same time, the “New Worlds” being colonized made it possible to
experiment with new political and economic forms of life. Together, these changes
radically affected the church’s place in the world, and its self-understanding.

Key factors in the rise of modern consciousness included the development of
mechanistic and mathematicized approaches to knowledge, the search for regular
laws and causal explanations, and the exaltation of empirically verifiable knowl-
edge. There was a widespread quest for “clear and distinct” ideas. All of this had
an impact on Christian understandings of God’s presence and work in creation.
Other factors included an increasing historical awareness, drastically enlarged
historical and geographical horizons, and a new relativism about the status of
time-specific cultural settlements or perceptions of religious, moral, or aesthetic
kinds. The biggest impact upon Christianity was perhaps on its attitude to its
sacred scripture, the Bible, and how to read it — with a new historical-critical
approach accentuating the cultural specificity of Jesus (but often detached from
his Jewishness) and questioning the literal truth of many of the miraculous events
associated with his life. But there was also a widespread rejection of the authority
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of tradition and the church. Moreover, greater historical awareness prompted
questions about God’s goodness in history in relation to suffering and evil.

The church in the modern West has not been able to remain untouched by (or
uninterested in) such modern questions — including its descriptions of who and what
human beings are, and of how they should act (whether Kantian, Freudian, Darwinian,
Marxist, or other). At the same time, it has rarely been able to speak from any privileged
platform or with the unequivocal backing of any of the significant political powers of
the modern period (despite some vestiges of its former dignity and role), and its voices
and perspectives have had to compete for recognition with many others.

Furthermore, the West itself has ceased to be the place where the greatest con-
centrations of Christians live. The success of the missionary movements in the heyday
of European colonial expansion (roughly, 1750-1950) introduced Christianity to
new territories, and added new strains of Christianity to places where there had been
ancient Christian churches from earliest times (like those in Syria, Ethiopia, and
India). One effect has been to engender what is today a thriving and diverse non-
European Christianity, in close proximity to other major world religions. This has
created new forms of Christian thought and practice. For example, Jesuit
missionaries provoked more than one controversy for their tendency to encourage
or allow the blending of Christianity with local cultural and religious traditions,
such as the veneration of ancestors in China. Sometimes Western Christian ethics
has been slow to respond to such traditions, and incorporate their insights.

It is in the modern period that we see the emergence of a self-conscious area of
thought called “Christian ethics” (the preferred term in broadly Protestant tradi-
tions) alongside a similarly more specialized strand of Roman Catholic thought
called “moral theology.” Many of the significant individual thinkers who have
played their part in articulating Christian moral and ethical ideas in the modern
period will be dealt with within that framework. Here we concentrate on a more
general outline of what happened in “the church’s story,” especially as it touches
on questions of the great ethical challenges of the modern era.

Reasonableness and Fervor

One of the greatest underlying debates of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
in the context of Europe and North America was between the “reasonable reli-
gion” of figures like Bishop Joseph Butler (1692-1752) of the Church of England,
and the piety and zeal of a variety of revival movements including John Wesley’s
Methodism, the Great Awakenings of the American colonies, and the German
Pietism that became a new force within continental Lutheranism from the 1670s
onwards. Joseph Butler is an example of how the church responded to the so-
called “Age of Reason,” and tried to come to terms with a more empiricist and
humanist basis for knowledge that avoided any claims about special revelation in
particular traditions or to particular individuals.

The religious reactions to this (and other) “reasonable” constructions of
Christian religion recovered, in various ways, an emphasis upon the atonement
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and its effects in the radical transformation of a believer’s life. In England the
combination of these movements came to be described as the Evangelical Revival,
which began in 1737. Leading figures in the North American “Awakenings”
included Jonathan Edwards (1703-58); and in England, meanwhile, John Wesley
(1703-91) and George Whitefield (1714-70) led the way in fostering a new
spiritual and moral discipline in their converts to the new traditions of Methodism.
Another spiritual renewal movement, known as Pietism, first took root in
Germany in the late seventeenth century and later spread into the state Lutheran
churches in Scandinavia. German Pietists such as Philipp Jakob Spener (1635-
1705) sought to breathe new life into the established Lutheran church by insist-
ing that religion must descend from the head into the heart. Pietist sermons
became more concerned with the devotional life of congregations, and the laity
were encouraged to form devotional societies for prayer and study (like the class
meetings of Methodism, or — in pre-Reformation times — the oratories). This had
a huge effect on German life, both in the church and in wider society. It brought
a new enthusiasm for missionary work, for German Pietists (like Methodists)
stressed the liberating possibility of overcoming human limitations by the experi-
ence of conversion. Due to its emphasis on inner transformation, it has often
been criticized as politically and socially quietist — distrusting worldly concerns in
the name of inward-looking faith. In its original manifestations, however, it
insisted that new life in Christ express itself in works of charity and social benevo-
lence in addition to evangelistic mission. For example, Pietist forefather August
Hermann Francke (1663-1727) founded a school for poor children, an orphan-
age, and a medical clinic.

Revolutions, Global Expansion, and a Plural World

Four dimensions express the Western Church’s encounter with a fast-changing
world in the modern period.

1. Industrialization and mission. In England and Scotland the “dissenting”
churches (Methodism foremost among them) proved to be better at responding
to the Industrial Revolution than the established churches (the Church of
England and the Church of Scotland, respectively) — rapidly and flexibly creating
new networks for preaching and pastoral provision. The growth of industry
increased the proportion of those who (having moved away from small towns
and villages to new urban centers) had little or no contact with church life. It
took a while before any systematically effective religious provision was made for
them, and the shift was a key stage in the British churches’ loss of influence in
the nation’s imagination and moral thinking. With its parallels elsewhere in Europe,
this loss is often identified as a key factor in what has been called “secularization,”
by which is generally meant the development of social institutions and a shared
social imaginary that (either intentionally or by default) exclude Christian reference
points and the influence of the churches.
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Interestingly, North America’s industrialized and urban society continued —
and continues even today — to resist the “secularization” thesis, although in its
public life it is ideologically committed to refusing social privileges to any par-
ticular organized religious group. Paradoxically, at the same time as industrial
developments created problems for the churches in their traditional European
heartlands, the huge energy and confidence of the newly industrialized socie-
ties led to a new missionary energy overseas, which saw Christians working in
parallel with the technological advances of the times, inspired by the vision
that they would bring an end to want (and, as they saw it, to error) world-
wide, and bring in a new and universal well-being.

Mission and the shift away from Western Europe and North America. As we
have seen, Christianity’s global numbers and its global spread have increased
in the modern period. There are ambiguous aspects to this, not least the
link between this growth and the expansion of Western economic and
military power. We may also note the insensitive ways in which indigenous
churches were often patronized or ignored by missionary churches. Any
story told about this spread from a Western point of view would look
significantly different if told from a Latin American perspective, or from
the vantage point of the Indian subcontinent, or of Japan, China, Africa, or
the Middle East. But it has been a positive development that in the wake of
the enlarged global presence of Christianity, increasingly numerous Christian
voices from the Two-Thirds World have been able to force the Western
churches to think harder about the economic and social disadvantages
of large parts of the world in comparison with the privileges of the industri-
alized West. And they have been able to ask what the teachings of Christianity
about sin and redemption might have to say about such issues of structural
inequality.

Liberation theologies are one of the results of these new perspectives
from outside Europe. After the Second Vatican Council (1962-5), also
known as Vatican II, the Roman Catholic Church realigned itself in a new
openness to popular movements that have actively confronted repressive
regimes of both left and right (though it has been cautious about the asso-
ciation of some liberation theologies with Marxism, especially in Latin
America). Alongside sharp questions about justice, the growth of non-
European Christianity has posed insistent questions about the extent to
which Christian life can take new cultural forms — the issue of “incultura-
tion.” In worship, preaching, doctrine, and ethics, there has been pressure
to accept indigenous expressions of Christian commitment, and after an
initial tendency to offer Christianity to non-Europeans in a strictly European
idiom, most of the Western churches have become more open to what Pope
John Paul IT (1920-2005) called “the incarnation of the Gospel in native
cultures” and to welcome the introduction of these cultures into the life of
the church as a whole.
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3.

4.

Ecumenism and other faiths. Their closer encounters with other traditions of
belief and practice as a consequence of missionary expansion — and the benefits
of cooperating inter-denominationally in new contexts — also made the various
churches work harder to express their unity through ecumenical initiatives.
These bore fruit in the establishment of the World Council of Churches (WCC)
in 1948, and (important in ethical terms) the inter-denominational body estab-
lished in 1925 to address issues of “Life and Work” (which paralleled the “Faith
and Order” initiative established in 1927). “Life and Work” was concerned to
relate the faith of the churches to the society around them.

Missionary encounters with other traditions of faith also laid the foundations
for a new openness to learning from non-Christian religious perspectives on
ethics — some of which have gained fresh strength in recent decades in inter-
faith alliances that have argued for greater protection for the environment, or
against abortion. Here too, in Roman Catholicism, Vatican II issued in a new
openness in official teaching. Although the WCC remains Protestant-dominated
(with some participation from the Eastern Orthodox churches), post-Vatican
IT Catholicism has been more willing to enter into and to recognize the
importance of ecumenical partnerships, and to acknowledge elements of
truth in other faiths.

Political and theological liberalism. The politics of “liberalism” were, for
some time afterwards, associated closely with the experience of the horrors of
the French Revolution’s violent excess. This bred in many nineteenth-century
European churchpeople a distrust of any liberal agenda. Such distrust extended
to the call for fraternity as well as for liberty and equality, and ensured that
emerging socialist movements that asserted the brotherhood of all people
against oppressive inherited institutions and systems did not often meet with
a ready hearing in the churches. This to some extent changed as the nine-
teenth century gave way to the twentieth. Even though Marxist forms of
socialism have been consistently opposed by Catholic and Protestant churches
alike on the grounds of their reductive economic materialism and restriction
of the expression of personality (especially noticeable here are a series of papal
encyclicals, several of which are discussed in Chapter Nine), the Western
church in most of its branches has nonetheless now endorsed the rhetoric of
liberty and equality, and has to a significant degree espoused the idea of human
rights. Liberalism also came to designate a theological movement with ethical
consequences that drew heavily on the new biblical criticism of nineteenth-
century Germany to depict a demythologized Jesus whose teaching could
speak directly to the concerns of modern humanity with the idea of a universal
“brotherhood of man.”

There was an end to many received certainties in this time of massive social
and intellectual change. Some of the early responses to it in the church’s life
were quests for certainty that had a conservative flavor: the anti-modernist
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emphasis on papal authority of the First Vatican Council in 1870, as much,
perhaps, as the growth of fundamentalism in the United States in a series of
conferences from the 1870s onwards. But many forms of the recovery of tra-
dition released energy for fresh pastoral engagement and valuable social
critique too — as in some aspects of the renewal of Catholic liturgical and
pastoral practice in the Church of England (which produced a great many
parish priests energized for service in deprived areas and with great love of
their flocks). A watershed in the twentieth century that represents not so
much a grasping for earlier fixity as a creative response to new circumstances
was Vatican II — which in 1965 produced a document of great ethical impor-
tance called Gaudium et Spes (the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in
the Modern World). This made strong assertions about the dignity of the
human person, linking that dignity to freedom and the social circumstances
that made such freedom possible. It continued the Catholic transition to solid
support for democratic political systems rather than politically authoritarian
ones, supporting, as it did, the idea that “the largest possible number of
citizens” should “participate in public affairs with genuine freedom.” If the
twentieth century in the West has been a century whose politics have been
dominated as never before by totalitarian political ideologies on left and right,
then the churches — both Catholic and Protestant — have had developed
resources to critique and resist such ideologies. For many Christians, including
some of'its most notable ethical thinkers (like Dietrich Bonhoeffer [1906-45],
who lived in Germany under the Third Reich), this resistance has entailed
martyrdom.

The past hundred years have seen unprecedentedly rapid changes in what
human beings can achieve for good as well as for ill. The possibility of air travel
has been followed quickly by the successes (and equally dramatic failures) of
space travel. There have been phenomenal advances in medicine and genetic
science, opening up thorny new questions in relation to bioethics. New global
epidemics, like HIV-AIDS and the SARS virus, have challenged the capacities
of modern medicine. Global communications systems have become faster and
more sophisticated than could ever have been conceived a few decades ago,
creating the conditions for the burgeoning of social media platforms that are
transforming the way people relate. It has become possible to make energy with
nuclear technology, but the same technology has heralded an era of weapons of
mass destruction. There have been terrible wars on a huge scale. There has been
continued urbanization at a vast pace and terrible poverty as a consequence.
The growing threat of environmental crisis has mocked the confidence of
human technologies in managing the effects of industrial expansion. There has
been rapid population growth accompanied by mass migrations which nation-
states cannot easily manage. Such volatility has been exacerbated by the desta-
bilizing actions of radical movements, like the so-called Islamic State group,
which are displacing huge populations while exporting a new strain of fanatical
terrorism worldwide.
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What the church has been able to say in the face of all these overwhelming
developments has often been limited. Its statements have now to compete with
many other theories and proposals for action, and it has stood on the margin
of many of the most dramatic changes in modern Western history. Individual
thinkers of the modern period have continued to make significant contribu-
tions to moral and ethical thinking in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
but the institutional weight of the churches has not been as great as in previous
centuries. The complexity of many of the ethical issues of modernity has some-
times made it hard for the churches to pronounce on them with any particularly
deep understanding. On the other hand, Christians have retained, on the
whole, a clear sense that they know how and why to value what they value, in a
world where imported and often highly artificial efforts to quantify all value in
quasieconomic (or “market”) terms have been common. This may often mean
Christians have more to say when they are at one remove from “applied” moral
decision-making (in the area sometimes now called “meta-ethics”), for the
Christian ethical tradition equips them here in a way that many non-religious
ethicists cannot match. In addition to which — outside as well as inside the
churches — there is now a widespread distrust of reductively materialist ways of
handling moral issues. Science and humanism have not unequivocally delivered
the goods their advocates once hoped they would. Christianity may be facing
new opportunities to influence issues of economics and the environment, poli-
tics, and peace. Its history equips it with a breadth of vision and a depth of
critical insight that merit such an influence.

Summary

This chapter has given a broad shape to the story of the church, with a
particular emphasis — in looking at the medieval and modern periods — on
the Western Church, for it is here that the contemporary discipline of
Christian ethics has its principal roots. The telling of this story has seen
expansions and contractions of the reach of the church’s influence on
Christian lives and their surrounding environment — sometimes focused
largely on the home and the congregation; sometimes addressing emperors
and presidents, magistrates and generals, economists and scientists. The nar-
rative has also traced expansions and contractions of the ambition of the
church’s teaching — in both domestic and societal settings. Sometimes these
ambitions have seemed to challenge or deny the ordinary ways of the world —as
in the highly influential practices of monasticism, or the bold experiments of
the Radical Reformation. Sometimes they have sought to find ways to harness
and transform them through close and sympathetic understanding — as when
Thomas Aquinas or Martin Luther gave cooperative advice to Christian
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princes, or the papal encyclicals of the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries addressed all people of good will. Whether conciliatory or
rebarbative, source of blessing or reproof, adopting the stance of priest,
ruler, or prophet (and often combining these roles), the church has been
a key agent in the world’s history — sometimes for good; sometimes for
ill. By the way it has sustained and transmitted its practices, it has been
both a teller of God’s story and an interpreter of the world which it

believes is God’s possession.
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Chapter Three
The Story of Ethics

Philosophical Ethics

The story of ethics is widely assumed to begin in the classical Greek era around
the fourth and fifth centuries BcE. This is not to say that significant moral reflec-
tion did not take place elsewhere at this time or even earlier. For example,
Contfucius, the influential Chinese moral philosopher, was born around 551 BCE.
Nor is it to ignore that the Greek tradition is taken by many to have its roots in
African Egyptian thought. Nonetheless the Western tradition, within which
Christian ethics was to take its place, is generally acknowledged to begin in Athens
in the fifth century BcE. From the fourth century ce onwards, with the advent of
the Christian Empire, moral philosophy and theology can be said to dovetail in
most respects. But with the coming of modernity from the seventeenth century
onwards and the onset of the set of developments subsequently called the
Enlightenment, there begins to be a decisive parting of the ways, and recent cen-
turies have seen the story of philosophical ethics emerge as separate from, and
sometimes in specific opposition to, the story of Christian ethics.

Plato

Plato and Aristotle were not the first Greek philosophers. The earliest figure
whose work is still discussed today is Thales of Miletus, who was born in 640 BCE.
But Plato and Aristotle are the two giants of classical philosophy. It is vital to grasp
the heart of their respective programs and the significance of their differences.
Plato (428-348 BcE) was an Athenian aristocrat inspired by the wisdom, char-
acter, and courage of Socrates, who was put to death in Athens in 399 BCE, accused
of corrupting the city’s youth and interfering with civic religion. Plato’s early

Introducing Christian Ethics, Second Edition. Samuel Wells and Ben Quash with Rebekah Eklund.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.



The Story of Ethics

works (Euthyphro and Crito) center on dialogues between Socrates and his
conversation partners, in which Socrates asks a series of questions that dismantle
widely assumed notions about human life, society, and the gods. In Euthyphro,
Socrates denies that moral rectitude lies in pleasing the gods, because he instead
assumes that “the good” has its origin outside the whim of the gods. In Crito,
while awaiting his execution Socrates discusses the morality of escaping his impris-
onment, and concludes that no citizen should evade the laws of the state even
when those laws have been unfairly applied.

Ethics is at the heart of Plato’s philosophy. His parable of the cave illustrates
this well. In The Republic, Socrates describes the experience of being in a deep
cave, one that slopes downhill. Near the bottom of the cave is a group of people.
The people are facing the back wall of the cave at its deepest point. Above and
behind them, nearer the cave entrance, is a fire, which provides all the light in the
cave. Between the people’s backs and the fire is a puppeteer. The puppeteer moves
around puppets depicting animals, plants, and other things, and these shadow
images are reflected on the back wall, which becomes like a cinema screen. This is
the only reality the people in the cave know. Things change if and when a person
leaves the cave. The person is initially blinded by the sun, but quickly realizes the
new world is more real than the old one. But if the same person returns to the
cave, he or she may be dismissed by the cave-dwellers as blind because he or she
can no longer see the reflections as well as before. Plato’s concern is to train peo-
ple not to be overwhelmed by the unreality of the material world. To see the real
requires a transformation of the self — like leaving the cave.

Plato argued that the world as it is apparent to the human senses — the realm of
the “many” — is transitory. Being thus subject to change, and liable to pass away,
it is not the location of fundamental reality. The fundamental realm is the level
where things are eternal and unchangeable. This higher realm is the level of essence
or “being.” It contrasts with the lower realm, which is the realm of existence or
“becoming.” Every earthly creature or object is an inadequately realized manifes-
tation of its form, or ideal. Goodness means correspondence to the appropriate
form. The gap between a particular cat and the ideal of catness, or between a
particular tree and the ideal of treeness, is called evil. Philosophy is the quest for
an understanding of the ideal forms. Because humans are inherently intellectual
beings — this is what distinguishes them from the other animals — goodness for
humans means contemplating the forms and thus discerning the nature of being.

Plato’s Socratic dialogues are directed towards describing and realizing virtue.
In his Republic Plato establishes what would later be called the four cardinal vir-
tues. He begins by distinguishing between the rational and the passionate parts of
the human soul.

e The rational aspect enables a person to apprehend truth and perceive goodness:
to do this a person requires the virtue of wisdom.

e The passionate aspect can itself be subdivided between the spirited dimension
and the sensuous dimension.
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— The spirited dimension refers to the will: and this evokes the virtue of
courage.
— The sensuous dimension refers to desire: and this evokes the virtue of
temperance.
e For Plato there is an ideal state of being that displays a hierarchy: reason gov-
erns spirit, which in turn governs desire; this good order discloses the fourth
virtue, that of justice.

Plato discusses the origin and nature of evil actions in the light of his conclusions
about virtue. Evil arises when humans fail to realize their humanness — and their
humanness means a just pattern of wisdom, courage, and temperance. When the
soul is disordered, evil arises because desire and will and reason are out of correct
relation to one another. Plato regards evil as inherently unreasonable — that is,
something one could never intend if wisdom were appropriately governing one’s
will and desire.

The ultimate goal of philosophy is knowledge of the form of the good — a
knowledge that is not within everyone’s reach. This profoundly affects Plato’s
view of politics. The correct hierarchy of virtues in society reflects the ordering of
virtues in the human person. Thus the rational persons should be the legislators,
who should be wise; the spirited ones should be the soldiers and teachers, who
should be courageous; and the sensuous ones should be given over to commerce
and material provision — these should be temperate. The result of appropriate
contributions of each class to the social good should be justice. Character, apti-
tude, and interest thus determine class. Plato assumes that ethics requires poli-
tics — there is no morality that does not presuppose a corresponding social order.

Aristotle

Plato’s pupil Aristotle (384-323 BcE) is perhaps the key figure in pre-Christian
ethics. Aristotle based his philosophy on four causes — material, efficient, formal,
and final. These may be illustrated in relation to a statue.

e The material cause is the substance out of which the statue is made (bronze).

e The efficient cause is the force which brings the statue about (the chisel or
sculptor).

e The formal cause is the shape into which the statue is made (a leader riding a
horse).

® The final cause is the purpose for which the statue is made (the decoration of
the square, or the glorification of the model).

For Aristotle, the forms were not ideals, but specific objects accessible to sense
experience. For him, the key distinction was not between ephemeral existence and
eternal essence, but between actual form and material potential. The actuality of an
object is what that object has if its potential is realized: a poppy seed has the potential
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to become a flower. A lump of bronze has the potential to become a statue. Matter
is that which has potential to become actual. The lump of bronze is material —
it is unrealized matter. The statue is actual — it has realized its actuality. Thus, whereas
Plato’s philosophy focuses on the ideal, Aristotle’s focuses on the actual.

Life is therefore about realizing actuality — reaching one’s full potential. And
one’s full potential is happiness. Happiness is more than pleasure, which animals
can share, and more than honor, which says more about the bestower than the
recipient. Happiness is worth pursuing for its own sake — unlike money-making —
and is satisfying in itself. It is not a state but an activity — either following a moral
principle or perceiving one, in other words either doing or thinking. Thinking,
which Aristotle calls contemplation or theoretical wisdom, is superior to doing,
which he calls practical wisdom. The life of contemplation is therefore the highest
human activity, in which humans imitate the gods and indeed become immortal
by fulfilling their true potential. Most attention is given today to Aristotle’s
Nicomachean Ethics, but in his Eudemian Ethics he suggests that the chief end of
human life is “to serve and contemplate God.”

The moral life — the life of practical wisdom — has thus a secondary place. But
it is nonetheless a source of well-being. It is a healthy recognition that humans are
bodies and not just minds. And it makes the life of contemplation possible: the
good legislator brings about the material and political conditions for theoretical
wisdom, and the strong character by subduing the passions brings about the per-
sonal conditions for such happy reflection.

Aristotle’s understanding of the shape of the moral life is provided by his discus-
sion of virtue. Virtue shapes the moral life because it enables the human person to
realize his or her actuality. Again he is more interested in activity than static being.
Thus, virtue is acquired by pursuing activities that avoid excess and defect, and by
pursuing pleasure in appropriate moderation. Good actions produce good habits;
good habits and moral training create good dispositions; virtue names the ways
good habits become inscribed on a person’s character. Aristotle’s understanding of
virtue is that it is a state of character (and thus the will) determined by a rational
principle (and thus the intellect) that lies in a mean. For example, courage is a
mean between recklessness (or the enjoyment of danger for danger’s sake) and
cowardice; temperance is a mean between the self-indulgent and the numb (i.e.,
those who are insensible, or deficient with regard to pleasure). Aristotle looks
closely at justice, which is the sum of all virtue. Justice comes in two kinds: dis-
tributive justice, which ensures each citizen has his or her due, and rectifying jus-
tice, which is concerned not with punishment but the restoration by the perpetrator
of what the victim has lost. Aristotle also considers reciprocal justice. This accom-
modates inequalities in commercial exchange by introducing the notion of money.

For Aristotle, ethics is simply part of politics. Humans are political animals,
who can realize their potential only in communal settings. Thus, his idea of the
state is as an inherently moral project, oriented that its members live well and thus
happily. Aristotle’s thought plays a key role in ecclesial ethics, which will be
explored in depth in Chapter Seven.
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Epicureans and Stoics

Two other Greek traditions are essential to note. Epicurus (340-270 BCE) rejected
Plato’s pursuit of ideal knowledge and Aristotle’s quest for the realization of
potential. He excluded any consideration of a divine element in human behavior.
He concentrated entirely on material reality. There had been no creation and
there would be no final destiny: there were only atoms that combined and sepa-
rated to shape every object and event. This is known as atomic materialism. There
was nothing to fear in death, because for those that exist there is no death, and for
those that are dead there is no existence.

Unlike Aristotle’s rejection of pleasure in favor of happiness, a notion more
oriented to final fulfillment, Epicurus had no hesitation in asserting that the high-
est good was pleasure. The Greek philosopher Aristippus (435-356 BCE), a pupil
of Socrates, argued that the only genuine pleasure was the satisfaction of the
appetites in the present — for neither remembering past pleasures nor anticipating
future ones was truly real. Epicurus accepted Aristippus’ emphasis on pleasure,
but concentrated on duration rather than intensity. For Epicurus, the height of
pleasure was the calm serenity that abides when the soul is at peace. It is very
important to distinguish between Epicurus’ notion of pleasure and the sensual
indulgence that has become associated with his name in later times. Pleasure for
Epicurus meant the absence of pain in the body and trouble in the mind. Since
gratifying the appetites in the present tended to make for pain in the future,
Epicurus encouraged his followers to avoid sensuality. Falling in love and sexual
exchange are too disturbing to peace to be entertained, and even politics is best
avoided. It is best to live unseen. Virtue is worth pursuing because it helps to
avoid circumstances that could involve pain or discomfort.

Stoicism also traced its roots back to Socrates through his pupil Antisthenes
(444-365 BCE), who highlighted his master’s dutiful self-possession in even the
most trying circumstances. Stoicism sought a way of life that steered between the
extremes of complete freedom and complete determinism. Its adherents sought
to develop a will that was in accord with nature, and thus free of destructive emo-
tions. From 301 BCE Zeno of Citium (333-264 BCE) began to teach in the stoa
poikile (painted walkway or portico), and in due course Stoicism became the most
influential moral philosophy among the Greco-Roman ruling classes. It was thus
the soil, in addition to Judaism, in which early Christian ethics grew. The notion
of apathein was very significant: this is a state of mind where one becomes indif-
ferent to what is out of one’s control (health, reputation, love, death, and so on).
After the high ideals of the Roman Republic had been displaced by the bureau-
cratic pragmatism of the Roman Empire, Stoicism became the definitive way for
respectable office holders to describe and conceive of their lives. It became a
noble internal politics in an era when external politics was becoming increasingly
disreputable.

The biggest difference between Epicureanism and Stoicism is that God is very
significant in Stoicism. For the Stoics, God is omnipresent and settles the destiny
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of all things. Fate and providence are therefore identical. The place of humankind
is to assent to the all-pervasive will of God, which is also known as nature and
sometimes as the /ogos. Human beings flourish by bringing their will into align-
ment with God’s will. Virtue is the practice of doing so. Virtue is knowledge of
God’s will (vice is ignorance of God’s will), and nothing else matters. Nonetheless,
some things that do not matter are still worth seeking, like beauty, health, and
honor. Stoics concentrate only on that which is in their power, and that means giv-
ing their assent to God’s will. This means that, while they have a positive view of
feeling, they shun any emotion that may distort truth by opening them up to pain:
in the face of even the greatest suffering, they must be able to say that this is the
will of God. Ethics is the highest branch of philosophy, and must be pursued with
ascetic discipline, including contemplation of death. Because all people derive from
the same universal spirit they should show filial love toward one another across
conventional boundaries of class and ethnicity. Even slaves are to be treated well.
Thus in Stoicism lies the root of ideas such as universal reason and natural law, two
key themes whose significance we shall explore in more detail in Chapter Five.

Plotinus

The last great Greek philosopher, Plotinus (ca. 204-70 cg), bookends the classical
era by returning to the concerns of Plato seven centuries earlier. Plotinus is the
most prominent exponent of an era now commonly known as Neoplatonism — a
development of Plato’s thought that was influential on early Christian theologi-
ans, particularly Augustine. The tendency in Neoplatonic thought is to take
Plato’s theory of the forms in a more mystical direction. In other words, for
Plotinus and others the bodily world of sense experience, the realm of becoming,
is thoroughly secondary to the realm of being, of eternal forms. Whereas Plato
saw evil as no more than the privation of the good, Plotinus often spoke of matter
in general and the body in particular as though they were evil in themselves.
Whereas Plato had believed human thought could ascend from particularity to
more and more abstract notions, and thus by stages attain an understanding of
the real, for Plotinus there is a significant duality between matter and the ideal (or
form) of goodness.

At the heart of all things for Plotinus is the One, a concept beyond description
and indeed beyond being. From the One proceed emanations, first of all Mind
(like Plato’s forms), secondarily Soul (both the life force in general and the indi-
vidual soul in particular), and finally Matter (which has no form). Humans are
poised between soul and matter, and the yearning of their souls inclines them
toward their true fulfillment in the One. The goal of human life is to return to the
One, through detachment from the body, transcendence of the intellect, and cul-
tivation of the soul.

Plotinus affirmed the tradition of the virtues, endorsing Plato’s four cardinal
virtues. However, because the virtues shaped the complex life of the body, they
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were of secondary interest to the “simple” life of the soul. Living a good life in
society is not the principal aim: instead, life is a quest for the soul to become
divine. The legacy of Plotinus to Christian ethics is evident wherever the interior
life is prized above social interaction, and wherever the body is distinguished
from the soul and seen as of less worth than, even a hindrance to, the soul’s
flourishing.

Religious Ethics

We have seen that Christian ethics emerges in relation to an existing and ongoing
tradition of philosophical ethics. We now suggest that Christian ethics takes
shape alongside and in a significant degree in the context of the developing ethics
of the different world religions. Before considering the specific ethics of these
major traditions, it is worth pausing to assess the competing judgments concern-
ing how these traditions might interact with one another and with the discipline
of ethics.

* In the first place there is the disputed notion of religion itself. In its mild form
this is an attempt at a descriptive, sociological term that seeks to bring together
all aspects of global society that involve such typical indicators as ritual, notions
of divinity, worship, doctrine, faith, devotion, and so on. There is room for
significant variety but there appear to be broad similarities in terms of observ-
able behavior and central texts. However, this mild form sometimes narrows
to a stricter definition of religion, which seeks to articulate and identify com-
mon denominators of religion and then use such a normative model as a way
of assessing and quantifying religions new and old. This can yield sweeping
generalizations such as “all wars stem from religion.”

In response to such reductionism, it is common for members of particular
traditions to note that such a notion of religion comes from secular observa-
tion and is not internal to any of the specific traditions. There has sometimes
been a tendency for Christianity to be seen as a template onto which other
traditions are mapped; this pattern has been opposed not only by many from
other traditions, but also by some from within Christianity who have objected
to the tendency to reduce Christian doctrines and ethics down to simpler,
transferable categories.

e Another set of approaches regards religion as being more or less identical with
ethics. In its mild form this recognizes the practical aspect of the major tradi-
tions of faith, and the reality that the founders of many of the great world
traditions were themselves historical figures with pressing personal and politi-
cal issues to address. It has more than one extreme form. One would be the
tendency within some traditions to suggest that those without faith and reli-
gious conviction cannot exhibit or embody goodness, virtue, or right living.
This would be to say without religion, there can be no ethics.
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An alternative extreme would be to say that there is nothing that can be
said within the tradition of a religion that could not be said as well or better
by a broadly based, largely philosophical ethic. In other words, this view
assumes that there is something fundamental that can be called ethics of which
the different religious traditions are but varied exemplifications. This appears
to rest on a rather narrow definition of religion, shrunk to fit a notion of
ethics that is slow to name its own provenance and assumed story. Such a view
sometimes presents itself, as in the case of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), as a
rational solution to the problems created by irrational religion. Kant will be
studied in detail in Chapter Five.

e Another more pragmatic approach seeks to find common ground among the
various ethical traditions in order to address pressing social issues. In this view,
the matter at hand is so urgent that it requires all religious traditions to mar-
shal their respective resources and together bring them to bear in order to
effect change. For example, in his 2015 encyclical Laundato Si° (On Care For
Our Common Home), Pope Francis called for the religions of the interna-
tional community to engage in dialogue with one another and with the sci-
ences to address the serious problem of climate change and environmental
degradation. Other recent efforts have focused on human rights, violent con-
flict, and global migration.

Religious ethics is thus a much-disputed discipline. Even if no presuppositions are
made about the priority of a notion of “religion” or “ethics” before embarking on
such a study, for a full understanding of Christian ethics some understanding of
ethics as understood in other major faith traditions is essential. It may be helpful
to distinguish between the so-called Abrahamic faiths, those arising in the Indian
subcontinent, and those arising elsewhere.

The Abrahamic Faiths

One could call Judaism and Christianity siblings (perhaps the latter a prodigal son
and the former an elder brother); and one might call Islam and Christianity cous-
ins. Whatever their filial relationship, the ethics of the three Abrahamic faiths are
relatively easy to set alongside each other, because they share significant common
assumptions. By contrast the other major world traditions share fewer, if any,
common assumptions with Christianity.

Jewish ethics
Two themes stand out in Jewish ethics.

e The heart of Jewish ethics lies in the covenant between God and Israel, defini-
tively established on Mt. Sinai and narrated in the book of Exodus. The
covenant is the way God demonstrates holiness and Israel becomes holy. Israel
inhabits the abundant life of God, enjoys the freedom of God’s service, and
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shows its gratitude for its deliverance from slavery by guarding and keeping
the commandments. These commandments concern relationships both
between human beings and between God and Israel. They seldom differenti-
ate explicitly between ritual and ethical actions. For example, Deuteronomy
24:19 says, “When you reap your harvest in your field and forget a sheaf'in the
field, you shall not go back to get it; it shall be left for the alien, the orphan,
and the widow, so that the Lorp your God may bless you in all your undertak-
ings.” This ties ethics to worship. Adhering to the commandments is insepa-
rable from the liturgical and ritual recitation of them (“Oh, how I love your
law! It is my meditation all day long” Ps 119:97).

The emphasis on law reflects the desire to embody moral ideals in the life of
a community and to expect adherence of each member. A particular emphasis
of the covenant tradition is the significance of mercy and justice for the widow,
the orphan, and the sojourner. The way Israel shows its gratitude to God for
delivering it from Egypt is in the way it treats those who are figuratively still in
Egypt. The process of bringing controversies before a priest or a judge (Deut
17) led to the evolution of a vast series of recorded wisdom and decisions
encoded from 200 to 500 ck in the Mishnah and the Gemara (which is a
commentary on the Mishnah), as we described in Chapter One.

This tradition of recorded wisdom arose in earnest after the destruction

of the Second Temple in 70 ck. This catastrophic event shifted the location
of worship from Jerusalem to the local synagogue and of authority from
priest to rabbi. Whereas priestly authority had been rooted in prayer and
sacrifice, rabbinic authority rested in the interpretation of texts. The rabbis
introduced the concept of precedent, recorded their proceedings (including
minority opinions), and made reason the principal instrument for legisla-
tion. Thus, they made Judaism into something it had not been before. This
is a transformation generally lost on Christians, who tend to ignore the
degree to which Judaism has changed since gospel times. With the exception
of the Reform movement (which, as the name denotes, embodies a radical
departure from traditional Judaism), the importance of rabbinic literature
far outweighs that of biblical in Jewish ethics.
Set alongside the covenant tradition is the creation tradition. It is primarily
found in Genesis, but recurs elsewhere: “The heavens are telling the glory
of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork” (Ps 19:1). A key aspect
of this creation dimension is Genesis 1:27: “God created humankind in his
image.” This gives rise to the notion of the sanctity of the life of every
human being. There is also a strong tradition that “whatever was created in
the first six days requires further preparation” (Genesis Rabbah 11:3): in
addition to requiring male circumcision, this opens the way to medical
intervention, certain forms of contraception, and a general orientation
toward actively preserving life. Judaism’s sense of the human (and Jewish)
task is explicitly interventionist. God creates people for the task of completing
creation.
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In addition the description of each moment of creation as zov (“mighty
fine”) encourages a perception of the material world as good, a general
absence of the dualistic assumption sometimes found in Christian ethics that
spirit is superior to matter, and a continued emphasis on land as essential to
salvation. The creation and covenant traditions come together in the Ten
Commandments, which are both a covenant and a new creation, in the sense
that they create a people and an everlasting relationship with God.

Two other traditions require attention. One is the prophetic tradition. The proph-
ets such as Hosea, Amos, and Micah called people back to the terms of the cov-
enant, and in particular its dimension of social justice. A second is the wisdom
tradition. Centering on the book of Proverbs, the wisdom writers develop themes
in the creation tradition that elicit guidance for life from the pattern of God’s
ways. Each of these traditions has been influential in Christian ethics.

From the medieval period onwards, Jewish “ethics” began to emerge as
Judaism interacted with other ethical lines of thought, notably classical phi-
losophy and Christianity. Moses Maimonides (1138-1204) sought to uphold
Aristotle’s golden mean but he continued to assume inter-human relation-
ships are dependent on divine-human ones. Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah gath-
ered together all the binding laws from the Talmud with the judgments of the
carly medieval Jewish scholars. Joseph Karo (1488-1575) also became
immensely influential. His Shulchan Arukh (Prepared Table) was a short digest
that listed what a Jew should do in every circumstance of life. Its publication
coincided with the arrival of the printing press and this helped bring it to wide
attention.

Since Kant, with his hugely influential emphasis on universal (or universaliza-
ble) principles (see Chapter Five), Jewish ethics has been divided on whether it
should stress or soften its particularistic emphasis. But other developments, nota-
bly Hasidism (beginning in the eighteenth century) with its mystical, pietistic
fusion of the divine—-human and inter-human relationship, offer a rich tradition
for reshaping understandings of law, covenant, creation, and holiness.

Muslim ethics

Muslim ethics centers on, but is not limited to, the Qur’an, which began to be
read in the late seventh century ce. The Qur’an urges its readers to live good lives,
but generally assumes the readers already know what the good is. There is no
notion of original sin, unlike the Augustinian Christianity to be explored in
Chapter Four: human beings, through reasoning and reflection, can discern the
good. The Qur’an calls on them to do exactly that, and give God the obedience
that God is owed. This is a matter for individuals: the day of judgment will be an
accounting of agents, not peoples. Perhaps the most significant general feature of
Islamic ethics is the paradox that Muslims are enjoined to act well but are seldom
instructed specifically in what the good life entails, besides the basic binding
duties of the five pillars, described below.
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The Qur’an does not distinguish between doctrine and ethics. On the one
hand there are instructions toward charity and justice, with associated eternal
rewards; there are encouragements to give money to family, orphans, the poor,
the prisoner, and the beggar, and to trade fairly; there are expectations about
promise-keeping, endurance in times of trial, and humility; and there are injunc-
tions against disposing unwanted children, wasting goods, adultery, and unwar-
ranted killing. On the other hand there are accounts of the nature of God and
worship. But these are not distinguished from one another.

A Muslim’s minimal religious duties (the “five pillars”) are as follows:

e faith in one God,;

e worship five times a day;

e fasting during the month of Ramadan;
¢ almsgiving;

e at least one pilgrimage to Mecca.

Whether the additional duty of jébad means outer warfare or inner struggle is
highly controversial.

Islam as a whole stresses adherence to the Shari’a (law), but this law is not
restricted to the Qur’an. Additional sources of Muslim ethics include the sunna
(practice) of Mohammed. The Prophet’s example of good character is highly
regarded, and the hadith record accounts of his actions and remarks on a range of
subjects. A third source of authority is the jma — the community consensus —and
a fourth is géyas or analogy. The latter largely refers to teachings emerging in the
earliest centuries of the Muslim era.

While Shari’a is translated as “law” in European languages thanks to the colo-
nial encounter between the West and Islam, Shari’a is actually a system of ethical
doctrines and practical elaborations. The major doctrinal divide is between those
who espouse the stance that something is good or bad because revelation says so,
and those who argue that good and bad are determined by reason. (See Chapter
Five for a similar distinction in Christian ethics.) The latter is largely a Shi’a posi-
tion, the former a Sunni position — although Sunnis argue that reason confirms
divine assessments of good and bad.

Social historians have sometimes highlighted the significance of the nomadic
culture into which Islam came. This brought with it a deep emphasis on hospital-
ity, together with warrior virtues of courage, honor, endurance, and loyalty to the
tribe — virtues that were largely incorporated into Islamic culture. For example,
polygamy, slavery, and warfare are all taken for granted by the Qur’an, but are
placed within a framework of Muslim observance. Many Muslims, however,
would dispute this socio-cultural reading of Muslim ethics.

Islamic ethics are not monolithic: there is significant variation among the four
Sunni schools and the Shi’a school. Sufism, a more mystical branch of Islam, intro-
duces an emphasis on the inner life rather than on outer conformity, highlighting
a tension common in Christian ethics. There has also always been considerable
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variation in patterns of assimilation of external thought, whether classical (Aristotle
reached the West through Muslim translators) or Enlightenment (modernists dis-
tinguished between the Qur’an’s eternal truths and its cultural conditions).

Perhaps the most important factor in contemporary Islam is the rise of funda-
mentalism, which in its Shi’a form has tended toward political revolution and the
introduction of Shari’a as national law. Sunni fundamentalism can be revolution-
ary but can also be highly conservative. The tendency in both cases is to reject the
culture of modernity in general and the West in particular.

Ethics Beyond the Abrahamic Faiths

While Hinduism, Buddhism, and indigenous religions, including those originat-
ing in Africa, China, and among the native peoples of North America, have an
important and increasingly valued part to play in contemporary ethical discourse,
it is important to recognize that they have a much smaller part to play in the story
of Christian ethics because they do not share many of the foundations Christianity
shares with Judaism and to a large extent with Islam, and because the cultural
exchange brought about in the colonial era came after the Catholic, Orthodox,
and Protestant fault-lines of Christian ethics had been well set. Interaction with
non-Abrahamic religions also raises the question of whether to speak of “ethics”
means to map onto such traditions a structure that sits uneasily at best. It may be
that “ethics” is an ancient Greek philosophical notion that must be applied with
caution to specific religious traditions.

Another issue raised by so-called comparative religious ethics is the degree to
which the discussion is governed by texts. For example, African religious tradi-
tions are unquestionably extensive, ancient, and diverse, and undoubtedly have
substantial ethical dimensions, but bringing those dimensions into conversation
with other global traditions is problematic. While there are written historical texts,
scholars from Western backgrounds have not always been quick to engage with
these traditions on a textual level. Some have generalized about an African moral
outlook as concerned with such qualities as truthfulness, industry, moderation,
generosity, patience, and respect for elders and community, but here the work is
closer to anthropology than to ethics as generally understood in the academy.

Christianity has profound roots in Africa and Asia, as we saw in Chapter Two. But
at this point it is time to identify the non-Christian Asian and especially South Asian
traditions that have come to be the most visible dialogue partners for Christianity.

¢ Hinduism broadly recognizes four principal goals of life:

— Dharma represents righteousness, duty, and moral and social laws. Dbarma
comes first, indicating that the other three goals cannot be fulfilled with-
out fulfilling the obligations of dbarma.

— Avrtha refers to the honest acquisition of wealth or worldly property. It is
needed to maintain one’s own physical body and to satisty the needs of the
family and other dependants.

75



76

The Story of Ethics

— Kama means desire and pleasure within the limits of dharma. This is to
satisfy the mind and intellect.

— To satisty the soul, one must attain liberation (moksha) from the cycle of
birth and death, known as samsara, by achieving union with God. Moksha
is the final goal of life. Different schools of philosophy provide different
paths to achieving moksha. These are devotion and surrender to God, self-
less work, true knowledge, or meditation.

In contemporary Christian ethics, Hinduism is admired for its tolerance, with
its respect for considerable diversity of thought and practice. Through the
influential practice of Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi (1869-1948) it is seen as
offering a model of nonviolence. And through its reverence for life, particu-
larly the life of animals and plants, it has been seen as an example in ecological
discussions.
Jainism arose in India in the sixth century BCE. It takes its name from the con-
querors who have reached spiritual perfection. Escaping the wheel of rebirth
is achieved by following five principles — nonviolence (abimsa), truthfulness,
not stealing, non-possessiveness, and chastity. The term ahbimsa was very
influential on Mahatma Gandhi. It means protecting all living beings from
harm. In other words Jains extend nonviolence from living beings to soil,
sand, oceans, fires, insects, microbes, and plants. They are fruitarians — they
eat only fruit, milk, and nuts, which are acceptable because they are not living
beings but only by-products of living beings.
The heart of Buddhism lies in four basic insights into the human condition
that dawned upon Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha, ca. 560—ca. 483 BcE) in
the course of attaining enlightenment (#é7vana). The first of these so-called
Four Noble Truths is that all existence is suffering. In the fourth Noble Truth,
the Buddha lays down the Noble Eightfold Path as the way out of this suffer-
ing. The Noble Eightfold Path is a set of guidelines for ethical conduct that
cultivate the virtues of wisdom and compassion. They range from the practice
of meditation to precepts against lies, slander, harsh words, idle chatter, taking
life, and stealing, and against trade in weapons or living beings (slavery, butch-
ery, or prostitution). In adhering to the first five of the 227 precepts, Buddhists
avoid harming living beings, taking things not freely given, engaging in sexual
misconduct, taking intoxicants, and speaking falsely. The attitude of compas-
sion pervades Buddhism as love (agape) pervades Christianity.

The two main branches of Buddhism are the smaller Theravada tradition
and the larger Mahayana tradition. Compassion receives its clearest articulation
in later schools of the Mahayana tradition. These shifted the goal of Buddhist
practice from awakening in general to awakening for the benefit of all sentient
beings. This has spawned an influential ethical tradition within Buddhism that
centers on the ideal of the bodhisattva, beings who possess the six virtues or
perfections (paramitas) — generosity, morality, patience, energy, meditation,
and wisdom — and use these virtues to help other sentient beings attain their
own enlightenment.
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In Christian ethics appeal is made to Buddhism in respect of its tradition of
discipline and training, monastic life, its rejection of class systems and inequal-
ity and consequent openness to issues of social justice, and its record of having
triggered no religious wars — although recent violence beginning in 2012
against the Muslim minority Rohingya in Buddhist Myanmar raised interna-
tional concerns.

* Confucianism, originating in but not limited to the writings of Kongzi, or
Confucius (551-479 BCE), is oriented toward good government and an
ordered society, allowing for a minimum of engagement with metaphysical
or doctrinal claims. (It is thus unclear whether Confucianism should be called
a “religion.”) Confucian ethics in some ways corresponds to classical and
Christian virtue ethics, in that it concentrates on developing character rather
than identitying principles or prescribing rules. Harmony takes the place in
Confucianism that compassion takes in Buddhism or love in Christianity.
The Five Relationships offer a pattern of priorities for the good life and a
prescription for harmony: they consider lord and vassal, father and son, older
and younger brother, husband and wife, and friend with friend. In Japan the
first of these seems most important, in Korea the last, and in China those in
between.

Chinese religion is by no means restricted to Confucianism: Daoism has
been a major tradition since it became organized in at least the second century
BCE. Many environmentalists look to Daoism for a renewed relationship to
nature, and many feminists admire the longstanding prominence of women in
leadership roles in the tradition.

Professional Ethics

This section of the chapter identifies a third context for Christian ethics, in addi-
tion to classical philosophy and non-Christian religions. This third context is the
professional and disciplinary ethics so preponderant today. This is in some ways a
throwback to the classical era, as we shall now explain.

If the story of ethics starts in earnest in the world of Plato and Aristotle, then
it begins in a world where the great minds addressing issues of the good and of
right action appear to be isolated eminences. They are notable because they are
thinking in advance of or in distinction to the prevailing thought world of their
day. The ethical thought of the Constantinian, medieval, and early modern peri-
ods — in Europe at any rate — presents itself to our eyes as having a far less indi-
vidualist character. In other words, such thought was part of a comprehensive,
unifying vision of Christian life in a Christian civilization: of citizens serving the
Christian God in societies that honored that God, whose structures mirrored
divine authority and channeled divine providence. The corporate life of the church
at the heart of Christian societies embraced and set the context for ethical
thought — which was always in any case not a separate area of intellectual enquiry,
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but part of thought about relationship to God in all its aspects (in prayer, sacra-
ments, the search for divine truth, the acknowledgment of divine beauty). In this
context it was possible for ethical thought (thought about the good) to aspire also
to being true, inasmuch as it nested within a unified vision of how the world hung
together: a worldview.

In the modern period in the West there has, in a sense, been a return to the
Platonic and Aristotelian state of things. There is no longer an ethics coterminous
with a unifying worldview. There are many worldviews and many versions of eth-
ics. There is a now a department of specialized thought called “Christian” that is
identifiably different from other definable areas or traditions of thought, and even
more specifically there is a department of specialized thought called “Christian
ethics.” The Christian ethics of the late modern period in particular does not
know for sure that it makes much of a difference to wider society. It could be
argued that what it now tries to do, given that it can no longer straightforwardly
and with common consent claim to be true, is try to be useful.

As a result, Christian ethics becomes a discipline that seeks to find particular
issues for itself — many of them with technical or professional specifications — in
order to comment upon them, or make its contribution to them. This means that
the church is no longer the definitive location for Christian ethical thought (as a
seamless part of Christian worship, thought, and activity). By contrast Thomas
Aquinas’ (1225-74) thought, which we shall explore in Chapter Four, was framed
by daily attendance at the Eucharist, and John Calvin’s (1509-64) thought, which
we shall also explore in Chapter Four, assumed the shaping of a godly Geneva.
Christian ethicists in the modern era emerge as individual spokespersons once
again, operating in a fragmented environment, in which there is an incentive to
follow an agenda imposed from outside (e.g., by “the professions,” which become
quasi-churches, with their own agenda-setting corporate concerns and priorities).
Modern ethicists have been cut off from the roots and soil that gave their thought
much of its rationale and context.

In the section that follows we will examine a sample of these areas of “special-
ized ethical interest” in the modern environment, in which the voice of the
Christian ethical thinker has been more that of a respondent than that of an initia-
tor. These moral communities — or, at least, communities of interest — are not
ecclesial, even though they may often include and at times be addressed by
Christian thinkers. Some of the issues below are treated in more detail in Part
Three (work, business, and management are taken up in particular in Chapter
Nine), but they are offered here as a sample of where the field stands today.

Business and Management Ethics

The technological advances of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have made
available phenomenal new powers of production of material goods, in terms of
both the speed with which, and the quantities in which, they are made. These
powers of production have assisted a rapid economic expansion in all parts of the
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developed world, which brings new moral challenges in its wake. Trade in industrially
manufactured goods has also been joined now by a more “virtual” trade in finance
capital, as more sophisticated information technology makes it possible to speculate
on stock markets all round the world, to trade in interest rates and buy bonds or cur-
rencies on one exchange for sale at a profit on another.

Concern with the relation between politics and economics was a dominating
mark of the twentieth century — and this concern remains a central one as we
advance further into the new millennium. More specifically, the world after the
“Great War” of 1914-18 has had to be increasingly concerned with the relation
between the nation-state and an emerging global economic system. Global eco-
nomics raises issues of high ethical (as well as technical) complexity. In the same
way that feudal economies, based around households, were overtaken by national
(often industrial) economies managed by governments, so in turn the rise of a
new set of transnational economic networks has tested the power of nation-states
to shape and coordinate them. States have faced the problem of how to retain
some direction and control of industrial and commercial developments, and of
how to manage their consequences.

Acknowledging the fact that they cannot do this unilaterally, many national
governments have been active in setting up new international bodies to try to
stabilize and regulate the complex forces of global economics: the World Bank,
International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Trade Organization (WTO) are
all examples of such bodies. They recognize that they must address ethical con-
cerns in the overall context of what they do, and that industrial and commercial
developments have ecological and social effects that need attention (directly relat-
ing to levels of world poverty, for example, and to human rights issues). They also
recognize that businesses can only work effectively if there are at least minimal
levels of trust, probity, and good practice across very different cultural boundaries,
and are concerned to analyze, understand, and promote these business-specific
“virtues.” Increasingly, the threat of climate change has brought business and
economic interests into conversation with environmental ones.

The contributions of explicitly religious traditions of ethics to such discussions
(Christian ethics included) have often been invisible or marginal in recent decades.
The modern strands of Christian ethical thinking that have seemed best fitted for
use by those engaged in the management of global economics arguably stem from
the sociological analysis of Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923) and from the discussion
of the “orders of creation” offered by Emil Brunner (1889-1966), as well as from
the Roman Catholic encyclical tradition from Leo XIIT (1810-1903) to John Paul IT
(1920-2005). There was also a vigorous flowering of thought about economics in
the English “Christian Socialist” tradition in the mid-twentieth century, though
this inevitably had limited practical effects in a world economy fast becoming
global. All of these strands of thought sought to make connections between
Christian tradition and the transformation of concrete social conditions in their
environment that would benefit Christians and non-Christians alike. These themes
will be revisited in Chapter Four and the final section of Chapter Five.
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One important offshoot of “business ethics” is the ethics of management.
Market practices have generated this area of specialist expertise, and it has taken
on increasing importance in the modern developed world. The expertise in ques-
tion aims at the maximization of efficiency (and regularly also transparency — though
this too in the service of efficiency) in any particular corporate undertaking. Part
of management’s influence in the contemporary environment is that its virtues are
viewed as almost limitlessly applicable to any area of organized human activity
(healthcare, sport, education, town planning), even if the primary matrix that
gave it birth is business. This makes it a set of techniques that is regularly construed
as abstractly important to all particular endeavors. Early advocates of “scientific
management” techniques like Frederick Taylor (1856-1915) and Harrington
Emerson (1853-1931) in the first decades of the twentieth century equated man-
agement with moral wisdom because of the way it seemed to promise the delivery
of social unity.

As with modern business practices, Christian ethicists have been divided about
whether to commend or to criticize the art of management, and how. There is a
body of literature about how a Christian may be a good manager, acting in the
interests of others in the work environment to ensure that what they do is not
wasted (the work of a Christian being a form of service of God), and that there
is truthful and fair recognition of the value of gifts, skills, labor, and so on. At the
same time, voices are raised to ask whether management will always seek efficiency
over excellence, because its abstract procedures cannot recognize the particular
goods of particular activities. Management may be blind to the goods proper to,
say, the provision of higher education, or care of the elderly. Those goods may
best be determined within their respective fields, by those who are not them-
selves professional managers — or, indeed, by religious traditions of thought.
Management may be open to serving any master — and is in practice more likely
to recognize and serve an economic master, whose “good” is the maximization
of profit.

Medical Ethics

Key issues

The ethics of medicine began life specifically in relation to the practice of doctors,
or physicians, until in the nineteenth century a distinct nursing profession also
emerged, with its own codes of conduct. Since the 1960s and 1970s there has
been an expanding range of new issues in medicine that seem to require ethical
adjudication. The rapid development of biomedical science appears to offer mul-
tiple possibilities of dealing technically with human problems, but few ways of
judging between these possibilities. Society has increasingly looked to medicine
to resolve questions that have seemed beyond medicine’s ability to answer. The
variety of problems that have surfaced in biomedicine have entailed a broader
conception of medical ethics (as “bioethics”), incorporating questions concerning
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organ transplantation, new reproductive technologies, genetic engineering,
abortion, and the prolongation or curtailment of life; and also including profes-
sional—patient relations (such as privacy, confidentiality, and what permission is
needed for research involving human subjects or organs), and issues of justice
surrounding public health provision. Those in the latter list have provoked less
distinctively Christian debate than those in the former.

Many of the new issues raised are raised because of unprecedented technologi-
cal advances; many, perhaps more, are the result of shifts in public consensus
about what constitutes a good life, a good death, and human entitlements and
dignity. It is new technology, for example, that has intensified debates about the
ethics of organ and tissue transplantation, in which biological material from one
body (often dead, sometimes living) can be transferred to another person’s body.
This can be seen as an act of charity (or “neighbor love”), but can also provoke
concern that due honor is not being given to the human cadaver. Sharp distinc-
tions are made between the practice of willing organ donation, on the one hand,
and the conscription or marketing of body parts, on the other, because the latter
seem to commodify the human body.

Ethical debates about genetic engineering are likewise principally a conse-
quence of technological advances. Critics worry especially about the risks of a new
“eugenics,” that is, a program of selective “breeding” aimed at improving the
human race, in which genetic interventions in the name of “gene therapy” try to
enhance human qualities like intelligence or physical strength.

Technology has also made it a great deal easier to preserve physical life for long
periods of time after there has been a cessation of most (or all) brain function.
Breathing and heartbeat are no longer so obviously an indication of life, and this
has entailed a fierce debate about when and if medical treatment should be with-
drawn in such cases.

Other areas of acute ethical debate are not the direct result of new technology
(though such technologies may increase the availability and efficiency of certain
procedures), but reflect shifts in attitude amongst significant numbers of people.
This is the case in attitudes to active euthanasia, assisted suicide, and abortion.
Abortion procedures have become more widely used and accepted since the mid-
twentieth century, laws against euthanasia have been relaxed or abolished, and the
debates about whether such terminations of life are right or wrong are accompanied
by discussions about whether it is right to maintain those inherited professional
norms and legal rules that prohibit or restrict these acts. There is also lively discussion
about whether sufficient resources and imagination are being dedicated to exploring
effective alternatives to euthanasia and assisted suicide (e.g., palliative care).

A final vigorous area of discussion in the wide field of medical ethics overlaps
with the previous domain of professional ethics we looked at: management ethics.
This has to do with the just allocation of limited healthcare resources. And con-
nected with the ethics of decisions made at the “sharp end” of resource allocation
are larger questions about access to healthcare (whether it should be seen as a
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universal right, for example), and justice (what, for example, is the moral rele-
vance of factors like age and lifestyle in patients whose needs are being weighed
against each other?). Complex judgments about need, likelihood of success,
patient merit, and so on ask to be made here.

Key principles

In Chapter Eleven we will be concerned with a more detailed examination of
Christian ethical comment on debates about contraception, abortion, euthanasia,
stem cell research, and so on. Here we may simply outline some of the key prin-
ciples that Christians have sought to bring to the emerging field of Christian
medical (or “bio-") ethics. Overall, the debates can be situated within the terrain
of a theological anthropology, which asks when human beings are most human,
when and how they reflect God’s image, and (thus) when and how they are to be
valued and protected. These concerns informed the attitudes of initial defenders
of developing medical technology, for example, Joseph Fletcher (1905-91), who
saw the use of technology to modify “natural” processes of human reproduction
as a proper exercise of the human vocation to control nature through reason. But
they have also informed those who view the manipulation of natural processes as
intrinsically inhuman, and unnatural, in particular Roman Catholic teaching in
relation to reproductive technology.

The metaphors that inform one’s view of the origin and value of human life
have immense implications for any practical decision that is made about life, death,
reproduction, or medical intervention. In Christian terms these metaphors are
likely at the very least to inculcate a view of life as a divine gift — and, in some
cases, more strongly as divine property — viewing the body as God’s “handiwork”
(Ps 139:13) or “temple” (1 Cor 6:19), for example. More relational language
may qualify this — as when human beings are characterized as God’s children or
servants, suggesting a proper faculty of response or self-determination. In any
case, such understandings prohibit actions that make the human person the object
of limitless manipulation, that “instrumentalize” bodies for the purposes of
research, or that will contemplate terminating a human life for the supposed
greater happiness of that of another human being.

On the other hand, the new powers of medical science to extend the dying
process through the use of sophisticated technology risk going to the other
extreme, and idolizing life. This amounts to seeing it as more than a gift; rather,
as a commodity to be safeguarded at all costs. Here, much of the tradition of
Christian ethical thought will assert the importance of accepting mortality and
finitude as part of what God has given in and with the gift of life. In some of the
debates about cloning, both tendencies coexist: advocates of cloning evidence a
willingness both to instrumentalize one person’s body for the sake of another
person’s happiness and, at the same time, to idolize the perpetuation of life in
exactly replicable forms. The latter is a process from which contingency has been
eliminated, and in which the triumph of science (a bio-utopia) has replaced the
reign of God.
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Professional Ethics

There are of course a number of other spheres of specialized professional activity
where ethical debate goes on today, and in which Christian ethicists seek to contrib-
ute their own perspectives even though the discourse in question is not specifically
Christian. The list might be extended to include, for instance, the ethics of military
activity, the ethics of sport, the ethics of government, and the ethics of journalism.
Although not all of them are dealt with here (the list is highly extendable), many
receive treatment elsewhere in this book (e.g., in discussion of war, the state, and the
media — all of which occur in Part Three). There are, however, some recurring
themes that characterize discussions about “professional ethics,” especially when
there is perceived to be some sort of duty of care for others in the profession in ques-
tion. We have already dealt with medical ethics, where that duty of care is obvious;
it is also a basic aspect of the work of teachers, lawyers, psychotherapists, counselors,
clergy, social workers, police officers, and many others. When these areas of activity
become ethically self-conscious, they bring their “practical wisdom,” or professional
expertise, into dialogue with traditions of philosophical (and, more rarely, theologi-
cal) thought in order to come to greater clarity about their goals and standards. The
understandings that emerge are usually then embodied in codes of professional
practice, systems of certification and licensing to safeguard high standards of com-
petence, and practices of self-policing to weed out impropriety and incompetence.
Common issues across such professions, in which the professional is regarded as
a figure of trust by virtue of her specialized knowledge or experience, include what
obligations are entailed by the superiority of her knowledge. To what extent must
a professional make a client aware of all the information she has; to what extent
may she make decisions on a client’s behalf without fully informed consent (which
in specialized or complex cases may be difficult to obtain)? Conversely, how obliged
must a professional be to maintain the confidentiality of a relationship with a client,
when she is privy to information about that client that the client might not want
others to know? Even if she adheres to a principle of confidentiality, is she abso-
lutely bound by it, or can she override it in order (for example) to prevent harm to
others? Is there such a thing as “role morality,” in which an individual operates by
a different ethical code when operating professionally from when she is acting as a
private person — as, for example, when a lawyer works to gain the best result for a
client whose innocence she may doubt? Might concepts of the public good require
systems whereby professional help is made available for free (or at artificially low
cost) to the poorest in society? And should professionals allow concepts of public
good to override obligations to individual clients in certain cases? All of these ques-
tions and more are the subjects of lively discussion in a range of disciplines today.

”»

The Relation of Legislation to Morality

Christian tradition contains a wide variety of views about whether the civil law
should be used to promote or enforce moral values — and these have further varied
depending on whether Christian communities have dominant or minority status
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in the societies where they are. Whenever law has been seen as directly mirroring
the ordinances of God then, conceptually, there has been little to distinguish law
from morality. On the other hand, certain Christian precepts have never been
adopted in civil law, such as the injunction to love one’s enemies and the com-
mand not to covet.

The debate about how legislation should relate to morality is not of course
restricted to Christians. It is certainly a live topic in modern liberal societies,
which must continually ask themselves whether the fact that certain behavior is
widely regarded as morally wrong should be a reason for it to be illegal. Areas of
particular contestation arise in relation to drug use, sexual behavior, marriage,
abortion, and euthanasia. Liberal tradition, following the British philosopher
John Stuart Mill (1806-73), has tended to invoke the so-called “harm condition”
whereby it is supposed that there should only be a legal prohibition against an
individual’s chosen behavior if that behavior harms others. But even if this prem-
ise is accepted, gauging what constitutes “harm” is not easy. A working distinc-
tion between the morality of “universal” values (without which a society cannot
function) and the morality of “tastes and conventions” does not deal with the fact
that tastes and conventions can create an ethos that affects even those not imme-
diately exercising their moral autonomy in a given situation. For example, a cli-
mate of drug use or disregard for the natural environment may have harmful
effects on whole communities and societies. These effects are not likely to be
reducible to active or conscious choice by individuals. On this basis, legislation
may be used to enshrine certain of a society’s moral ideals — and thus be “ethos-
promoting” — as well as simply to enable legal intervention and deterrence in
relation to specific actions. This is harder to achieve, however, when (as in most
post-Christendom societies) there is little agreement on a common set of values.

Historically, Christian attitudes to legislation have at times relied heavily on the
idea of natural law, to which human laws are meant to approximate wherever pos-
sible. This is especially prevalent as an idea in Catholic tradition, as we shall see in
Chapter Five. The Calvinist tradition has followed its founder in identifying a use
of law that readily translates into civil legislation, its purpose being to denounce
wrong, exercise discipline, and administer punishment — thus reining in those
who without the imposition of sanction would have no regard for justice. Because
of this use of the law, Christians are obliged to respect the authority of those who
administer the state’s systems of justice.

Nonetheless, most Christian tradition acknowledges, with Paul in his letter to
the Romans (8:3—4), that the law in itself'is powerless to make people good, even
it it has a role in restraining evil.

Seed Beds of Ethical Thought

Modern Western societies tend now to describe themselves as pluralist, in the
sense that they have many intermediate institutions or groups operating within
them — coalitions around values, interests, or forms of critical enquiry which can
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in turn be influential political forces — but no single agreed-upon authority structure.
In practice pluralism can be exaggerated: few if any people live a plural ethic; such
an ethic may not even be possible. But pluralism names a general willingness to
tolerate a variety of ethical communities and their practices. Some intermediate
bodies develop new ideas, some promote agendas for social action or interven-
tion, and some are communities for the formation of character — and there are
many overlaps between these functions. Think tanks, pressure/campaign groups,
and universities are all examples of such intermediate bodies. They are the prod-
ucts of a modern “organizational revolution” which gained pace in the eighteenth
century, and in which there was an increased separation of powers in most Western
societies. This revolution brought the antislavery movements; the organization of
dissenting minorities, ethnic groups, and women; trade unions; neighborhood
associations; scientific and professional societies; missionary societies; libraries;
and much else.

Such bodies have parallels with the churches (indeed, many were inspired and
sponsored by the church), and can often ally with them, inasmuch as they are
associations with an interest in:

1. critically examining the practices and preconceptions that make our social
world what it is;

2. engendering or affecting public opinion; and

3. resisting or promoting social change.

At the same time, they can interact with the churches and with each other in
conflict as well as in cooperation, and create a “bear pit” of competing interests
that is characteristic of life in many liberal societies. They are often a subject of
interest for contemporary Christian ethicists, and sometimes also of approbation
in an era when the state has seemed inclined to take back more centralizing
power and increase its regulation of voluntary organizations and intermediate
institutions. This is perhaps because they display the way that virtue is fostered by
habitual association. It is also because they display the fact that moral character is
socially formed, in contrast to models where everything is reduced to the interac-
tion of autonomous individuals and government regulation. Alasdair MacIntyre
(b. 1929), a figure we shall examine in Chapter Seven, has been a key exponent
of this insight.

Postmodernism

Postmodern thought arose in the late twentieth century as a form of intellectual
resistance to the hegemony of the “grand narratives” of Enlightenment tradition —
the possibility of universal reason, the supremacy of the democratic political
system, the myth of human progress, the possibility of disinterested science, and
so on. It has owed much to the rise in the nineteenth century of a recognition
that social location plays a significant role in the origins of values, practices, and
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truth-claims (as we shall explore in detail in Chapter Six). It is in some ways a
historicizing move, in that it accentuates the contingency of propositions, institu-
tions, and political settlements. It seeks to expose the irrational, paradoxical, and
playful forces whose traces it discerns below the surface of the modern mind’s
ordered presentation of its experience, and thus to challenge the justifications
modernity gives for its activity. It deconstructs the meanings modern minds give
to the objects of their understanding by showing how they only have meaning
that is relative to other (equally relative) interpretations of what is real or true.
Just as the meaning of every word in a dictionary can only be explained by the use
of other words, so all concepts are simply signposts to other concepts. Thus,
postmodernism opens up the possibility of an infinite deferral of final meaning.
But at this point, history itself as a field of enquiry becomes opaque and interest-
ridden, so that postmodern thought finds its skepticism turning back on its own
premises, and at these points it can seem impenetrable and circular.

The creativity of postmodernism (e.g., in the arts) has been in its readiness to
celebrate unexpected juxtapositions that transgress the normal categories of
inherited rational science. Meanwhile it questions the standardization and rigidity
of modernity — exemplified for many postmodern thinkers by modernity’s mass
production methods. Postmodernism tends to regard the claims of the dominant
(Western) cultural model as implicitly totalitarian. That model is simultaneously
political, economic, military, and intellectual. Some Christian ethicists who see
modernity as bequeathing an unhealthy and damaging legacy (in the form, for
instance, of militarism, rapacious capitalism, environmental damage, and social
oppression) see subverting that legacy as key to their enterprise. Thus postmod-
ernist and Christian thinkers have found common cause in questioning the nor-
mative reference points of our societies.

Summary

The first three chapters have described the three key contexts for Christian
ethics — Scripture, history, and philosophy. Philosophy is far from a straight-
forward term. In Chapter Five we will look extensively at ways philosophy
has overlapped with and been integrated into Christian ethics. Here we have
considered three aspects that have remained more distinct from Christian
ethics: philosophical ethics, religious ethics, and professional ethics.
Classical philosophy is distinct for historical reasons: it simply emerged
before the Christian era. Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans, the Stoics, and
Plotinus nonetheless shaped the philosophical world in which Christianity
emerged, and no understanding of Christian ethics can exist without them.
Christianity is today one religion amongst many world faiths. It grew
out of Judaism and has much in common with Islam. But Christians must
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remember that Judaism has developed significantly since New Testament
times. Most Jews do not recognize their beliefs and practices in the ways
they are often portrayed by Christian stereotypes. Likewise fear of violent
fringe tendencies in contemporary Islam has inhibited many Christians from
engaging seriously with the depth of the Muslim tradition in ethics. There
are also important resonances and dissonances with Christian ethics outside
the Abrahamic family of faiths.

In the contemporary Western world ethics is frequently associated with
professional standards of conduct and with dilemmas that arise in medical
practice. These are increasingly investigated outside the assumptions of a
Christian worldview. The relationship of ethics to legislation remains an
unresolved but important area. Meanwhile postmodernism has a lively fol-
lowing in some ethical circles, despite the fear in some parts of the church
that it tends to diminish the language and concept of truth.
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Chapter Four
The Story of Christian Ethics

his chapter offers a historical introduction to the discipline called Christian

ethics, against the background of the story of ethics told in the last chapter. It
will look at the creative interplay between Scripture, philosophy, and circumstance
that has shaped Christian moral thinking over the past 2000 years.

We should note, however, that the category of “Christian ethics” is itself prob-
lematic. It may seem to imply that there is a general thing called “ethics” that is
then qualified by the particular descriptor “Christian.” But for most of the church’s
history, there was no supposedly universal concept of “the ethical” — which is to
say, a set of principles about right and wrong action against which the claims of
particular traditions of thought and practice could be measured and evaluated. No
one claimed such an overview. Nor was “ethics” used to denote the service of a
transcendent “good” that floated free of the specific terms of humanity’s history
with God: salvation history.

Moreover, as we noted toward the end of Chapter Two, for most of the
church’s history there was not a special category of Christian theological enquiry
called “ethics,” nor any special department of Christian practice called “the
ethical.” The implications of the confession of Christian faith were assumed to
shape action and thought together (in the context of a worshipping commu-
nity), and both action and thought were understood as having been transformed
by the action of God in Christ, by which God had redeemed the faithful. There
is, of course, a lot of moral guidance and instruction in the Bible, and in centu-
ries of church teaching and preaching. But until the modern period this did not
involve Christians saying: “and now I am going to take a moment to do ethics.”
Discipleship in the church was a whole context of worshipful practice: the fol-
lowing of God. That it generated and informed particular forms of behavior did

Introducing Christian Ethics, Second Edition. Samuel Wells and Ben Quash with Rebekah Eklund.
© 2017 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2017 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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not mean that this needed analysis in a special field of its own, distinguished
from the study of liturgy or doctrine.

Things became somewhat different in the Enlightenment era, as we have had
cause to note in the last two chapters (and will see again in Chapter Five). It was
in this period that the idea of “universal ethics” (an ethics that can supposedly be
acknowledged by “anyone”) was invented. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), whose
thought and influence will be explored in Chapter Five, was its chief architect.
Kant sought to found moral obligation upon reason alone. Such tradition-rejecting
ethics asserted its autonomy with respect to any external instruction — for example,
by a religious tradition of thought. The ground of ethics was found in the human
subject realizing him- or herself a5 a subject by acting in accordance with universal
laws. So it was that the self-proclaimed autonomy of the Enlightenment subject
went hand in hand with the assertion of the autonomy of ethics — its freedom from
any historical or religious determination.

The modern period increasingly saw the metaphysical and historical presup-
positions of premodern Christianity being called into question — for example, by
the development of Newtonian science and critical historical scholarship. As a
consequence, those who still wanted to give a rationale for Christian practice and
truth-claims did so by trying to find a generally acceptable basis for them that
could be shared by Christians and non-Christians alike. Their aims were to secure
relevance and consensus. In other words, they followed a Kantian lead. For exam-
ple, some strands of liberal Protestant theology in Germany, and later in America,
argued for Jesus’ importance on the grounds of his moral excellence, employing
measures of moral excellence that were not particular to the church. Under the
influence of Albrecht Ritschl (1822-89) and Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923),
Americans like Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) argued theologically for the
social importance of Jesus’ teachings, but reduced them to principles barely dif-
ferent from Kant’s: the dignity of the individual and the “brotherhood of man.”

It is in this way that “Christian ethics” emerged as a special discipline, com-
mending itself in the marketplace of ideas, and scarcely rooted in ecclesial life and
activity. This detachment from the soil that gave it life has in turn meant that the
discipline of “Christian ethics” has played into the widespread view of its sur-
rounding environment that “ethics” is about universal laws and rights on the one
hand, and individual decision-making on the other, rather than being about the
formation of character through a rhythm of corporate practice. This is why, in
the present chapter, the move from the premodern era to the modern period is a
move from a story whose chief characters have their center of gravity in the church
(and who might evoke the reaction: “I never really thought of that person as
an ethicist”), to a story whose chief characters have their center of gravity in the
academy — working in a field that can be distinguished if not isolated from
the liturgical life, daily habits, and elementary practices of the church.

Nonetheless, this chapter uses the heading “Christian Ethics” — self-conscious
about the anachronistic nature of the term — to denote more than that recently
emerged special discipline. The “Christian ethics” whose story is told in this chapter
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includes the many ways in which particular Christian thinkers in the two millennia
of the church’s history have sought to work out the faith they confess in relation to
questions of character, right action, and the good.

We begin by looking at key representatives of ethical thought in the first cen-
turies of the church’s life.

Foundations

We saw in Chapter Two how the early church devoted a great deal of thought to
how to keep its own house in order (e.g., by avoiding public scandal), and how to
reflect its relation to a generous God in practices of generosity — many of which
constituted what we might today call a welfare system for those within (and some-
times those outside) the church. For as long as the church did not wield power or
have large-scale public responsibilities, community ethics was its natural concern.
The church’s early teachers and preachers gave a great deal of careful consideration
to the relationship between rich and poor, to the ethics of sex and marriage, and
to how to relate to civil authority. We look here at just some representative indi-
viduals amongst them. They fall into three strands: the early Fathers, Augustine,
and Thomas Aquinas.

The Early Fathers

1. Justin Martyr. Justin Martyr (100-65 ck) is the first “Father” of the Greek
Church, most famous for his Apology (in two parts, published toward the end
of his life) in which he defended the Christian faith to the emperor and his
counselors, and to the cultured pagans of his day. He was martyred in Rome.

The purpose of the Apology is to prove the injustice of the persecution of the
Christians, who are the representatives of true philosophy. Christians are the
true worshippers of God, the Creator of all things, and their following of
Christ’s teaching leads them to perfect morality. The doctrine of Jesus as the
eternal Logos is specially emphasized — and, by Logos, Justin meant the rational
activity of God in the created order, or the divine reason itself. Overcoming the
deceitful work of demons (false pagan gods), Christian righteousness is mani-
fested in lives lived in accordance with reason. Reason involves response to
God’s prompting and enlightening work, and so a good life involves participa-
tion in God’s purpose and activity.

2. Tertullian. As we noted in Chapter Two, Tertullian (ca. 160—ca. 225 cg) was
a forthright advocate of strict Christian discipline, and of austerity in the Christian
life. The gospel for him was a “new law,” given to assist Christians in holy imita-
tion of God. Where Justin had attempted to show continuities between
Christianity and the intellectual culture of his day (arguing, for example, that
Plato’s teaching prefigured that of Christ), Tertullian highlighted Christianity’s
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points of conflict with and necessary opposition to the world of classical learning
and moral instruction. This reluctance to find common cause with the ethics of
his pagan environment set him apart from the more apologetic strands in
Christian thought at the time (not only Justin, but Clement of Alexandria,
Origen, and others). He comprehensively attacked many aspects of Roman civi-
lization including its public amusements and — as he saw it — the license given to
its women. Like many of the other African Fathers, he is thus easily identifiable
as a rigorist in the context of the early church. Such views may have been what
led him to adopt Montanism, which was a tradition of spiritual and ascetic
enthusiasm that believed in the continuance of prophetic gifts and the immi-
nence of Christ’s second coming. His first major work was the Apology, and was
written around 197 ck.

Tertullian’s belief that Christians should abstain from the theater or the
amphitheater was based on his conviction concerning their polluting power:
we should not look at or listen to others doing what we may not ourselves do;
the sight of polluted things pollutes. He thought that the atrocities of the
arena offended all principles of modesty, purity, and humanity, and were
underwritten by appeal to deities who themselves committed appallingly
immoral acts. Tertullian regarded the unmarried state as higher than the
married (and thought that married couples should be celibate), and he argued
from scriptural texts in the Pauline tradition for the need for both unmarried
and married women to keep their heads covered — and for all women to dis-
pense with jewelry. He regarded second marriage as a form of adultery. In the
later part of his life he was an unqualified opponent of military service by
Christians, even though in his earlier writings he had insisted on their duty to
pray for the emperor (as one whose rule must have been ordained and given
by God).

The Cappadocians. Basil of Caesarea (330-79 cg), Gregory of Nazianzus
(ca. 330—ca. 390 cE), and Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335-94 cg) were educated in
the Hellenistic philosophical, literary, and cultural norms of their day, and came
from well-off Christian backgrounds in what is today Turkey. To these three
theologians we should add Macrina (ca. 330-79 cg), elder sister of Basil and
Gregory of Nyssa, whom Gregory calls the Teacher in their Dialogue on the
Soul and the Resurvection. They are amongst the greatest theologians of the
early church, most famous for their conceptual articulation of a Trinitarian
theology to explain the divine relations within the Godhead. Basil in particular
also became one of the first theologians to draw up a detailed model of the
rules and regulations that ought to govern the monastic life, following his own
embrace of that vocation. The Rule of St. Basil continues to guide the life of
Orthodox monastic communities today.

These celebrated thinkers of the Eastern Church are particularly significant
in the story of Christian ethics for their reflections on economic issues. For all
of them, money given to the poor is an eternal investment. Basil was highly
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critical of social inequalities and was active, as a bishop, in setting up institu-
tions that would meet the needs of those economically disadvantaged through
illness, disability, or unemployment. He wrote: “Man, indeed, is a political and
social animal. Now, in social relations and in common life, a certain disposition
to share one’s goods is necessary in order to assist the needy.” He reinforced
the traditional rejection of usury. Gregory of Nyssa, meanwhile, wrote force-
fully against slavery, and on deeply theological grounds — for it is “vain,” as he
puts it, “to put a price on persons created in the image of God.”

4. Ambrose of Milan. Ambrose (339-97 cE) was a Roman governor prior to his

baptism and designation as a bishop; he was a confident political practitioner,
learned in classical tradition, and is perhaps the main architect in the West of the
concept of an orthodox empire from which religious error would be excluded
(or where lack of orthodoxy would at least reduce a person to the status of a
second-class citizen). This did not make him blindly servile to the state. On one
celebrated occasion he required the emperor to accept public penance before
restoration to communion, thus demonstrating that the church was as concerned
with illegality and immorality as with its own interests. He reflected at length on
issues of justice as necessary to the holding-together of society, and saw the accu-
mulation of wealth (“to buy more land and be the richest of all”) as an economic
mjustice: an offense against nature and God’s decrees. He was characteristic of
his age in no longer writing as a pacifist, although he believed violence should
only be used in the defense of others. He was a significant figure in the conver-
sion and formation of Augustine.

Augustine

Augustine (354430 cg) was bishop of Hippo in present-day Algeria. There is no
other thinker whose influence in Western (Latin) Christian thought is as great as his.
He addressed major questions about the nature of evil, the freedom of the will, the
meaning of history, and the doctrine of God which still set a framework for theologi-
cal discussion centuries later. Some of the key themes in his thought follow here.

1.

Sin. Underpinning much of Augustine’s ethical teaching is a fundamental
commitment to the idea that evil is the privation of good, not an opposite and/
or equal force to it. He held decidedly to this view once he had put behind him
his decade-long involvement with the Manichean sect, which regarded the
material order as evil and saw the world as a site for an ongoing and primeval
conflict between light and dark principles. All being, for Augustine, has its
source in God, and is therefore intrinsically good, but the disordered affections
and will of fallen humanity are attracted to lesser goods in ways that deny God
(in relation to whom all things are properly loved), and this is evil. Such mis-
placed desire is also a path away from true human well-being, which is to say
from salvation.
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So Augustine’s ethical writings are centered on a theological analysis of the
human will and its need of grace, which is an absolute need. He confronted the
relative moral optimism of Pelagian ideas, which set a high premium on what
could be achieved by the efforts of the human will using its native capacities. By
contrast, Augustine emphasized that after the Fall only God gives this power,
by drawing the will back to God. In doing so, however, God restores true free-
dom to the Christian believer, as liberation from attachment to falsity and from
self-love. Augustine’s emphasis on grace and concern for church unity also led
him to oppose the Donatist schismatics in his native North Africa. The Donatists
sought to carve out a pure church from whose midst any morally compromised
ordained ministers were excluded (their sacramental activity being declared
invalid). Augustine thus became the architect of the principle that the unwor-
thiness of particular ministers does not in any way damage the validity of the
sacraments at which they preside. The church catholic is an inclusive commu-
nity, not a sect for the ethically unblemished.

Sex. Augustine defended marriage against those who regarded it in a quasi-
Manichean way as a sort of failure, albeit a tolerable one. He argued for the
possibility of sex prior to the Fall. God cou/d have found an alternative to
sexual intercourse, creating some other way for new generations to follow
upon previous ones. There was nothing necessary or inevitable about sexual
intercourse as the means to this end. Nevertheless, God dzd create sex, and he
did so to permit obedience to the injunction to be fruitful and multiply.
Augustine articulates three goods of marriage: the having of children, the
sanctifying pledge of faithfulness between partners, and the sacramental mir-
roring of Christ’s permanent union with his church. He associated the friend-
ship between man and woman in marriage with the last of these three. He saw
such human friendship as facilitating friendship with God. Nonetheless,
Augustine’s sexual ethic does not abandon the widespread patristic view that
the life of celibacy is to be preferred as a better way than any other, and he does
not believe that sexual intercourse can escape being a sinful expression of sex-
ual lust — even if the act of conception is not intrinsically evil. He associated
sexual desire with the sin of Adam; the act of intercourse conjures up for him
the rebellion in the Garden of Eden. The tradition has, somewhat unfortu-
nately, tended to ignore Augustine’s identification of sex as a created good,
and has focused almost exclusively on Augustine’s perception of sex after the
Fall, wherein the act of procreation is always affected by evil, and becomes a
vehicle for the very transmission of sin through the generations. Though not
to be equated with original sin itself; it is the mechanism by which all human
beings are born into the condition of original sin.

War. Augustine emphasizes peace as the original and final good of human-
kind — its true happiness. All nations desire peace, he argues, which is the
ordered harmony of authority and obedience between citizens. In this respect,
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4.

earthly peace echoes in an imperfect way the highest peace of the heavenly
realm, in which the harmonious communion of those who find their joy in God
will be found. But at the same time Augustine pioneers a Christian doctrine of
just war in various discussions throughout his writings. A society may have to
go to war precisely to secure peace. It must be a last resort, however, and only
when required to prevent or punish aggression (or heresy), when pursued by
rightful authority, when driven by love, and when undertaken with mercy and
restraint. Christians, for Augustine, are called to be peacemakers even when
they are at war — and by observation of these principles they should seek to
make any war (which must only be undertaken by a legitimate authority) into
the servant of a better peace.

The City of God. Rome fell to the Goths in 410-11 cg, and many who fled
the city came to North Africa. In 413 ce Augustine began to write his City of
God, a theological interpretation of history in which we also see his political
ethic set out in its greatest detail. In the work, he is showing in a hopeful way
that the church does not fall even when earthly cities are overthrown. He is
also arguing against those who blamed the sack of Rome on the empire’s
embrace of Christianity. To the contrary, he argues: the ruin of the empire was
caused by pagan vices.

It is important to note that the city of God is not strictly the visible, historical
church; it is the community of the elect, whose pure form will only fully be
disclosed at the eschaton. Until then, it exists alongside its earthly counterpart,
and even intermingles with it — and the visible church itself will share in this
mixture of the righteous and the unrighteous.

Augustine contrasts the way that the city of God is determined by the wor-
ship of God with the city of earth’s depravity and its focus on transitory
things. The two cities are thus identified by the objects of their respective
loves. The contrast is not wholly to be understood as an attack on worldly
political order, however; even though the city of earth will ultimately fail, it
has a role in God’s providence in realizing a certain measure of temporal well-
being. The city of God can “enjoy the peace of Babylon ... the temporal
peace which the good and the wicked together enjoy.” Nonetheless, he holds
fast to the conviction that Rome — and all earthly empire — is in the end in
thrall to the sinful love of glory, and is the inheritor of the mantle of Babylon
(that ancient enemy of God’s people). Even its manifestations of order are
corruptions of God’s providential gift of z7ue order, which can only be based
on the worship of God.

It was not until the medieval period — and pre-eminently the work of Thomas
Aquinas — that a concerted attempt would be made to re-establish a positive
view of worldly political life as serving the ultimate good of humanity. As the
next great colossus in the story of Christian ethics, we now turn to look at
his thought.
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Thomas Aquinas

The friar Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), a member of the recently established
Dominican Order of Preachers, is the foremost representative of an extraordinary
new intellectual energy in Christian thought in the early medieval period. He
brought his philosophically sophisticated belief in God into deep conversation
with the thought of the classical world. The most explicitly ethical writings of
Thomas are to be found in his Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle
(whose thought influenced him deeply), as well as in the Disputed Questions, the
Commentary on Lombard’s Sentences, the third book of the Summa Contra
Gentiles, and the second part of his most famous work, the Summa Theologica.

Aquinas shared with Augustine a basic conviction that all things are good by
virtue of having existence at all, but he also supposed that every existent thing is
properly understood only in relation to its end (or zelos), the fulfillment of which
is its truest good. The ultimate zelos of human beings lies beyond this world in the
beatific vision (the perfect contemplation of God).

Human beings have higher, rational powers like intellect and will; they also
have lower capacities like sense cognition and bodily appetites. The best possible
use of these various powers is what makes a good life, and the genuinely good life
is accomplished when right reason is allowed to control the lower capacities.
Natural law provides principles with which reason can discern what is right and
wrong, as it shapes the body’s appetites and activities — though the fall of human-
kind means that we now need more than natural law to help us to achieve virtue.
Aquinas therefore teaches that there are three other dimensions to law than those
immediately discernible by the natural powers of human observation and reflec-
tion. We look at these below, in the context of his overall conception of law.

1. Virtue. For Aquinas, the achievement of the human end of contemplating
God is served by habits — or dispositions of the will — which orient persons to
that ultimate end. There is more to the moral life than acts. The potential for
doing good acts resides in the will and its dispositions, which can become
developed in us as our reason learns to shape its appetites. Virtue, writes
Aquinas, is “a habit which is always referred to good.” The cardinal virtues
(prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance) are “proportioned to human
nature” and are in the Christian worldview to be fulfilled by the three theologi-
cal virtues of faith, hope, and love (caritas), which are made known to us “by
divine revelation, contained in Holy Scripture.” These lift our eyes even beyond
the moral teachings of the classical tradition, and lift our wills to God.

2. Law. The four forms of law that Aquinas specifies are as follows: the natural,
the divine, the human, and the eternal.

*  Natural law is not a self-evident truth but takes its place in relation to the

other three forms of law. We have noted already how natural law, even

though divinely appointed, is available to be understood by all people of
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reason (not just believing Christians), just as it was understood by the pre-
Christian philosophers of old. Aquinas believes that it can be seen at work
in the created order and learned about from there.

e Divine law meanwhile must complement natural law (as revelation comple-
ments reason). The fallen condition of human beings means that they can err
and be mistaken in their appropriation of natural law, and so distort it. Divine
law (which is revealed, as the codes of law given to the people of Israel were
revealed) corrects such distortions, and it also directs us to our supernatural
good, which natural reason cannot discern unaided (this sits in something of
a tension with Aquinas’ desire to ground an ethic in universal reason).

e  Human law is what is administered by civil authorities — monarchs and
other duly appointed officials — and is the application of natural law to the
circumstances of human social life.

e The eternal law is in a sense the highest form of law, as it is simply the mind
and will of God, which is then mirrored and applied in all other forms of law.

Aquinas’ work gives us the most influential meditations on moral law in the

whole medieval period. His attention to law shows that his teleological (or

end-oriented) approach to ethics as outlined in the previous section does not
preclude prescription. Yet law itself has a zelos, namely, as an articulation of the

“divine wisdom ... moving all things to their due end.”

Politics. Aquinas affirms that human life must be social. He holds that soci-
ety depends on mutual service and interdependence, but at the same time — for
him — the system is irreducibly hierarchical. Nature itself, he believed, gives us
examples of hierarchical government, and we can deduce the “duties of a
king” from such examples. Aquinas’ view of the state (of which the family is
a microcosm) is thus one in which the ruler has a proper coercive power over
his subjects. A ruler exercises his responsibility to bring unity to the multi-
tude, safeguard peace, ensure all have what is necessary in order to lead a
good life. In short, he is there to benefit the common good of the people in
a way that is answerable to God and accords with natural law. In contrast to
the later teaching of Martin Luther, Aquinas did not maintain that a tyrant’s
authority must necessarily be accepted. Although princely government directs
the lives of individuals according to natural law, it is itself subordinate to
divine law; and tyrannical law, not being according to reason, is not law at all
in the true and strict sense.

Aquinas’ belief that human beings can sometimes add to the natural law
allowed him to justify the existence of slavery. Poverty and wealth are not virtuous
or wrong in themselves, but either can be taken to excess, and in departing
from the measure of reason they may take on an evil aspect. His development
of Augustine’s just war principles continues to be widely influential. Aquinas
assumed the inevitability of wars, but did not think it right for the clergy to
fight in them because of war’s incompatibility with their contemplative and
sacramental roles.
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Aquinas was clearly not of the Augustinian opinion that the sexual act was
always sinful by its inevitable association with lust, or “concupiscence.” He saw
sex as a natural good in accord with divine providence. Nevertheless, Aquinas
shared with Augustine the view that procreation was sex’s primary purpose,
and was typical of his time in holding that celibacy was a higher condition of
life than marriage.

Revisions

The relatively unitary world of the Western Middle Ages disintegrated from the
Reformation onwards. This brought about substantial revisions of the Augustinian—
Thomist foundation, largely along three lines, as follows.

Martin Luther

It might be said that Aquinas’ thought had made the doctrine of God fundamen-
tal, such that the Christian must “think towards” other doctrines from this start-
ing point. In the work of the great Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546), to
whom we now turn, it is a different doctrine that has priority for all theology (and
thus all ethics): the doctrine of salvation. The fact of salvation, known in the expe-
rience of the Christian believer, is the basis of all that can be said about God and
about the life of humanity in relation to God.

At the center of Luther’s thought is the doctrine of justification by faith alone
(sola fide). But for Luther the consequence of faith — even though it cannot itself
be a work — is gratefully and lovingly fulfilling the true intent of the law in good
actions. “Thus,” writes Luther, “from faith flow forth love and joy in the Lord,
and from love a cheerful, willing, free spirit, disposed to serve our neighbour vol-
untarily, without taking any account of gratitude or ingratitude, praise or blame,
gain or loss.” The obedience of Christians is infused and motivated by thankful-
ness. The unmerited forgiveness they are assured of in faith liberates them to turn
toward their neighbors and serve them. Gospel ethics is thus based upon the
“divine indicative” of God’s love rather than the “divine imperative” of law.

Luther believes that there is a proper divine ordering of creation, and this con-
viction established itself in later Lutheran theology as the principle of
Schipfungsordnungen or “orders of creation.” For Luther, these orders include
political ones (e.g., governments) and domestic ones (e.g., marriage), as well as
ecclesiastical and economic ones. They are ordained by God to preserve the post-
lapsarian (post-Fall) world from even worse chaos than it already experiences —and
to perform this task they do not necessarily have to be made Christian. Luther
thus gives a status to “secularity” that was to be highly influential in the later his-
tory of the West — while at the same time his affirmation of the life of everyday
people meant that mundane tasks, relationships, and responsibilities could be seen
as vocational, and fully a part of divine service. For Luther, Christians did not

99



100

The Story of Christian Ethics

endanger their salvation by marrying or engaging in secular pursuits, and for
many this was a liberating insight.

In his The Freedom of & Christian Luther begins with the paradox of Christian life:
“A Christian is a free lord, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant,
subject to all.” In other words, as forgiven children of God, Christians are no longer
forced to keep God’s law; nonetheless, they freely and joyfully serve God and their
neighbors. Thus, Luther balances the notions of freedom from and freedom zo.

Luther condemned the idea that rulers could ever be deposed — even if they
were tyrants — except in cases of real insanity. A tyrant’s punishment would be
God’s business in due course, and in the meantime even a tyrant could not hurt a
person’s soul. He advised rulers that they had a right to defend their subjects by
military action — though with mercy and due regard for the innocent. Derived as
it is from his belief in the orders of creation, Luther’s theology of the state as a
necessarily stern instrument in the government of the world forms one part of his
“two kingdoms” theology, in which the interdependence but also the proper dif-
ferentiation of the roles of church and state are laid out:

For this reason these two kingdoms must be sharply distinguished and both be per-
mitted to remain; the one to produce piety, the other to bring about external peace
and prevent evil deeds; neither is sufficient in the world without the other.

God is the ruler of the whole world and rules in two ways: the earthly or left-hand
kingdom is ruled through secular government, by means of law or force, and the
heavenly or right-hand kingdom (the church) is ruled through grace. It is worth
noting that here Luther brings his notion of authority into the doctrine of God.
He was not in this sense a social revolutionary (even though in practice his thought
changed the world!). He does not think the Christian’s social task is to overturn
the political status quo. Social structures are normally to be accepted as God’s
providential dams for the containment of sin.

John Calvin

The Frenchman John Calvin (1509-64), who was to become the chief Reformer
of Geneva, shared Luther’s attitude to moral effort as always a response to grace
and never the achievement of the human will in independence of the divine sov-
ereignty. Human beings are incapacitated by sin; God’s moral law demonstrates
this incapacity, at the same time as it shows the utter righteousness of God. God’s
will determines who will be able to respond to the divine offer of grace and who
will not. Our corrupt wills do rightfully incur God’s wrath, so God’s damnation
is not somehow unfair on God’s part. But in God’s free and loving grace some are
enabled to love God and do God’s will. This could appear to take away any impe-
tus to moral effort, and breed an ethical fatalism, but Calvin would have argued
that his is a proper counterblow to all forms of ethics that are secretly a type of
self-seeking rather than being wholly God-centered.
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Despite his radical view of human dependence on God, Calvin had a great deal
to say about social order as he developed his model of a Christian society in
Geneva. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion he treated sanctification prior to
justification, and thus opened out a role for holiness that Luther lacked. This
made more space for developing a commitment to human institutions. All callings
can be made a form of service to God’s sovereign will, but the depth of human
evil means that these insights cannot be expected to safeguard a polity without
institutional backup. There must be civil government and jurisdiction; they are
part of the divine order. Magistrates are bearers of divine authority. Calvin
describes the role of government in this way:

Civil government has as its appointed end, so long as we live among men, to cherish
and protect the outward worship of God, to defend sound doctrine of piety and the
position of the church, to adjust our life to the society of men, to form our social
behaviour to civil righteousness, to reconcile us with one another, and to promote
general peace and tranquillity.

He accepted the occasional need for war as a last resort and when a defense against
aggression. His attitude to economics was innovatory in that it gave some permission
to the charging of interest on loans — though he insisted that this interest must not be
excessive, and for just that reason should not be charged on loans to the poor.

Calvin had a greater readiness than Luther to allow an ongoing purpose for
“imperatives” in Christian life — rather than simply making Christian ethics a matter
of response to the “indicatives” of grace. In his account of the three uses of the law,
he talked not only of:

1. its power to display sin and provoke repentance; and

its role in maintaining civic order; but also

its continued place in the Christian life as a stimulus to purer obedience and
knowledge of the divine will. Law can lead a person to Christ by showing
them the righteousness of God.

w >

The Radical Reformation

For some European Christian communities, the reforms of Luther and Calvin and
their followers did not go far enough — and a more radical form of counter-cul-
tural living seemed to be required by the Christian gospel. These movements and
sects pulled in the opposite direction from the more moderating tendencies of
Catholic humanism and the Counter-Reformation.

One of the most lasting forms achieved by this more radical reforming zeal was
the Anabaptist tradition, comprising a variety of specific traditions in sixteenth-
century Europe whose adherents made great play of being strangers and sojourners
in the world, and thus of the need at all times to be ready to resist and renounce the
world. This made their ecclesiology an altogether different thing from that of the
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magisterial Reformers (i.e., Luther and Calvin), who defended the church’s place in
the world by appeal to God’s providence. They had a high view of scriptural author-
ity, and this led to their especial concern with the moral teachings of the New
Testament, believing passionately that ideas of grace were not to be a substitute for
works. To be a Christian one had to be a disciple — to make a conscious choice to
realign one’s whole life and behavior. This underpinned the Anabaptist emphasis on
“believer’s baptism.” In 1527 the Anabaptists issued the Schleitheim Confession,
which was a statement of some of their key principles. It emphasized the central
importance of morally disciplined living, including the rejection of violence. Another
key Anabaptist statement was that of Hans Denck (d. 1528), who wrote that “No
one can know Christ except by following him in life.”

Jacob Hutter (d. 1536) led the Anabaptist communities who found asylum
in Moravia and modeled a common ownership of property. Their descendants
are known as Hutterites. In the year Hutter died, the first Reformer of the
Netherlands, Menno Simons (1496-1561), renounced his Catholic priest-
hood and joined the persecuted Anabaptist cells in their radical disciplines.
The Mennonite tradition takes its name from him. He argued that conversion
and regeneration lead to transformation of life. Believer’s baptism opens the
way into the community of the obedient (and often persecuted) faithful. In
imitation of Christ, this new community will necessarily involve two central
practices:

® a2 commitment to nonviolence; and
e the sharing in simplicity of goods and resources (even one’s life and blood).

One of the notable ways in which nonviolent sanctions were applied within
Anabaptist communities was the practice of “banning.” This was a form of com-
munity ostracism intended to secure the sinner’s repentance and reform. The key
scriptural passage is the model of fraternal correction laid out in Matthew 18:

If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the
two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if
you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may
be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen
to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church,
let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. (Matt 18:15-17)

A key reason why infants could not be baptized was that they could not be subject
to such a process of fraternal correction.

The characteristic pacifism of the Anabaptist tradition did not prevent it from
being the victim of fierce repression by both Catholics and Protestants. This was
perhaps provoked by the moral and spiritual challenge they represented.
Nonetheless, the movement expanded to various parts of Europe and, in due
course, North America. Some — like the Hutterites — have experienced huge
growth there in modern times.
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Legacies of Division

In the “modern” period, by which we mean from the seventeenth century onwards,
there was an increasing distinction between official “church teaching” and the
arguments and views of particular Christian writers. The modern university was
emerging during this period as something quite different from the medieval
schools, freer of church control, and by the nineteenth century it was possible to
conceive of a secular university. Many of those who have written about Christian
ethics in the modern period have held posts in universities rather than positions in
the church. We shall consider six denominational traditions in this period.

Luther’s Legacy

The contemporary scholar Robert Benne identifies four main themes in the broad
field of Lutheran ethics.

1. A sharp distinction between salvation offered by God in Christ, and all human
efforts. Ethics, politics, education, and therapy are desacralized and relativ-
ized, since they are attempts to improve the human condition, not matters of
salvation. “No one was with Christ on the cross to die for our sins. Or viewed
differently, everyone was with Christ on the cross but only as passive inhabit-
ants of his righteous and suffering person.”

2. A focused and austere doctrine of the church and its mission. “Its calling is to
proclaim and gather a people around the gospel, forming them through the
Spirit into the body of Christ. No other community has that calling, no other
will promote the gospel if the church fails in its task.” Thus works of charity,
justice, or public service are important but secondary.

3. The twofold rule of God through law and gospel. If the law is made into the
gospel, “the demands and operation of the law are viewed as redemptive,
which makes Christ unnecessary.” If the gospel is made into the law, “little
account is taken of the power of sin and evil in the world, and society becomes
vulnerable to the most willful agencies of evil.” The former secularizes the
gospel while the latter sentimentalizes it. This tension between law and gos-
pel is the foundation for the worldly callings of disciples, and thus for the
strong Lutheran tradition of the sacredness of secular vocations.

4. A paradoxical view of human nature and history. Human beings “have a
capacity for freedom, love, and justice. Yet they use their freedom to fasten to
lesser things, creating a hell for themselves, other human beings, and the
world around them. They are a paradox of good and evil, manufacturing
idols of the good things they are given. They cannot solve this predicament
on their own.” Because they look to God to resolve this paradox, they “are
freed from trying to manage history according to great schemes. Instead
[they] must strive for relative gains and wait on God. [They] must work for
reform without cynicism’s paralysis or idealism’s false hope.”
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Five figures may be taken to represent aspects of this legacy.

1.

Kierkegaard. The Danish philosopher-theologian Segren Kierkegaard
(1813-55) was captivated by the otherness of God and the unique vocation of
the church (one the Danish Lutheran Church of his time sorely neglected).
He was vehemently opposed to the Hegelian suggestion that all basic opposi-
tions were in principle resolvable in the medium of thought: in other words,
to Hegel’s intellectualism. In particular, he thought that to subject the
Christian religion to such an approach was to domesticate its radical existential
challenge, which requires individuals to act and choose in the face of'an “infinite”
that defies circumscription by any human faculties of knowledge. Kierkegaard’s
writings revolve repeatedly around ethical questions, but many of these are
written under pseudonyms, and adopt stances that are not compatible with
each other (let alone representing something we can identify as his own construc-
tive program of ethics). The various proposals he puts forward must therefore be
considered in some distinction from each other.

One of the key ideas he puts forward in his first major work, Either/Or
(1843), is the distinction between aesthetic and ethical existence. The aesthetic
stage of existence is one we all begin at, but it is a starting point that should not
become a way of life because in this mode we live only in the immediacies sur-
rounding us, pursuing pleasure and enjoyment but essentially being determined
from outside ourselves (so that the aesthetic can also designate mere conform-
ity to social custom or etiquette). The ethical stage, by contrast, is one in which
we make our own decisions and thus actualize our personhood in freedom and
responsibility. It is the stage of our personal “becoming” through a positive
exercise of our will.

But Kierkegaard’s writings undertake a relativization of the ethical too, in a
religious moment epitomized by God’s command to Abraham that he sacrifice
Isaac. In Fear and Trembling (1843) Kierkegaard calls this moment the “teleo-
logical suspension of the ethical.” Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous author here
(“Johannes de silentio”) seems to want to question any theory that pretends to
define the meaning of human existence exhaustively (for instance, Hegel’s
concept of Sittlichkeit, or “ethical life”). In this sense the ethical too can be a sort
of'idolatrous final horizon of meaning that underwrites a false social conformity,
obscuring the fact that the individual ultimately stands in a direct, unmediated
relation to God that is irreducible to anything else. The “universal” (e.g., a general
notion of the good) cannot be allowed to subsume the “particular” (each
individual in his or her own absolute relation to the absolute). This needs to be
so even if the individual may return to the ethical in the wake of its suspension,
and resume ethical life. If he or she does so, it will be with a new sense of the
relative and not absolute validity of the “ethical.”

Kierkegaard’s diverse writings are in constant conversation with Christian
concepts. They acknowledge the profound importance of ideas of sin and grace,
whose capacity to undermine complacent rationalism Kierkegaard relishes.
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They explore the paradoxes of faith in a God-man, Christ, who called human
beings to radical self-sacrificial love. A consistent theme is that the individual
must acquire independence from what are taken to be the normal ways of the
world, must refuse to swim with the social tide, and must be ready to face the
rejecting judgment of other people.

2.  Ritschl. In contrast to Kierkegaard’s concentration on the individual,
Albrecht Ritschl (1822-89) made the idea of community central to his
theology, and thus laid a key foundation for later developments in social
ethics in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The gospel, argued Ritschl,
was addressed to communities and not individuals; the subject of divine
revelation and the recipient of redemption was the church, whose relations
he frequently conceived as analogous to familial bonds. So justification, or
the forgiveness of sins, is to be looked for in morally integrated human
community. The ultimate form of such integrated community is the king-
dom of God, which is the final purpose of God for redeemed humanity. The
so-called “Ritschlian School” inspired by his writings is marked by its
emphasis on community and its stress on ethical questions in preference to
metaphysical ones, which it repudiated.

3. Troeltsch. Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923) was a key figure in the growth of
the sociological study of religion. His seminal book, The Social Teaching of
the Christian Churches (1912), laid a foundation for subsequent social
ethics — as well as for the emerging discipline of sociology of religion. He
made a powerful case for the way in which theological ideas translate into
social forms at different periods of history, as well as acknowledging that
social, political, and economic forces shape religion. According to Troeltsch,
Christianity has tended to veer toward one of three archetypal forms at
different times in its past: a “church-type,” which views Christianity as
an all-encompassing social framework or civilization; a “sect-type,” which
gathers a company of the faithful out of what is perceived to be a fallen
world, and demands costly and committed discipleship from them; and
“mysticism,” which focuses not on institutions or groups but on individual
experience as the site of encounter with God.

4. Niebuhr. Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) epitomizes the convictions
noted by Benne in his third and fourth themes listed above. He grew up as a
Lutheran in a denomination that later united with Reformed traditions and
eventually formed part of the United Church of Christ in 1957. He viewed
the power plays and varieties of self-interest in the political sphere as intracta-
ble aspects of human life, and had a developed doctrine of original sin. He
thought it made little sense to talk about love at the level of institutions and
political organizations until one had first addressed the need for justice — even
if the highest aim of the Christian ethic remains selfless love. He was a great
advocate of the advantages of participative democracy in countering the
human tendency to injustice and the abuse of power. He was a ferocious critic
of bourgeois individualism.
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One result of Niebuhr’s so-called “realism” about sin was an articulate
critique of pacifism, forged in response to the onset of World War II. Living
by the law of love for him could never be a simple possibility in human
history. Even if one insists that warfare must never be accepted too readily,
one should not therefore slip too easily into the acceptance of injustice as the
price of avoiding war.

Bonhoeffer. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-45) travelled to the USA planning to
study under Reinhold Niebuhr. Having learned less than he had hoped from
Niebuhr, he returned to Germany. His second visit to the USA was curtailed
when he returned to Europe in order to join the resistance to Hitler. His corpus
is small because of his untimely death at the hands of the Nazi regime. His key
work is perhaps The Cost of Discipleship, which distances itself from the Lutheran
tradition by its heavy emphasis on discipleship, traditionally more of a Radical
Reformation theme. Bonhoeffer’s other key ethical work — Ethics — was pub-
lished posthumously. In it he develops a more characteristically Lutheran
distinction between “ultimate” and “penultimate” things (see Benne’s second
theme above). He explores how the ultimate (God’s perfected kingdom at the
end of time, to which the church points) relates to the penultimate (our life in
time and in human flesh, looking toward what is to come but not pretending it
is already here). Bonhoeffer explored this in a famous passage on the tension
between radicalism and compromise:

Radicalism sees God as Judge and Redeemer; compromise sees God as Creator
and Preserver. In Radicalism the end is rendered absolute; in compromise, things
as-they-are are rendered absolute. Radicalism hates time; compromise hates eter-
nity. Radicalism hates patience; compromise hates decision. Radicalism hates
wisdom; compromise hates simplicity. Radicalism hates moderation and measure;
compromise hates the immeasurable. Radicalism hates the real; compromise
hates the Word.

We may summarize what Bonhoeffer is saying here as follows:

The ultimate can be made the enemy of the penultimate. That is radicalism in
Bonhoeffer’s sense.

The penultimate can be made the enemy of the ultimate. This happens when
material institutions and forms of human life like family, work, and the state
become ends in themselves. That is compromise and that is a risk the church
constantly faces, tempted as it is to baptize the status quo and go for the most
comfortable option.

But God’s will is that the ultimate and the penultimate be allowed to serve
each other. The penultimate takes on significance and definition from what it
is moving towards; the ultimate gives space and time to the created order for
its response. Penultimate things should be referred beyond themselves to the
God they are meant to serve, the God from whom they derive their real
meaning.
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Calvin’s Legacy

By the early seventeenth century, Reformed Protestantism in the Netherlands was
in profound dispute over the teachings of Jacob Arminius (1560-1609) and his
followers, the Remonstrants. Arminius differed with Calvin’s view of predestination
and God’s prevenient grace. In response, the Synod of Dort (1618-19) adopted
the famous Five Points of Calvinism (TULIP): total depravity, unconditional elec-
tion, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the saints.

Contemporary scholar Douglas Ottati points out a number of subsequent
themes in Reformed ethics.

1. A broad understanding of the sources of wisdom. While Calvin and the
Westminster Confession of 1647 had a high view of the uniqueness of
Scripture, Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) and Calvin both made significant use
of early creeds and the writings of the Church Fathers. Calvin believed the
moral law was the testimony of natural law and conscience; Roger Williams
(1603-83) believed Jews and Muslims had such a conscience, and Jonathan
Edwards (1703-58) wrote that “to find out the reasons of things in natural
philosophy is only to find out the proportion of God’s acting.”

2. A high view of human possibility. Despite the radical derangement brought
about by sin, “God continues to uphold in fallen persons impressive abilities
in the arts and sciences, as well as certain basic social affections and a rudi-
mentary sense of justice or fairness.” Meanwhile well-being and well-doing
are restored by grace and the Spirit, and are demonstrated in piety toward
God and charity toward neighbor.

3. A positive view of law. Moral behavior and good works should stem not from
prudence (to keep on good terms with neighbors or to attain salvation), but
from thankfulness for God’s goodness and grace. The most important pur-
pose of law is to guide and exhort the faithful in their efforts to do good.

4. Therelationship of God and world. Sovereignty is the chiefissue for Reformed
ethics, in the same way that justification is the center of Lutheran ethics. For
the Dutch theologian and statesman Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), the
root principle of Calvinism is “the Sovereignty of the Triune God over the
whole Cosmos, in all of its spheres and [dominions], visible and invisible.”
The conviction that “every dimension of living, both inward and outward,
should be reordered and redirected toward God and God’s glory” underpins
the large investment Reformed ethics has tended to have in ordering and
governing civil society.

Three figures may be taken to illustrate the legacy of Reformed ethics.

1. Edwards. The legacy of Reformed ethics may be identified with its most
prominent figures. Jonathan Edwards, the New England Puritan and prophet
of the first Great Awakening, expressed the first, second, and fourth of the
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above themes in his integration of European philosophy and Calvinist
heritage. In The Nature of True Virtue (1765), Edwards defines Christian
love as an unearned gift, which was not limited or partial, was steady not
episodic, and was always uniting creatures both to God and to one another.
For Edwards, virtue is essentially benevolence, extended to all things. Such
benevolence involves a consent to, a propensity to, or a union of the heart to
God, the Supreme Being, and thence to all other beings (being-in-general).
This is what it means to speak of general good will. Virtue is thus the form
God’s love takes when it is imparted to God’s creatures. For Edwards,
humans did indeed possess a natural capacity for following an internal moral
sense. But this kind of morality was no more than prudential action, designed
for pragmatic purposes. It was not the same as true virtue, which was primar-
ily about love for God.

Kuyper. Abraham Kuyper lived what he wrote about. A theologian who
was for a period prime minister of the Netherlands, his theology wove
together creation, history, the cosmic work of the Holy Spirit, and public
theology. He is known for his articulation of common grace. For him,
Calvinism honors humanity because it is made in the image of God, and
honors the world as the creation of God. It balances a particular grace that
brings about salvation with a common grace by which God maintains the life
of the world, mitigates the curse that burdens it, and halts its process of
corruption. This balance creates the space for the development of human life
in which it comes to glorify God. Instead of distinguishing between nature
and grace, Kuyper preferred to talk of creation and re-creation. This positive
view of the world under God’s sovereignty underwrote his theology of
engagement. He did not believe in a national church, but he did believe in
the possibility of a Christian nation. A Christian nation would, he believed,
come about when particular grace in the church and among Christians influ-
enced common grace so profoundly that common grace came to attain its
highest development.

Barth. We will meet Karl Barth (1886-1968) once again in relation to divine
command ethics (Chapter Five) and ecclesial ethics (Chapter Seven), but he
cannot be omitted from any account of Calvin’s legacy. Already profoundly
influenced by religious socialist ideas, Barth’s world was shaken by the experi-
ence of world war and the totalitarian pretensions of the Nazi state. Against this
background he returned more deeply to the radical descriptions of a world of
sin and grace he found in the “strange world of the Bible.” He became the
most influential and prolific Protestant theologian of the twentieth century,
and the pivotal figure in ending the dominance of liberal Protestant theology in
Europe.

Barth emphasized the radical command of God, which breaks in from out-
side and overturns all existing cultural and social norms. He is in part a disciple
of Kierkegaard in this relativization of national identities, ecclesiastical struc-
tures, and moral assumptions. Other key commitments in his ethical thought
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include the formulation that “ethics is dogmatics and dogmatics ethics.” In
other words, the “subject matter” of theology — that is to say, the disclosure of
God’s all-encompassing relation to the human person in freedom and
love — mecessitates a total reorientation of the human being in correspondence
to what has been revealed. The revelation has not really happened, and the
“subject matter” has not really been understood, unless there is this reorienta-
tion. Theology cannot articulate its core truth (God-in-humanward-action)
unless it is also ethics (humans-in-Godward-action). The need for the dramatic
intervention of God’s revelatory self-disclosure to show this truth is what
underlies Barth’s vociferous rejection of natural law thinking —a tradition which
he sees as compromising God’s freedom to “give” Godself by proposing that
God can be “found” by our existing faculties of enquiry and knowledge.

In an Augustinian vein, Barth emphasizes the simultaneity of freedom and
obedience in the Christian life: we are only genuinely free when God makes it
possible for us to hear the divine command and obey it (in joy!). Until that
point, we may feel we have great autonomy but in practice are in thrall to pride,
sloth, and falsechood. The truth of our created natures is found in redeemed,
reconciled, and faithful obedience to God. A final key category for Barth is
covenant. From the foundation of the world, God intended covenant fellow-
ship with the creation (expressed in the fellowship of Christ with the church);
in other words, covenant was what creation was for, all along. In light of this,
the human task is to respond to this gracious intention for fellowship, in every
realm of created life. Morally significant patterns in the created order — dis-
closed and affirmed by revelation — include the man—-woman relationship, and
the state, which can have a provisional role in preserving civility and allowing
the church to proclaim the gospel message until the eschaton is fully realized.

Anglican and Methodist Themes

The Anglican tradition originated in the establishment of the Church of England
in 1534 as a state church independent of Rome’s authority; the Methodist tradi-
tion began as a renewal movement within the Church of England in the early
eighteenth century. It benefits both Anglicanism and Methodism to study their
developments in the light of one another. Thus we can see the truly sacramental
character of Wesley’s thought and the way Anglicans were dragged into rethink-
ing their social ethics partly by the example of Methodist adaptation to the new
industrial world.

John Wesley (1703-91) was a cradle Anglican (his parents having rejected their
dissenting background in favor of the established church). Nevertheless, he was
deeply influenced by the devotional traditions of certain independent Protestant
traditions, including the Pietist spirituality of the Moravians, with its strong appeal
to experience. His part in fostering the spiritual discipline of the Oxford-based
“Holy Club” from 1729 involved not only the encouragement of theological
study, fasting, and frequent reception of the sacrament of Holy Communion, but

109



110

The Story of Christian Ethics

also regular visits to the poor, sick, and imprisoned. An emphasis on social involve-
ment would remain central to Methodism.

Central to Wesleyan preaching was the universal love and grace of God, and a
key part of their vision was the possibility of Christian “perfection” as an out-
working of this grace. Perfection for Wesley meant the life of holiness that was the
proper goal of every believer, a holiness whose expression would naturally entail
love of neighbor as well as love of God. His doctrine of perfection did not mean
that the Christian never again erred or suffered. He was clear that perfection was
as much a gift of grace as faith was, and never a property of the believer. But the
doctrine of perfection expressed his belief that in cooperation with the Holy Spirit
human discipline really led to growth in holiness. So we may say that if Luther’s
concern had been with how righteousness was imputed (divinely attributed) to
the believer, Wesley held that one had to look for the ways righteousness was also
imparted. Only in sanctification is the final aim of justification realized — not only
in the salvation of individual souls, but in “social holiness” too. Thus, when one’s
neighbor was in material or social need, then that need should be met, whether in
the form of homes, free health clinics, food, clothing, coal, or prayer. Even though
Wesley himself may not have been a more than superficial analyst of the complex
underlying forces at work in the early Industrial Revolution, his movement was
energetic in responding to some of its immediate symptoms. Such energy issued
in the establishment of Sunday Schools and no-interest loan funds, and in pro-
moting cottage industries. He was also an unrelenting opponent of the slave trade
and of slavery, and (though not a pacifist) he was eloquent about the evils and
stupidities of war.

A key figure in adapting American Methodism to its particular cultural con-
text was Borden Bowne (1847-1910). Bowne set out to refute the materialism
and naturalism of the prevailing scientific and secular environment. In his book
The Immanence of God (1905) he identified the undivineness of what he called
“the natural” and the unnaturalness of what he called “the divine.” He regarded
both as disastrous ways in which popular thought had lost its divine resonance.
For Bowne, what he called personality was at the heart of a new way of talking
about God. The person is prior to the universe. This is because the significance
of the universe lies in the person who experiences it. Jesus Christ was the
revelation of God as an infinite person. Religious experience is the central
foundation of this natural theology. Only God has inner freedom, the indispen-
sable key to reality and truth. Thus, Bowne harmonized the Methodist themes
of personal salvation, renewal of true humanity, and human freedom. The
emphasis on the immanence of God appealed to the Methodist emphasis on
the possibility of moral development through the Holy Spirit. Bowne looked at
the problems of philosophy and believed he had solved them in the conscious
unity, identity, and free activity of personality. Perhaps his most lasting legacy
in late twentieth-century ethics consists in his influence on the thinking of
Martin Luther King Jr., who studied with Bowne’s student Edgar Sheffield
Brightman (1884-1953) at Boston University.
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Unlike Roman Catholicism, the churches of the Anglican Communion do not
have a single authoritative body of moral teaching, though they have inherited a
modest tradition of canon law. Richard Hooker (1554-1600) ensured that a strand
of natural law thinking derived principally from Thomas Aquinas continued in the
Church of England, and reproduced Aquinas’ basic typology of natural, positive,
divine, and eternal law. Anglican evangelicals — especially in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries — used scriptural arguments that verged on the crudely liter-
alistic to argue for social reforms, amelioration of the hardship and injustice that
were consequent upon the Industrial Revolution, and the abolition of slavery.

A key Anglican figure in the modern period is the Englishman F. D. Maurice
(1805-72), who asserted the ethical implications of the doctrine of the incarnation
for the way that social problems were addressed and handled. Against the other-
worldly, atonement-centered evangelicalism of his day, he believed that Christians
had an urgent duty to improve their social environment. He rejected the doctrine of
original sin as incapacitating, and affirmed the responsibility and ability of Christians
to make a difference in the world. He was one of the founders of Christian socialism,
looking to advance a cooperative spirit to deal with economic and social problems.
Maurice and others engendered a more incarnationally grounded Christian socialist
tradition which has had its disciples ever since. They were gripped by the vision of a
Christian society that embodied “the science of partnership,” in which people
worked with, and not in competition with, each other. This, for them, was what
“socialism” meant. Charles Gore (1853-1932) had his prophetic spirit nurtured in
this tradition. He went on to edit the influential work Property, Its Duties and Rights
(1913) and to write his own Christ and Society (1928), as well as to found the
Interdenominational Conference of Social Service Unions.

In the twentieth century a prominent figure was Kenneth Kirk (1886-1954),
Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology at Oxford, whose greatest book, The
Vision of God (1931), explored the intrinsic relationship between ethics and wor-
ship, and argued that it is in the activity of worship that Christians will find the key
resources they need for addressing their ethical problems. He was also a great
modern exponent of the idea of conscience. William Temple (1881-1944) inher-
ited Gore’s passionate social concern, and through writings like Christianity and
Social Order (1942) is one of the people credited with creating a climate of opinion
that made possible the social legislation of the post-war period in England, includ-
ing the establishment of a welfare state.

In recent decades, the General Synod of the Church of England has issued sev-
eral reports that are concerned with the social responsibility of Christians — with
successive focus on the city and the countryside. The other autonomous provinces
of the worldwide Anglican Communion have done analogous social responsibility
work through similar bodies. Some of the most arresting voices in contemporary
Anglican ethics are described in Chapter Seven under the category of “ecclesial
ethics” — foremost amongst them being Oliver O’Donovan (b. 1945) and John
Milbank (b. 1952). Anglicans in South Africa were some of the key architects of
the movement of theological protest (e.g., the 1985 Kairos Document) that helped
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bring an end to apartheid, as well as of the nation’s post-apartheid Truth and
Reconciliation Commission. But both within the Church of England in particular,
and across the Anglican Communion as a whole, there are profound divisions
today about a variety of ethical issues, notably sexual ethics, and little consensus
about the value of natural law approaches as compared with biblically derived
imperatives or appeals to human experience. Many of the fault-lines in the current
debates are shared with other denominations.

Roman Catholic Moral Theology

From the seventeenth century onward, modern Catholic ethics (or moral theol-
ogy, as the Catholic tradition typically refers to it) is influenced by several factors.
It takes its shape in part as a response to the galvanizing forces of the Protestant
Reformation. Like the other streams of Christian ethics described here, it also
responds to the pressures of the Enlightenment. In other ways, unlike the
Protestant traditions described above, it continues to be dominated by the earlier
emphases of the medieval era.

From the late sixteenth century until the Second Vatican Council in 1962-5,
manuals of moral theology were the main medium for Roman Catholic ethical
instruction. The need for the manuals originated in two key developments: the
rise of the modern university, which began in the thirteenth century and culmi-
nated in the eighteenth century, and the establishment of seminaries, which
emerged from the deliberations of the Council of Trent (1545-1563), held in
large part as a response to the Protestant Reformers.

The manuals, which were mainly developed as a resource for the education of
priests, have important similarities to a body of writings known as the “peniten-
tials,” or penitential manuals, which arose in the sixth century alongside the
increasing practice of priests hearing private confessions and assigning penance
(see also the discussion of penance in Chapter Two). By giving priests guidelines
regarding the appropriate acts of penance to assign for particular sins, the peni-
tentials sought to prevent priests from assigning penance in an arbitrary or incon-
sistent way, but they have often been criticized for their lack of reflection on the
role of intention and circumstances, and for their restriction of the priest’s flexibil-
ity in relation to the exercise of prudence. This shift in Catholic thinking away
from catechesis (preparation for baptism) and toward penance would have long-
standing consequences for Catholic ethics, not least because they shape the char-
acter of the manuals of moral theology in the Reformation and modern eras.

Like the penitentials, the manuals were oriented especially toward the hearing
of confessions and the sacrament of penance. The prototype for all subsequent
manuals was the syllabus for moral theology (Institutiones morales) developed by
the Spanish Jesuit Juan Azor (1536-1603), which divided moral theology into
four main sections: human acts, conscience, laws, and sins. The manuals also
focused on the practice of casuistry, or moral reflection on specific cases where
there appeared to be a conflict between different moral principles or laws.
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Casuistry was particularly associated with the Jesuit order, which was founded in
1540 and whose central document for Jesuit education (Ratio studiorum) included
a section on the study of moral cases. Though casuistry was by no means a Jesuit
preserve, it was a tradition of moral reasoning used extensively by them in the con-
fessional, provoking suspicion and attacks from some (like Blaise Pascal in 1656-7)
who thought that Jesuit casuists were manipulating it to wink at the sins of wealthy
donors. Some Jesuit casuists famously promoted the doctrine of “mental reserva-
tion,” by which a certain withholding of the truth, or deliberate deception, was
legitimated in cases where it was judged that one’s interlocutor was not owed the
full truth.

Another controversial approach related to the casuistry of the manuals was
probabilism: the view that if a significant minority of authorities taught that a
moral law was not binding, one could adopt that position even if it was more
probable that the law was binding. Although many Jesuits used probabilist rea-
soning, the idea originated with a Spanish Dominican, Bartholomew of Medina
(1527-80). Probabilism was vigorously criticized as a path to moral laxity, and
the controversy was only settled at the end of the eighteenth century through
the compromise of the Catholic bishop Alphonsus Liguori (1696-1787), who
argued that one may be released from a moral obligation only if the arguments
in favor of freedom from the obligation are at least equal to the arguments in
favor of keeping the law.

A perception that the tradition embodied in the manuals was overly extrinsic,
legalistic, and focused on the choices and responsibility of individuals was one of the
motivations for a “neo-Thomist” movement (a revival of Thomas Aquinas’ thought)
in the twentieth century. This movement focused on the encompassing category of
the good as embedded in nature and in human life. A central figure in this revival was
Servais-Théodore Pinckaers (1925-2008), a theologian and member of the
Dominican order. Pinckaers argued that the Franciscan William of Ockham
(c. 1295-1349) restructured all subsequent moral theology through his notion of
nominalism, which gave rise to a morality of obligation or duty-based ethics in the
place of Thomas’s virtue-based ethics. Pinckaers and other neo-Thomists rejected
“nominalistic” suggestions that any particular deed is good simply because it is
commanded, and they urged a return to Thomistic, virtue-based ethics rather than
the duty-based ethics that arose in the fourteenth century and that dominated
moral theology, including the manuals, until Vatican II. This retrieval of virtue eth-
ics has analogies in Protestant ethical thinking and will be examined in depth in
Chapter Seven.

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have seen a huge energy in Roman
Catholic moral theology, which will be summarized briefly here and which is
explored throughout this book — both in the chapter on universal ethics that
follows this one, and also throughout the last five chapters of the book, which
deal with specific ethical issues. Other significant elements in contemporary
Roman Catholic ethics, notably proportionalism, will be addressed in the next
chapter.
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In the nineteenth century, Catholic moral theology (as well as Protestant
ethics) adapted in order to address the challenges raised by Enlightenment think-
ers like Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and Friedrich Nietzsche. It also took on
a new character due to the need to address an increasingly pluralist world — often
by appealing to the principle of natural law. It is in this context that a body of
official church writings known as Catholic social teaching emerges in the late
nineteenth century, beginning (one could argue) with the papal encyclical Rerum
Novarum (On Capital and Labor, 1891). Catholic social teaching is characterized
not only by its communal ethic and concern for the poor (these had always been
part of Catholic teaching), but by its arguments on the basis of natural law that
certain aspects of human flourishing such as health or human dignity are intrinsi-
cally good and should be upheld by all peoples and governments, whether
Christian or not. The principle of the “common good” has thus been a keystone
of Catholic social teaching.

In the mid-twentieth century, the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) sought
a renewed attention to the distinctiveness of the Christian life in relation to the
universal concerns of natural law ethics. The writings of Pope John Paul II — for
example, the 1994 encyclical Veritatis splendor (The Splendor of Truth) — evince
the ongoing effort in Catholic ethics to balance between a universal ethic, rooted
in natural law and binding on all people, and a distinctively Christian ethic rooted
in following and imitating Christ. Vatican II also recognized the limitations of the
manuals of moral theology and called for moral theology to be more deeply nour-
ished by Scripture, more closely linked to dogmatic theology, and more thor-
oughly grounded in the insights of science and philosophy.

The Second Vatican Council’s strong impetus to a renewed engagement with
Scripture changed the character of Catholic moral theology accordingly. The
Scriptures were affirmed as the “soul” of all theology, and the effects of this turn
are still evident in recent papal encyclicals, which are frequently exegetical. At
the same time, Catholic thinkers found themselves freer to engage with modern
currents of philosophical thought; a scholastic paradigm such as that used by
Aquinas was no longer the exclusive basis for moral (or any other) theology. For
example, the Jesuit priest and theologian Karl Rahner (1904-84) drew deeply
on traditions of idealism to argue that there is an intrinsic, self-transcending
openness to God built into the structures of human subjectivity. This has offered
a more conducive framework than the manuals ever provided for thinking about
growth and development in the moral life.

A complex debate also emerged in the twentieth century over the so-called
twofold end of action, or the two ends of the human creature: a person’s end as a
created being (nature), and her end as a person in Christ (grace). (This debate
mirrors the tension named above between natural law and revealed Christian
truth.) As Augustine claimed, “our heart is restless until it rests in [ God]”; human
beings find their true fulfillment through resting in God and thus, paradoxically,
can only fulfill their true created purpose by exceeding their nature, through the
“supernatural” gift of God’s grace. Yet some argued that if the longing for God is
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written into human nature, then this blurs the line between nature and grace.
Others, like the Jesuit Henri de Lubac (1896-1991), appealed to Aquinas’ teach-
ing that “grace does not destroy nature but perfects it” and insisted on humani-
ty’s inherent, universal desire for God. The previously dominant dualism between
the natural and the supernatural has largely dropped away in favor of views, like
de Lubac’s, that celebrate a grace-infused nature. From this vantage point, “pure
nature,” a theoretical state in which humans perfectly fulfill the end of their exist-
ence in relation only to their nature and not through participation in God, is only
formally conceivable apart from grace (in order to show that grace is a free gift
and not a necessity or a “right” of the creation) but in fact it has never existed
independently of it.

At the same time, there have been energetic developments of “personalist”
thought in modern Roman Catholic ethics, with a high view of the dignity and
freedom of the whole human person (this was a powerful concern of Pope John
Paul II, and fired much of his passionate resistance to communism). Greater
emphasis on the person has worked in tandem with renewed interest in the theme
of character and virtue, and has linked moral theology more closely with liturgical
and sacramental theology.

Finally, Catholic political and liberation theologies have drawn from a variety
of non-traditional philosophical sources, including Marxism, to stress the impor-
tance of praxis (practice) and of orthopraxis (right action) alongside theory and
orthodoxy. Some of the most arresting voices in modern Christian ethics have
been those of the liberation theologians of Latin America, and the great majority
of these have been Roman Catholic, most notably the Peruvian theologian and
Dominican priest Gustavo Gutiérrez (b. 1928). While official church pronounce-
ments have historically been less warm to liberation theology, largely due to its
association with Marxism, the installation of the Jesuit Argentinian Jorge Mario
Bergoglio (b. 1936) as Pope Francis in 2013 has led to a certain new openness in
the Vatican to liberationist approaches. Liberation theologies will be dealt with in
detail in later chapters, especially in Chapter Six.

Eastern Orthodox Ethics

Eastern Orthodox thought diverged from Western theology and ethics long
before the modern era. Whereas Western ethics draws on Augustine as one of its
primary wellsprings, Orthodox ethics finds its roots in the Eastern Fathers, includ-
ing the Cappadocians, Maximus the Confessor (ca. 613-662 cE), and John of
Damascus (ca. 670-749 cg). Maximus was both a monk and a mystic; there is in
Orthodox ethics a greater openness to the insights of the mystical tradition than
is usually found in Western ethics. John of Damascus is generally regarded as the
last of the great Fathers of the East; the third part of his Fount of Wisdom (the
Exposition and Declaration of the Orthodox Faith) is a systematic exploration of
Christian doctrine, including a defense of the veneration of icons that is rooted in
the doctrine of the incarnation.
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For modern Orthodox ethics, the incarnation and God’s nature as Trinity are
perhaps the two key doctrines from which all else flows. This demonstrates the
close connection between doctrine and ethics in the Orthodox traditions, which
have retained the premodern church’s reluctance to see ethics as in any way an
area of Christian enquiry or activity separate from worship and the teaching of
doctrine. Worship, doctrine, and ethics are all about the impartation of the divine
reality to human creatures, and about creatures being drawn into ever deeper
participation in the divine life in both thought and deed. The “energies” of the
triune God make that God actively present in human life, and human life can only
come to fulfillment with their powerful assistance. The telos, or end, of human life
is written into its beginning; as humans are created in God’s image, so through
God’s grace do they take on God’s likeness. God-likeness was the vocation of
humanity from the very beginning; it was denied by Adam at the Fall but perfectly
taken up by Jesus Christ in the incarnation. The Fall, then, is viewed less as a radi-
cal corruption of the natural goodness of humanity and more as a diminishment
of humanity’s capacity for communion with God, a capacity restored by Christ’s
incarnation, which healed human nature. The process of growing in God’s like-
ness is known as theosis.

For Orthodox ethics, theosisis inextricable from the nature of God as Trinity — as
inexhaustible, self-giving communion — and therefore as love, or agape. The self-
emptying and uniting character of love was perfectly enacted in the incarnation,
by which divine and human nature were united in Christ. The vigor of the doc-
trine of the Trinity in Orthodoxy helps to undergird a vision of love that exceeds
mere mutuality and passes over into communion and union, after the pattern of
the relation between the divine Persons.

Key contemporary figures whose work has had an impact in the English-speaking
world include the Russian theologian and political theorist Sergei Bulgakov
(1871-1944) — much of whose thought has been mediated to the West by con-
temporary Anglican theologian Rowan Williams — and John Zizioulas (b. 1931).
Bulgakov was a prominent Orthodox priest in Russia who was eventually exiled
by the Bolshevik government and died in Paris; his views on the Virgin Mary were
highly controversial and subjected him to charges of heresy, which were later
dropped. The work of Zizioulas, who is Metropolitan of Pergamon in Turkey, has
largely focused on the theme of communion, in Being as Communion (1985) and
Communion and Otherness (2007), and on the theme of eschatology in
Remembering the Future: An Eschatological Ontology (2008).

In the United States, the leading voices in Orthodox ethics are Stanley Harakas
(b. 1932) and Vigen Guroian (b. 1948). Harakas is a theologian and priest of the
Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America; his book Toward Transfigured Life: The
Theoria of Eastern Orthodox Ethics (1983) is often considered the first major work
in specifically Orthodox ethics (rather than Orthodox theology). Guroian, an
Armenian Orthodox lay theologian, has taken up Harakas’s work and extended it
in his own writing, especially Incarnate Love: Essays in Orthodox Ethics (1987,
updated 2002).
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Pentecostalism

At the turn of the twenty-first century, the most rapidly growing Christian
tradition in the world was also the newest. Pentecostalism took root in a series
of revivals in the United States in the early 1900s, when small groups of
Christians became convinced that they had experienced a new descent of the
Holy Spirit, similar to the day of Pentecost described in the book of Acts. The
Pentecostal movement emerged in part from a branch of Methodism known as
the Holiness movement, which insisted on the necessity of a “second blessing”
constituted by a baptism in the Spirit. Pentecostal Christians similarly empha-
sized a baptism by the Holy Spirit accompanied by spiritual gifts such as the
ability to speak in tongues, to prophesy, and to heal the sick. Whereas early
Pentecostal leaders like William Seymour (1870-1922) saw the breaking down
of interracial barriers and the preaching of women as signs of a new movement
of the Spirit, conflict swiftly erupted over both issues, and these then-radical
stances proved difficult to maintain. Over time, the movement coalesced into
several distinct denominations such as the predominantly African-American
Church of God in Christ, and spread rapidly to Africa and Latin America
through the efforts of missionaries. Pentecostal ethics today face several chal-
lenges, including the role of personal experience in relation to doctrine, the
rapid pace of growth that often outstrips ecclesiastical structures, and its asso-
ciation in some regions with the so-called prosperity gospel, which equates
God’s blessing with material wealth.

Summary

What we have seen in telling this story about the evolution of Christian eth-
ics is how the church’s claims about who God is and about what the world
is made for, as well as the moral disciplines that have accompanied those
claims, have constantly interacted with their social and historical environ-
ment. Christian ethics has both made diffevences and had diffevences made to
st in the course of this history. At some times and in some places, Christian
thought about moral issues has been a minority voice in a world where other
descriptions, other ways of thinking, and other ethical reference points have
been dominant. This was especially true in the first three centuries of
Christianity’s life, and has been again in the modern period. In such circum-
stances, Christian ethics has had to resist, or try to commend itself to, these
dominant stories. It has sometimes assimilated itself to them. At other times
and places, perhaps above all in the period of medieval Christendom,
Christianity was itself the dominant story, and provided the shared environ-
ment for thought and action within which others had to find their place. At
such moments, Christianity has done ethics not just for an embattled few,

117



118  The Story of Christian Ethics

not just for a minority community, not just in matters of “internal regula-
tion,” but has thought with confidence about every level of human life in
the world, from the bedroom to the throne room. The distinctive emphases
and contributions of different denominations are a reminder that the story
of Christian ethics does not have a single plot, but has variegated and over-
lapping strands of development. And the huge shifts it has undergone at
certain points, under the influence of the Roman Empire’s sponsorship of
Christianity in the fourth century, or the revolutionary changes of the
Reformation, or the impact of Kant’s thought, are just vivid examples of a
more general truth: that Christian ethics never stands still.
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Concerning Christian Liberty (1520). Luther’s
idea of the “freedom of a Christian” is also
from Concerning Christian Liberty, which may
be found in Readings in Christian Ethics: A
Historical Sowrcebook (J. Philip Wogaman and
Douglas M. Strong, eds; Louisville, KY:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1996). Luther’s
exposition of the “two kingdoms” can be found
in “Temporal Authority: To What Extent it
Should Be Obeyed,” in Martin Luther’s Basic
Theological  Writings (Timothy F. Lull, ed;
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1989). A selection
from this treatise may also be found in the corre-
sponding chapter of Christian Ethics: An Introductory
Reader.

John Calvin’s quotation about civil government is
from Institutes of the Christian Religion (Chicago,
IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1990), IV.xx.2-3;

and his discussion of the three uses of law is from
Institutes 11.vii.6-12.

The Hans Denck quotation (“No one can know

Christ ...”) is from his treatise “Whether God is the
Cause of Evil” (Augsburg, 1526), and is repro-
duced in Spiritual and Anabaptist Writers (George
H. Williams and Angel M. Mergal, eds; Philadelphia,
PA: Westminster Press, 1957), page 108.

Menno Simons’ discussion of “banning” can be

found in “A Kind Admonition on Church
Discipline,” in The Complete Writings of Menno
Simons (Leonard Verdiun, trans.; John Christian
Wenger, ed.; Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1956);
and is also in the corresponding chapter of
Christian Ethics: An Introductory Reader.

In addition to the above, the following is also included

in Christian Ethics: An Introductory Reader: John
Wesley, “The Use of Money,” in The Works of John
Wesley (Vol. VI. Sermons on Several Occasions,
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1958), available
online at http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/
the-sermons-of-john-wesley-1872-edition/
sermon-50-the-use-of-money/.

Legacies of Division

The section on Lutheran ethics draws on Robert
Benne, “Lutheran Ethics: Perennial Themes and
Contemporary Challenges,” pages 11-30 in The

Promise of Lutheran Ethics (Karen L. Bloomquist
and John R. Stumme, eds; Minneapolis, MA:
Fortress, 1998).
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Two of Seren Kierkegaard’s important ethical works
are Either/Or (Howard V. Hong and Edna H.
Hong, trans.; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1987) and Fear and Trembling (C. Stephen
Evans and Sylvia Walsh, eds.; Sylvia Walsh, trans.;
Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 20006).

Albrecht Ritschl’s most influential work is The
Christian ~ Doctrine  of  Justification — and
Reconciliation: The Positive Development of the
Doctrine (H. R. Mackintosh and A. B. Macaulay,
trans.; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004). See
also  Three Essays: Theology and Metaphysics;
Prolegomena to the History of Pietism; Instruction
in the Christian Religion (Philip J. Hefner, trans.;
Eugene, OR: Wipt & Stock, 2005).

Ernst Troeltsch’s ethics are found in The Social
Teaching of the Christian Churches (Vol. 1; Olive
Wyon, trans.; New York: Macmillan, 1931); for
his summary of the three “types” (church, sect,
mysticism), see the conclusion to that work,
especially the section entitled “Results of this
Survey.”

The main references to Reinhold Niebuhr’s thought
here have been from Moral Man and Immoral
Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1932), chapter 10, “The
Conflict Between Individual and Social Morality.”
A selection from this chapter may also be found in
the corresponding chapter of Christian Ethics: An
Introductory Reader.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s quotation about radicalism and
compromise is from his Ethics (Eberhard Bethge,
ed.; New York: Macmillan, 1955), page 128.

The section on Reformed ethics draws on Douglas
Ottati, “The Reformed Tradition in Theological
Ethics,” in Christian Ethics: Problems and Prospects
(Lisa Sowle Cahill and James F. Childress, eds;
Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1996).

Karl Barth’s phrase the “strange world of the Bible”
is from the preface to Epistle to the Romans
(London; New York: Oxford University Press,
1968); the source for his claim that ethics is dog-
matics is from Church Dogmatics 1.2 (Edinburgh:
T & T Clark, 1975), page 782.

Borden Bowne’s thought may be discovered in The
Immanence of God (Boston, MA: Houghton
Miftlin; Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1905).

William Temple’s discussion of ideas relating to a

welfare state is in Christianity and Social Order
(London: SCM Press, 1950), chapter 4, “Christian
Social Principles,” a portion of which is also
included in the corresponding chapter of Christian
Ethics: An Introductory Reader.

For a general introduction to Roman Catholic moral

theology, sece Romanus Cessario, Introduction to
Moral Theology (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 2001).

The section on Roman Catholic moral theology is

also indebted to Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt
and James J. Buckley, Catholic Theology: An
Introduction (Wiley-Blackwell, 2017), especially
chapter 9, “The Good Life”; and Servais Pinckaers,
The Sources of Christian Ethics (Mary Thomas
Noble, trans.; Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America Press, 1995). Pinckaers’
work may also be found in shorter, more accessi-
ble form in Morality: The Catholic View (Michael
Sherwin, trans.; South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s
Press, 2001).

Augustine wrote about the restlessness of the human

heart in his Confessions (Henry Chadwick, trans.;
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); and
Aquinas discussed the perfection of nature by
grace in Summa Theologica (5 vols; Notre Dame,
IN: Christian Classics, 1948), Prima Pars [First
Part], Question 1, Article 8; also available at www.
ccel.org/ccel /aquinas/summa.html.

For an introduction to the writings of Karl Rahner,

see The Content of Faith: The Best of Karl Rabner’s
Theological Writings (Karl Lehmann and Albert
Raffelt, eds; Harvey D. Egan, trans.; New York:
Crossroad, 1993).

The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace assembled

a summary of Catholic social teaching in the 2004
Compendinum of the Socinl Doctrine of the Church,
available at http://www.vatican.va,/roman_curia/
pontifical_councils /justpeace /documents /rc_pc_
justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_
en.html.

For Eastern Orthodox ethics, Vigen Guroian’s

thought may be explored in Incarnate Love: Essays
in Orthodox Ethics (2nd edn; South Bend, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2002). Stanley
Harakas has written several introductions to
Orthodox ethics, including Wholeness of Faith and


http://www.ccel.org/ccel/aquinas/summa.html
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/aquinas/summa.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_20060526_compendio-dott-soc_en.html

Life: Orthodox Christian Ethics (3 vols; Brookline,
MA: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1999). The sec-
tion on Orthodox ethics draws from both these
writers. One might begin an acquaintance with
Sergei Bulgakov’s thought with A Bulgakov
Anthology (James Pain and Nicholas Zernov, eds;
Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1976).
Anglican theologian Rowan Williams also pro-
vides an introduction to Bulgakov’s thought in
Sergii  Bulgakov: Towards a Russian Political
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Theology (Rowan Williams, ed.; Edinburgh, T & T
Clark, 1999). For John Zizioulas, see Being As
Communion (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1985).

For an introduction to historic and contemporary

Pentecostalism, see Harvey Cox, Fire from
Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal Spivituality and the
Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-first Century
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing
Company, 1995).






Part Two

The Questions Christian
Ethics Asks

he variety of theories offering themselves as models for ethics in gen-

eral and Christian ethics in particular can seem bewildering to the
newcomer. But the argument of this book is that these many theories can
be grouped under three broad headings. What determines each heading
is for whom each theory assumes its ethical deliberation is being con-
ducted. For whom do the respective approaches assume they speak? There
are three broad answers to this question, and these answers shape this
section of the book.

The first answer is, “Ethics is for everybody.” That is, what is right for
one person is right, in principle, for everyone else. Of course circum-
stances may change, but then appropriate behavior may change too. The
point is, all people are assumed to be fundamentally the same, with the
same relationship to command, or duty, or consequence, or society, or
rights, or whatever is deemed to be the normative means of assessing the
good. Thus, ethics is not so much about people as about the quandaries
they find themselves in and the decisions they make. The problem with
focusing on people is that people differ from one another in personal
characteristics, commitments, and circumstances. Decisions, by contrast,
appear to be common to everybody. We may call this strand of ethics
“universal ethics,” because it has no doubt that what applies to one applies
to all. For similar reasons it has a particular relationship to government
and legislation, for as soon as one assumes one can establish what is good
for all, independent of any particular considerations, one is faced with the
question of whether and how that good can be demanded, expected,
encouraged, or permitted from a populace. If one were to sum up univer-
sal ethics in one word, that word would probably be “decision.” This is
the subject of Chapter Five.

The second answer is, “But whom are you leaving out when you say
everybody?” In simple terms, Christian ethics, like history, has tended to
be written from a certain social location, namely that of the economically



secure, Caucasian, North Atlantic, heterosexual male. Such a person
could be described as the “winner” of almost all of Christian history. But
is not Christianity inherently concerned with those who are not and have
not been the “winners”? Is not the God of Jesus Christ the God of the
widow, the orphan, the alien? Is not the paradigmatic story of the Bible,
the story that shapes the Old Testament and provides the prototype for
the New, the narrative of the exodus from Egypt? Is not God’s story the
story of a people being brought from slavery to freedom? And an ethic
that forgets this not only falls under the power of privileged social elites,
but meanwhile assimilates constructions of society and what it means to
be human and to flourish that have little or nothing to do with Christianity
and much to do with maintaining those elites’ stranglehold on power.
This is the perspective of what we may call “subversive ethics.” This is an
approach concerned to expose and interpret the interests and power-bids
of agents — and equally concerned with the empowerment of those who
are often denied a voice by such agents. If one were to sum up subversive
ethics in one word, that word would probably be “liberation.” This is the
subject of Chapter Six.

The third answer is, “Christian ethics is for the church.” This approach
we may call “ecclesial ethics.” It shares with subversive ethics a skepticism
concerning the assumptions of universal ethics. It is inclined to tell a par-
ticular story of the emergence of Christian ethics. Such a story begins with
Christians being a minority community in the Roman Empire, one whose
assumptions and values made it at best a curiosity and at worst, from
Rome’s perspective, a threat. When the emperor became a Christian in the
fourth century, Christians began to think in universal terms. In the process
many of them lost the distinctiveness of their ecclesial practice and their
ethic. In the Reformation the great Reformers — Martin Luther, John
Calvin, Ulrich Zwingli, and so on — largely maintained “universal” assump-
tions, although the Radical Reformers did not (see Chapter Four for more
on the Reformation). With the rise in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries of two powerful themes, the individual and the nation-state, it
was all too easy for Christianity to be subsumed into such demanding
agendas. Many contemporary writers in Christian ethics lament the way
over the past 200 years it has become rare to identify a Christian perspec-
tive that was distinct from the good of the family or the state — or a narrow
protection of one denomination’s corporate interests. Ecclesial ethics is a



call for a renewal of the visibility of the church and for an emphasis on the
distinctiveness of Christian ethics, particularly in relation to the person of
Jesus. Such a distinctive ethic may have something to offer those beyond
the church — but that is not to be taken for granted; nor is it healthy to
limit reflection about what is right for Christians to what can be expected
of or legislated for everybody. Ecclesial ethics is less about the decisions
everyone takes, and more about the distinctive character of those making
the decisions. If one were to sum up ecclesial ethics in one word, that word
would be “character.” This is the subject of Chapter Seven.

These three categories are not watertight. Few authors fit wholly and
entirely in one strand; most draw on more than one, and in some cases on
all three. Martin Luther King Jr. is a celebrated twentieth-century figure
who turns to each of the three strands at different moments. The medieval
theologian Thomas Aquinas has both universal and ecclesial shades to his
arguments. But this is a textbook, and the point of a textbook is to help the
student navigate a sometimes daunting myriad of authors and approaches,
identifying salient themes and learning to formulate arguments of various
kinds. We trust identifying these broad styles of argument will help the
student comprehend the diversity of Christian ethics while perceiving the
most marked varieties in approach, audience, and assumptions.






Chapter Five
Universal Ethics

Universal ethics is seldom a name any strand of ethics would give itself. It is
usually a name given by others who question the assumption of universality
on the part of those who claim or dare to speak or decree or legislate for every-
body. Many, perhaps most, of those who aspire to speak for everybody would not
imagine there was any other way to speak. That is an indication of the power of
the arguments made by the key figures in this strand, and the way their assump-
tions have come to be so widely taken for granted.

What distinguishes different approaches to ethics within this strand is not their
audience or constituency but their respective understandings of where the good
is fundamentally located. There are broadly three universal approaches to ethics,
each of which assumes it applies to everybody but which differ in their under-
standing of the moment or place that is the key to the discipline.

1. Perhaps the most obvious is the first approach, which sees ethics as concern-
ing right actions, linked inextricably to right intentions. It is obvious because
the popular understanding of morality tends to assume it is about doing good
things rather than bad things. The means are everything, and a good end
cannot justify the use of dubious means to bring it about.

2. By contrast the second approach sees ethics as concerning right outcomes. In
this case what is good is whatever produces the right result. The ends do — or
at least may — justify the means.

3. The third approach gathers together a number of concerns not adequately
addressed by the previous two approaches. It concentrates on right 7ela-
tionships. Here the priority is a good and healthy society, rather than right
actions by or right outcomes for particular individuals. The third approach
does not necessarily invalidate or even differ from either of the first two,
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but it places its emphasis elsewhere, in the well-being of the community
rather than the decisions of the individual.

We shall look at each approach in turn.

Right Actions

Ethics that focuses on right action is most commonly known as deontological eth-
ics, after the Greek noun deon meaning duty or obligation. Deontological ethics
has many dimensions, and here we shall look at the scriptural tradition of the divine
command, the ancient tradition of natural law, and the hugely influential categori-
cal imperative of Immanuel Kant. These theories may be categorized by what they
respectively take to be the source of the law — God, nature, or the conscience.

Divine Command

The so-called divine command theory of ethics is that actions are required, good,
permissible, bad, or evil simply because God decrees them so. God holds people
morally accountable for their actions, and there will be some kind of judgment or
reckoning after death or at the end of time. The Ten Commandments, recorded
in Exodus and Deuteronomy, appear to represent this kind of ethic, and have
undoubtedly been received as such in many Christian households, congregations,
and traditions.
The Ten Commandments, or Decalogue, include the following injunctions.

¢ You shall have no other gods before me.

® You shall not make for yourself an idol.

* You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lorp your God.
e Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy.

¢ Honor your father and your mother.

*  You shall not murder.

* You shall not commit adultery.

*  You shall not steal.

* You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

® You shall not covet anything that belongs to your neighbor.

For many Christians, these have constituted the essence of the divine command.
While the New Testament contains no such list of injunctions, it still seems to
endorse the principle of ethics being founded on God’s unambiguous command:
in Jesus’ words, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is the greatest and first commandment.
And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” On these two
commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Matt 22:37—40).
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In answer to the question “Are morally good acts willed by God because they
are morally good, or are they morally good because they are willed by God?” the
proponent of the divine command theory will respond with the latter answer.
God’s will is thus discernible in the decrees of direct revelation, rather than in the
traces of God’s ways found in creation and experience. This argument maintains
a strong emphasis on God’s sovereignty (rather than human freedom) and on the
personal, rather than abstract, character of God.

The question “Does God command this particular action because it is right, or
isit right because God commands it?” is sometimes known as Euthyphro’s dilemma.
Plato records a conversation between Euthyphro and Socrates after it comes to
light that Euthyphro is prosecuting his own father for the murder of a servant.
Socrates asks Euthyphro a question along these lines. Philosophers have long been
troubled that the latter answer makes ethics arbitrary. If God commanded some-
thing widely regarded as morally repugnant, it would nonetheless be obligatory,
since God commanded it. The command to Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac
(Gen 22) is often cited in this regard. Many Christians and non-Christians have
reacted strongly against this apparent arbitrariness, finding it intolerable, because it
seems to portray God as a rule-maker, but not a rule-keeper. Others have modified
the abrasive quality of saying “things are morally good simply because God says
s0.” For example, some, such as Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), have suggested (at
the risk of limiting God’s sovereignty) that moral principles bind God in the same
way that logical principles do — that it is impossible to imagine God acting outside
them. Others might use a phrase (at the risk of putting too many demands on the
word “love”) like “Any action is ethically wrong if and only if it is contrary to the
commands of a loving God.” Others might question whether the God being dis-
cussed here bears any regular resemblance to the God made known in Jesus Christ.
Others again might say that it is precisely the Father’s sending the Son to the cross
that constitutes the most dubious ethical command of them all.

Natural Law

Classical accounts
Natural law emerges for the first time in the later tragedies of ancient Greek
drama. In these plays characters find that their ordinary actions have cosmic sig-
nificance. When they go against a fixed code of obligation, terrifying forces are
let loose — even if this was far from the characters’ own intention. The Stoic
philosophers, beginning with Zeno and Chrysippus in Athens in the third cen-
tury BCE, saw natural law as the necessity for humanity to conform itself to the
realities of existence (Stoicism was previously presented in Chapter Three). There
are simple building blocks of life that are firm and unchanging, and following
natural law means not trying to manipulate or alter these foundations but simply
adhering to them.

While the Greeks perceived the nature of things, the Romans saw how that
nature turned into law. Natural law for them was not the passive acceptance of the
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givens of the universe but the active employment of the insights of reason, intel-
ligence, and experience. From the time of Cicero (106—43 BCE) onwards there
was a greater sense of a morally lawful universe in which all evils are eventually set
straight. In the second century ce the Roman jurist Gaius (ca. 130—ca. 180 ck)
distinguished between the law of nations (zus gentinm) and the law of custom (zus
civile). The ius gentinm was a kind of universal law, found in almost every cul-
ture — although Gaius did not speak of it as binding. In the following century
Ulpian (ca. 170-223 cE), another Roman jurist, largely accepted Gaius’ catego-
ries, although his view of the ius gentium was rather more explicitly a human
construction. Ulpian, however, crucially added the notion of natural law, zus nat-
urale, which he saw as the law that bound both humankind and the animals.
Ulpian’s view had much less of a role for human reason and intelligence, beyond
what was required to perceive the realities of nature. To follow the helpful argu-
ment of Timothy O’Connell in his Principles for a Catholic Morality, the difter-
ence between Gaius and Ulpian is this: Does natural law name humankind’s
difference from the animals (Gaius) or its similarity (Ulpian)? Is humankind fun-
damentally an intelligent species that sets out to stamp its limitless mark on the
world or is it essentially a form of animal that must accept its place within a closed
system? This question runs through perpetual debates thereatter. One can, for
example, immediately recognize its significance for ecological questions today, as
we shall see in Chapter Twelve.

Medieval accounts

The medieval notion of natural law emerged from this debate, mediated by Isidore
of Seville (560-636 ck). Isidore accepted Ulpian’s three categories of law. He
agreed that natural law is a given, and not simply a result of human construction.
But he had no interest in aligning humankind with the animals. Instead he saw
natural law as characterized by human reflection on natural circumstances. It was
a position somewhere between Gaius and Ulpian, and opened the way to the
formulations of the scholastic era (ca. 1100-1500).

This tension — between natural law as fundamentally about reason or funda-
mentally about nature — runs through the work of the most significant contribu-
tor to the natural law tradition, Thomas Aquinas. The Fourth Lateran Council
held in 1215 had decreed that pastoral work should be shaped around preaching
and the hearing of auricular confessions. Shortly afterwards the Order of Preachers
was commissioned to take up these two tasks under the leadership of St. Dominic.
A series of books emerged to support the ministry of Dominican preachers and,
especially, confessors. It was in the context of trying to ensure that the pastoral
work of the Dominicans retained its theological, rather than merely practical,
character that the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas was written.

Aquinas learned from Aristotle, whose Nicomachean Ethics was newly available
in Latin translation, that created things have their own nature and each may find
its own perfection, or fulfillment. He also derived from Aristotle a confidence that
human reason, reflecting on sense experience, was a sound source of knowledge
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about the world. Thus, he distinguished between natural knowledge, which could
be attained by reason, and supernatural knowledge, which required revelation
from God. Because of the disparity between creator and creature, the created
order is unable to realize the divine goal; when sin is added, that difference
between humanity and God becomes even starker. However, all things came from
God and will finally return to God, so the dissimilarity is not total. God is the
beginning, the end, and the means of human existence. Most famously, Aquinas
affirms that “grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it.”

His Summa Theologica is divided into three parts: concerning God (I), the
advance of the rational creature to God (1I), and Jesus (III). In the second part
Thomas lays out his moral teaching. It is significant for the history of ethics that
this second part has often been read in separation from the more explicitly theo-
logical parts (I and III). The aspects of part II that concern virtue are described
in Chapter Seven; here we shall consider Aquinas’ understanding of natural law.
His understanding of natural law comes within his treatise on law. Aquinas retains
the ambiguity noted above going back through Isidore of Seville to the active
“Roman” notion of Gaius and the more passive “Greek” notion of Ulpian. He
sees human beings as shaped by reason, and he is aware that right action may not
be the same for all or equally known by all (although the principle of natural law
is simple: “good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided”). But he
also refers to natural law as common to all animals and to the need for humans to
accept their givenness as animals.

Aquinas’ hugely influential description of natural law assumes three orders of
precepts. (A precept is a more specific dimension of a law.) There is the precept
shared with all beings, that of self-preservation. “Whatever is a means of preserv-
ing human life, and warding oft its obstacles, belongs to the natural law.” Next
there are the precepts shared with all animals, “such as sexual intercourse, educa-
tion of offspring and so forth.” Thirdly there is a uniquely human precept, an
inclination to good — “to know the truth about God, and to live in society ... for
instance, to shun ignorance, to avoid offending those among whom one has to
live” and so on. None of these precepts gives clear guidance except as they come
to be articulated through particular laws.

Early modern accounts

This vivid description of natural law remained highly significant into the modern
era. It is sometimes supposed that the magisterial Reformers — those leaders of the
Reformation whose movements were endorsed by governing authorities — rejected
all sense of the knowledge of God or the good outside revelation, but this is not
entirely the case. Martin Luther (1483-1546), John Calvin (1509-64), and their
contemporaries insisted that knowledge of God as creator, which is partly availa-
ble through human observation and experience, is not to be confused with knowl-
edge of God as redeemer, which is only available through revelation. But the
supernatural knowledge of salvation available through Scripture does not, for
them, invalidate the rather different natural knowledge available through reason.
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Perhaps the most significant of the Reformers in relation to natural law is
Richard Hooker (1554-1600). Hooker’s principal work, Of the Laws of
Ecclesiastical Polity, sets out to defend the practical reason on which the constitu-
tional establishment of the Church of England rests against moderate Puritan
criticisms. He follows Luther and Calvin (and before them Augustine and
Aquinas) in arguing that after the Fall, humankind retained the (natural) desire to
be happy, but lost the ability to bring its desire about. Reason desires God, but
cannot find God. Thus Hooker says that there are two forms of government: that
which would have been in a free creation, and that which is now, after the Fall.
But he affirms that natural law still comes from God:

Since God alone is the source of all good, you must not doubt, that whatever truth
you anywhere meet with, proceeds from Him, unless you would be doubly ungrate-
ful to Him. ... Philosophy is, consequently, the noble gift of God, and those learned
men who have striven hard after it in all ages have been incited thereto by God
himself, that they might enlighten the world in the knowledge of the truth.

The philosophers associated with the early Enlightenment period introduced a
new dimension into natural law thinking. Whereas for the medieval thinkers nat-
ural law existed as part of a pattern of eternal, divine, and human laws, now
speculation grew that no longer took eternal and divine law for granted. The
work of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) emerged out of the chaos of the English
Civil War. In his book Leviathan he vividly describes the dangerous existence of
humankind in its natural condition. Hobbes thus derives self-protection from
natural death as the highest necessity. A great deal of his argument is given over
to demonstrating the necessity of a powerful central authority to avert the evil of
civil war. That strong central government was obliged to maintain the conditions
of security above all else.
Hobbes expounds several laws of nature:

* Everyone ought to endeavor peace, as far as they have hope of obtaining it;
and for peace, and defense of themselves, to lay down their right to all things;
and be content with so much liberty against others as they would allow others
against themselves.

e They should keep their covenants, for the definition of injustice is the non-
performance of a covenant.

* If someone receives grace from another, they should endeavor that the one
who gives it have no cause to regret it.

* Everyone should strive to accommodate themselves to the rest, and pardon
those who repent, not seek revenge, declare no hatred or contempt of another,
and acknowledge others as their equal by nature.

The significance of Hobbes’ version of natural law is witnessed by the abiding
resonance of his phraseology in contemporary discussions.
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Joseph Butler (1692-1752), a bishop in the Church of England first of Bristol
and later of Durham, was a natural law opponent of Hobbes. In his A Dissertation
of the Nature of Virtue he showed his debts to the philosophies of Aristotle, the
Stoics, and John Locke, as he commended the moral capacities of human nature
when properly governed by rational principles of selt-love and benevolence. He
did not see a necessary conflict between ideas of moral duty, on the one hand, and
self-interest, on the other. Both involve following nature, whose author is God,
and the fact that one principle is oriented to the good of society and the other to
the good of the individual only confirms the fact that they should therefore coex-
ist harmoniously, for “we were made for society.” He thus utterly dismissed
Hobbes’ claim that selfish impulses are the basic motivation for most human
actions. Butler makes very few explicit appeals to theological principles, but in his
high view of the role of conscience he clearly supposes that the directives of con-
science are coincident with the will of God.

More recent accounts

A number of intellectual developments led to natural law thinking falling out of
fashion in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The simplicity with which some
of the medieval writers assumed nature could be “read oft the page” of observa-
tion was profoundly questioned by a series of wholesale challenges. If human
beings were animals, no one before Charles Darwin (1809-82) had supposed
they were just animals. But Darwin’s theory of natural selection implied precisely
that. The study of human goods belonged, according to this logic, with the study
of'animal behavior. And in the hands of B. F. Skinner (1904-90) and other radical
behaviorists, this logic extended to the abolition of conventional notions of free-
dom, and it becomes difficult to speak of the good in any conventional sense at
all. Meanwhile for Karl Marx (1818-83) what restricts human freedom is the
network of power relations in society. Human beings are subject to their own
self-deceptions and to the largely economic forces that govern human interaction.
For Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) the fault lies not in society but in our own
selves. We are subject to the unconscious drives that operate within us, and free-
dom lies in coming to terms with these drives rather than in striving hopelessly to
control them.

Roman Catholic moral philosophers such as John Finnis (b. 1940) and Germain
Grisez (b. 1929) have stimulated something of a revival in natural law thinking in
recent decades. Their approach is sometimes known as basic goods theory. It sug-
gests that there are a number of goods inherent to human life — but these goods
are so different from one another in kind that one cannot sacrifice or substitute
one for another. They must all be accepted in their concrete plurality. Any act that
attacks one of these goods — even if it simply sacrifices one good for another — is
intrinsically evil. Finnis offers seven such goods, which can never conflict with one
another: life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, sociability (or friendship),
practical reasonableness, and religion. (Grisez adds personal integration.) This is
a list derived from experience and reflection and is not designed to be exhaustive.
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These goods may inevitably be neglected, but they may never be attacked. Finnis
also adds what he calls the “first moral principle,” which is: “in voluntarily acting
for human goods and avoiding what is opposed to them, one ought to choose and
otherwise will those and only those possibilities whose willing is compatible with
integral human fulfilment.”

Immanuel Kant and the Categorical Imperative

To understand the sources and significance of the ethics of Immanuel Kant
(1724-1804) it is first necessary to understand the moral and philosophical
catastrophe constituted by the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries in Europe. The medieval ideal was of'a unified Europe, drawn together
by a single church, united in praise of God, with a harmonious universe ordered
in social and ecclesial hierarchies. Thomas Aquinas’ view of the benign dove-
tailing of eternal, divine, natural, and human law perfectly expresses this confi-
dence. But the wars of religion that followed the Reformation dismantled this
harmonious ideal. As his late 1795 essay Perpetual Peace makes clear, Kant was
searching for a grounding for truth and meaning and morality that would lead
toward peace rather than endless conflict. He found it by accepting the
Enlightenment’s characteristic “turn to the subject”: in other words, like many
of his contemporaries, he made human sensibilities and potentialities, rather
than God’s character and revelation, the center of his enquiries. The starry
heavens above could evoke, but only the moral law within could evince guiding
truth. Unlike those who investigated divine or natural law, he did not see truth
as fundamentally “out there” but rather “in here” —in the individual’s intuition
of the moral law. His life reflected his introverted philosophy in that through
all his eighty years he never traveled more than a hundred miles from his native
Konigsburg (then in Prussia, now in Russia). His Critique of Pure Reason
(1781) argued that God, immortality, and freedom are beyond knowing. But
he later described them as “postulates of reason,” that is, assumptions that
must be made if reason was to proceed. He identified God with the moral law
that he regarded as fundamental. His assumptions about historic Christianity
are amply expressed by the title of his 1793 work, Religion within the Limits of
Reason Alone.

Kant’s work in moral philosophy is largely contained in three books, Groundwork
for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), Critique of Practical Reason (1788), and
Metaphysics of Morals (1797). He regards morality, the limitation of oneself by
refusing to engage in certain activities, as the most significant expression of free-
dom. Freedom, in this sense, is the state of being outside the influence of external
forces. To be subject to such desires as hatred or greed or ambition or revenge is to
be heteronomous. Such desires are genuine, but they are external to the will,
because they are irrational. Instead, Kant sought for the will to be subject only to its
own nature — its mind and rational thought. This was true freedom, or autonomy.
Freedom and rationality are essentially the same thing.
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Kant’s project is therefore to articulate a rule of morality that is binding yet
ensures both the individual and morality itself remain autonomous, independent
of history, tradition, or religious conviction. This means that the rule can only
concern the form of morality, not its content. If the rule were to trespass into the
content of morality it would be making assumptions about matters the individual
subject had an interest in (God, happiness, honor, or whatever). But that would
interfere with the subject’s autonomy. A rule that depends on the subject’s prior
interests and commitments is a hypothetical imperative — hypothetical because it
starts with an assumption of what the subject wants to bring about. Hypothetical
imperatives begin with the word “if”; thus, “If you wish to inherit the earth, you
must be meek.” What Kant is seeking is a cazegorical imperative — a rule that is
binding whatever the subject desires or whatever outcome the subject has in
mind — a rule that takes nothing for granted and makes no assumptions.

Starting with a hypothetical imperative (the subject’s prior commitments) leads
to defining the moral in terms of the good. (The moral is something that can be
defined without reference to particular commitments, whereas the good is always
partial to specific beings.) Kant insists that instead we start with the categorical
imperative, independent of personal commitments and judgments, and thus
define the good in terms of the moral. Only the priority of the moral, in this
sense, can preserve the will from being controlled by desires and thus keep the
subject autonomous. Kant suggests there are three ways of arriving at ethical
judgments; he rejects the first two and argues for the third:

e He rejects moral mysticism, which is seeking or sensing the approval of God
or some other supernatural force. Moral mysticism bears some relation to
divine command theories as outlined above.

e He also rejects (even more firmly) moral empiricism, which seeks to evaluate
good and bad outcomes by observation, often based on pleasure. Moral
empiricism is related to consequentialism, which we shall explore later in this
chapter.

e Instead he advocates moral rationalism, which means abstract reflection on
the degree to which an action arises from the right motivation — and the right
motivation is duty. In this sense Kant differs from the divine command and
natural law theories discussed above. All three are deontological theories, but
the former two are focused on right actions, whereas Kant’s is more con-
cerned with right dispositions.

So what is this fundamental duty that Kant sees as an end in itself? He gives three
formulations of his categorical imperative.
1. Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that
it should become a universal law.
This is the principle of universalizability. By “maxim,” Kant means the logic
or reason behind a person’s actions. It is the combination of their action and
their motivation — hence “I will invest money in a company (action) on the
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basis of profit alone (motivation).” If one can imagine a world in which every-
one acted according to such a maxim and there was no irrationality or contra-
diction in so doing, then acting according to that maxim would be required, or
at least permitted.

This has more of a negative than a positive implication. It is not that every
action that could be universalized should be enacted, but rather that every
action that could not be universalized should be avoided. The liar always
assumes a world in which their falsehood is an exception to others’ truth. Kant
simply eliminates such exceptions. He regards some principles as impossible to
universalize, such as the commitment not to keep any promise or never to help
others. One cannot oneself break a rule one would expect others to keep in
relation to oneself. (This comes very close to the Golden Rule of Matthew 7,
“In everything do to others as you would have them do to you.”) Thus lying is
never permissible, even to save a person’s life from someone who means them
harm.

Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in
the person of any other, always at the same time as an end and never simply as
a means.

It would be absurd never to treat people as a means, for if so no one could
ever hire another person to do a job, but to treat another merely as a means — to
neglect their welfare or humanity — is ruled out. This formulation is perhaps the
most influential statement in ethics today. Countless movements for social jus-
tice take this principle for granted, whether they trace their origins to Kant or
not. It is interesting that for Kant humanity includes one’s own humanity, and
thus one cannot ever commit suicide, because to do so would be to treat life as
a means to a further end, such as happiness, comfort, or at least absence of pain.
Kant assumed that this second formulation was logically identical with the first,
but many have noted that here Kant appears here to talk about the good and
not just the moral, thus breaking his principle of addressing only form and not
content.

All rational beings must so act as if they were through their maxims always
legislating members in the universal kingdom of ends.

To be legislating members is a way of saying that all one’s actions could be
turned into universal laws. To abide in the universal kingdom of ends means to
treat others always as ends, and never only as means.

Thus, Kant’s third formulation draws together his first and second. One
should behave as though everyone shared this code of morality, even though
one knows that not everyone does, and not everyone that shares it actually
keeps it. One should not simply act as a member of such a community, but
should act as a leader should act, setting an example and pondering the univer-
sal implications of all actions.

It is hard to overestimate the significance of Kant for Christian ethics. One impor-
tant strand is the way Albrecht Ritschl (1822-89), the most famous of the German
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liberal theologians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, blended
Kantian ethics with the more familiar theological notions of the historical Jesus
and the kingdom of God. Christian ethics became the establishment of a “king-
dom of ends,” in which no one was ever to be treated simply as a means, and in
which all actions that applied to Christians should apply just as much to everyone
else. This tradition was maintained vividly by the Social Gospel movement in
America, in works such as Christianizing the Social Order (1912) by Walter
Rauschenbusch (1861-1918). Another strand leads to the political philosopher
John Rawls (1921-2002), whose work we shall consider later in this chapter, and
the critical theorist Jiirgen Habermas (b. 1929). It is simply impossible to enter a
discussion of deontological ethics without accepting Kant’s achievement in rela-
tion to universalizability and his emphasis on autonomy, particularly his insistence
on never treating persons simply as means to a further end. Whenever a parent
says to a child, “What if everybody scribbled on the walls of other people’s
houses?” or a union member says to an employer, “You can’t treat people like
that,” they are, whether they know it or not, deeply in debt to Immanuel Kant.

Right Outcomes

Ethics that focuses on right outcomes is most commonly known as consequential
ethics. It represents a shift away from assuming that some things are simply set in
stone, and toward a view of humanity as the shaper of its own destiny. It is com-
mon, for example, to hear someone aspire “to leave the world a better place than
I found it.” But this presupposes that one has significant control over the out-
comes of one’s actions. This assumption may be described as a characteristic of
the modern era. “Consequentialism” is a term that was coined by the philosopher
Elizabeth Anscombe in 1958. It refers to a family of theories that hold in com-
mon their rejection of deontological ethics, whether divine command, natural
law, or Kantian in character. The theories differ on their answer to three ques-
tions: What counts as a good outcome? Good for whom? And who decides?
However, the history of consequentialism is by no means as long as that of deon-
tological ethics. It begins in earnest with the utilitarianism of the late eighteenth
century. Most other views, which we shall consider thereafter, define themselves
in relation to utilitarianism.

Utilitarianism

Jevemy Bentham

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) was an English legal and social reformer living
through a time of enormous social and political change. He had many views that
would seem more in keeping with those widely held two centuries later than with
those prevalent in his own day — notably on the equality of women, the legaliza-
tion of homosexuality, the welfare of animals, the permissibility of divorce, the
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abolition of slavery, the prohibition of corporal punishment, and the introduction
of pensions, health insurance, and inheritance tax.

He brought his legal facility to his vision for social improvement. Resolving
the complexity of human experience into two poles, pain and pleasure, he sought
to maximize pleasure among the maximum number of people. He aspired to a
complete code of law based on the “greatest happiness principle,” which, bor-
rowing a phrase from the philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746) a century
earlier, he originally called “the greatest happiness of the greatest number.”
Bentham’s confidence in the application of mathematics and science to morality
was such that he developed what he called a felicific calculus (after the Latin for
happiness; also known as the hedonistic calculus, derived from the Greek for
pleasure), which he believed could determine the morality of any proposed deci-
sion. Six dimensions determined the degree of pleasure within an individual, and
a seventh determined the number of individuals involved. They included inten-
sity of pleasure, duration, likelihood, propinquity (how soon), fecundity (the
likelihood of repetition or extension), and purity (the likelihood of bringing
about opposite sensations). Thus, it was simply a matter of calculating whether
pleasure was likely to exceed pain across these criteria to establish the appropri-
ateness of a course of action.

Bentham took a number of things for granted that his successors found prob-
lematic. He regarded pleasure as a measurable commodity, and he regarded his
own estimate of what constituted pleasure as normative. But pleasure has seldom
seemed in the hands of later ethicists the uncomplicated value it always appeared
to Bentham. Meanwhile he had extraordinary confidence in his and others’ ability
to predict the outcome of events. One simply never knows what might have
been — world and personal history is brimming with “what ifs” — and one cannot
tell it the adult whose life one sacrifices to save the children when the oxygen is
running out might have lived to find a cure for cancer.

Jobm Stuart Mill

Bentham’s most significant successor was his student John Stuart Mill (1806-73).
It was Mill who coined the term “utilitarianism” as the title of his 1863 book. He
regarded utilitarianism as an empirical, or experience-based, form of ethical reflec-
tion, as opposed to the intuitive and categorical ethical systems of Kant and oth-
ers. His understanding was that morality was founded on utility, or the greatest
happiness principle — that is, actions are right in proportion as they tend to pro-
mote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By hap-
piness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the
privation of pleasure.

Mill refines Bentham’s account of pleasure by distinguishing between the lower,
bodily, sensual pleasures and the higher, intellectual, mental pleasures. The former
can evoke contentment, but only the latter can genuinely lead to happiness. Mill
famously summarized this distinction with the words, “It is better to be a human
being dissatisfied than a pig satistied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool
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satisfied.” He had a high view of the value of education, and believed that better
education led people to seek higher pleasures. It was in order to encourage the
release of these higher capacities that Mill took such a strong stand on liberty, with
the famous words, “The only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised
over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to
others.” This led Mill, among other things, to the rejection of censorship.

Mill does not overcome all of the weaknesses in Bentham’s theory. It remains
difficult to rest the whole of ethical deliberation on a single thread, pleasure. One
only has to imagine the heart-searchings of a family around the bedside of a dying
relative to sense that pleasure cannot bear the weight of all the dimensions of
human good. And even if pleasure is divided into higher and lower, it is not
straightforward to distinguish the difference between the two, and not easy to
distinguish between different forms of “higher” pleasure. Mill’s account of liberty
is often thought of as a deontological defense, but it is in fact subject to utilitari-
anism, because liberty fundamentally brings about the greatest happiness of the
greatest number.

Henry Sidgwick

The next major development in utilitarian thinking came through Henry Sidgwick
(1838-1900), notably in his book The Methods of Ethics (1874). He criticized
what he called psychological utilitarianism, by which all persons seek their own
pleasure, and instead advocated ethical hedonism, by which every individual
should seek the common good and happiness of all. He rejected Mill’s claim that
utilitarianism was based on empirical observation. He put forward three self-evi-
dent truths of ethics. One was prudence — the ability to defer the gratification of
smaller pleasures in anticipation of greater future pleasures. Another was jus-
tice — which resembled the Golden Rule in proposing that we should treat others
as we would wish to be treated ourselves. And the third was benevolence — seek-
ing the good of others as much as one seeks one’s own.

Realism and Non-realism

At this point it becomes clear that consequentialism in general and utilitarianism
in particular run into a number of issues that deontological theories tend to avoid.
Deontological theories tend to take for granted that there is an objective standard
of truth and thus morality against which all ethical judgments can be established.
Early utilitarian theories, such as Bentham’s, tend to concur with this assumption.
But once Bentham’s approach came to be criticized as subjective, the question
arose about whether in fact every ethical system was subjective — and indeed
whether there could be any such thing as “objective” ethics — ethics for every-
body — at all. While this is a matter for all ethical (and philosophical) discussion,
and is not simply a matter for consequentialism, it is in the context of the ques-
tions raised by and about consequentialism that the issue most naturally arises, so
it is appropriate to discuss it here.
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Realists regard morality as an objective matter. There is only one moral truth
(or set of moral truths) and the task of philosophy and ethics is to get as close to
it as possible. This rests on a correspondence notion of truth — the assumption that
statements describe states of affairs that are real and true whether the statement
had been made or not. Thus, to say a table has four legs is to assume that the
notions of “table” and “four” are in no sense arbitrary but are simply givens that
exist in an unchanging realm of reality. While realism insists that reality is unchang-
ing, it has to accept that human perception of reality can change and develop —and
thus realism is particularly tied to discoveries in natural and social science that
enhance its picture of truth.

e Some moral realists are naturalists, who assume that all ethical systems are
based on properties or characteristics in the natural world that can be discov-
ered by observation, experience, or experiment. This view was famously criti-
cized by Cambridge University philosopher G. E. Moore (1873-1958), who
used the term “naturalistic fallacy” to argue that one can never assume it is
possible to derive an “ought” (a moral statement) from an “is” (a statement
about nature).

* Moore was a consequentialist who took the alternative realist view, intuition-
ssm. Intuitionism simply means that there are objective truths and falsehoods,
but that these are not to be read off the page of nature by observation. Instead
they are self-evident to every human being through common sense. (When
the founding fathers of America stated that they held life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness to be self-evident, they were speaking as intuitionists. )
Early intuitionists referred to an additional, sixth sense by which human
beings can identify right and wrong; later their successors made much of the
analogy between morality and aesthetics, maintaining that just as everyone
has an eye for beauty, so everyone has an eye for morality. It is easy to see how
an objective theory that assumes everyone has the same intuitions can lead to
controversy and dispute when not everyone agrees what these intuitions are.

Non-realists regard morality as a subjective matter. They regard truth as essentially
a matter of human construction, emerging over time within languages, cultures,
and societies. This rests on a coberence notion of truth — the recognition that there
are no free-standing facts but that all truth is like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle that is
evaluated by whether it fits with other recognized truths. Non-realism covers a
spectrum from thoroughgoing relativism to a position almost as objective as real-
ism. Some non-realists maintain that ethical statements are subjective claims — in
other words that morality lies in the eye of the beholder. This is a view made
popular by cultural anthropology. Anthropologists observing a wide variety of
cultures came to the conclusion that while there are particular customs, there is
no general morality. The logic of this position is to refuse to favor any one ethical
conviction over another, perceiving such a preference as a form of cultural impe-
rialism. It is a position that makes passing on a tradition from one generation to
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another within a multicultural society deeply problematic, and adjudicating legally
between traditions equally so. One attempt to counter the dangers of moral rela-
tivism, while accepting its philosophical starting point, is to speak of the ideal
observer. The ideal observer is the person who is fully informed, wholly rational,
and yet suitably compassionate and imaginative. When one has accepted the rela-
tivist perspective this is as close to an objective view as one can get.

Non-cognitivism

Not all non-realists regard themselves as moral relativists. A significant movement in
twentieth-century moral philosophy is known as non-cognitivism. Non-cognitivism
is similar to G. E. Moore’s intuitionism; that is, it shares Moore’s view that morality
cannot be grounded on observations that can be made about the natural world “out
there,” but it difters from Moore in that Moore was a cognitivist (who regarded his
intuitive morality as nonetheless objective), whereas non-cognitivists have given up
on the claim that ethical judgments can be simply true or false. Two particular kinds
of non-cognitivism have been widely influential.

o The first is emotivism, which emerged in the eighteenth century. Hume (1711-
76) argued in his book Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751) that
approbation or blame is a work of the heart, not of judgment, and that it
involves active feeling or sentiment rather than simply evaluating propositions.
In other words, the statements “monogamy is good” or “lying is bad” express
the emotions of the speaker and are therefore not objective moral claims.

* Meanwhile the influential philosophical movement known as logical positivism
from the late 1920s assumed that philosophy is concerned simply with verifying
the truth or falsehood of propositions. The movement only accepted two kinds
of statements as valid propositions — analytical, which are inherently true, and
might be called tautologies (“all parents have children”), and synthetic, which
require empirical evidence (“eating carrots helps you see in the dark”). Because
ethical statements (along with aesthetic and theological ones) are not of either
kind, such statements, according to logical positivists, are “meaningless,” which
means not nonsensical but unprovable.

In his 1944 book Ethics and Language C. L. Stevenson (1908-79) developed
Hume’s views alongside those of the logical positivists. He saw ethics as more a
matter of expression of feeling than assertion of fact. He was particularly inter-
ested in the magnetic power of ethical vocabulary to commend and persuade
persons of certain courses of action. Persuasion, he said,

depends on the sheer, direct emotional impact of words — on emotive meaning,
rhetorical cadence, apt metaphor, stentorian, stimulating, or pleading tones of voice,
dramatic gestures, care in establishing rapport with the hearer or audience, and so
on. ... A redirection of the hearer’s attitudes is sought not by the mediating step of
altering his beliefs, but by exhbortation, whether obvious or subtle, crude or refined.
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For Stevenson, an ethical statement comes in two parts: one declares the speaker’s
attitude (or values) and the other declares an imperative to correspond with it.
Thus, “It’s drafty” is a declaration of the speaker’s disposition toward tempera-
ture and wind control, while “Close the door” is an imperative that mirrors the
declaration. The speaker supports this imperative with reasons, but these reasons
are invariably indications of the likely consequences rather than proofs as such.
Stevenson seems to reduce ethics to those conversations that seek to change or
influence the attitudes of others, which, many have suggested, describes only one
dimension of ethics as a whole. The Scottish-born philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre
(b. 1929), whose work we shall consider in Chapter Seven, criticized emotivism
in language that echoes Kant when he claimed that emotivism entails the
“obliteration of the distinction between manipulative and non-manipulative social
relations.” In other words, for emotivism others are always means, never ends.

An alternative kind of non-cognitivism is prescriptivism. R. M. Hare (1919-
2002) developed his notion of prescriptivism in relation to the influential debate
over emotivism. His book The Language of Morals (1952) harmonizes some of the
assumptions of emotivism with the commitments of Kant. Hare accepts the logical
positivists’ assumption that ethical statements cannot be statements of fact. He
divides ethics into two strands, descriptive and non-descriptive (or evaluative).
Evaluative statements work rather as Stevenson had portrayed them — they prescribe
both attitude and behavior. In this sense prescriptivism has much in common with
emotivism. But Hare goes beyond Stevenson in arguing that evaluative statements
(“Lying is wrong”) not only offer magnetic emotional force, they are genuine
imperatives, because they express not just a view on behalf of the individual speaker
but a vision for all times and places. This echoes Kant’s universalizability principle,
and for this reason Hare’s theory is often called universal prescriptivism. Hare
regards every use of the word “ought” as an indication of prescriptivism.

Some Developments in Consequentialism

Because consequentialism has been so closely identified with utilitarianism, on the
one hand, and been supposed to open the door to non-realism in general and moral
relativism in particular, on the other, it has often fallen into disrepute, particularly
in Roman Catholic circles. However, traditions have been developed or emerged,
particularly within Roman Catholic moral theology, that seek to harness some of
the insights of consequentialism to a realist, largely natural law perspective.

One tradition that goes back to Thomas Aquinas is the principle of the double
effect. In some ways it can be traced to the words of the Hippocratic Oath, origi-
nally composed around the fourth century Bcg: “First, do no harm.” It faces the
reality that some actions, for example in medicine and in war, are likely to have
multiple effects, some good and others not. It assumes there is a difference
between on the one hand promoting some good in such a way that one realizes
that one will at the same time cause harm as an anticipated side-effect, and on the
other hand deliberately causing harm while seeking thereby to achieve good in
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the longer term. There are four criteria to be met in carrying out the proposed
action according to the principle of the double effect.

e The action itself must be good, or at least indifferent.

e The intention must be to bring about a good outcome.

e The good outcome must not be the direct outcome of the bad effect (e.g., the
end of suffering must not simply come through killing the patient).

® The resultant good must exceed the incurred harm.

One very common application of this principle is to permit physicians to prescribe
powerful painkilling medications — ones which may, for example, damage the liver
so much that they would in due course kill the patient — in cases where the patient
is not in any case expected to live very long. The principle of double effect enables
the physician to distinguish this treatment from euthanasia. Perhaps the most
controversial example of the employment of the principle is to justify the drop-
ping of the atomic bombs on Japan to bring an abrupt end to World War II;
strictly speaking, unless there was a munitions factory in Hiroshima, there was no
double effect justification for dropping the bomb there.

The principle makes many assumptions: that it is possible to describe acts as
good or bad without regard to context; that it is never possible to engage in a
worthwhile activity without some negative outcomes; and that there can ever be
as few as two effects, rather than countless ones, arising from any action. The
principle is sometimes paraphrased as “the end does not justify the means.” But
this rests on an ambiguity about the meaning of the word end. If “end” means
purpose, intention, or goal, then this is in keeping with the principle of double
effect. But if “end” means actual final outcome, then the implication is somewhat
different. If the final outcome really is a great and admirable one, then it could be
taken to justify any proportionate means. This links the principle of double effect
to the heart of consequential ethics.

The connection is made clearer by the late twentieth-century movement in
moral theology known as proportionalism, most explicitly stated in Bernard
Hoose’s 1987 work Proportionalism. Proportionalism seeks to steer a path
between deontology and consequentialism. It sides with natural law against divine
command in insisting that acts are forbidden because they are wrong, not wrong
because they are forbidden. But it sides with consequentialism in affirming that
acts are judged not just by intention, but by outcome. And the key to that out-
come is the degree to which they contribute to human flourishing and fulfillment.
Proportionalism recognizes that actions invariably have both good and bad
effects, and thus both contribute to and detract from human fulfillment. They are
not to be evaluated as to whether they are perfect, but as to whether the good
they bring about is proportionate to the harm they do. This is considered an
appropriation of Thomas Aquinas’ (and Aristotle’s) virtue of prudence, which the
former regarded as the key to ethics. It is a decisive move away from exceptionless
norms — the assumption that what is good has always been good and always will
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be. It acknowledges that some goods change over time, and may change in the
future in ways that cannot be anticipated. It becomes impossible to speak of acts
that are intrinsically evil. Proportionalism was decisively rejected in the 1993
papal encyclical Veritatis Splendor (The Splendor of Truth).

Situation Ethics

One consequential theory that takes its rejection of deontology to an extreme is
situation ethics. In his book Situation Ethics (1963), the Episcopal priest Joseph
Fletcher (1905-91) presented his model of ethics as a mean between what he
called legalist (natural law and divine command) and antinomian (entirely spon-
taneous and unprincipled) ethics. He saw all laws as merely useful to the extent
they could bring about love, and he regarded his ethic as embodying the love
commandment of Jesus — although he later renounced Christianity. The central
purpose is agape — which Fletcher defined as loving one’s neighbor as oneself.

Fletcher gave several examples of extreme situations in which the demands of
love ran contrary to the expectations of law. In one, a young woman found herself
in a time of war. Her government wanted her to seduce and sleep with an enemy
spy in order to be able later to blackmail him. Would it be worth breaking her
usual values in order to save thousands of lives and bring the war to an end? In
another, at the close of World War II in Europe a German mother found she could
only be released by her Russian captors and reunited with her family if she were
pregnant. She asked a camp guard to impregnate her and, on becoming pregnant,
she was sent back to Berlin and found her husband and children. Fletcher pointed
out that these examples were extreme to show that in normal circumstances prin-
ciples would apply whereas in extreme ones they might not — but these examples
contributed to the growing assumption that ethics largely concerns the practice of
decision-making in extremely challenging situations.

Fletcher developed four working and six fundamental principles. The working
principles were:

1. pragmatism (the course of action must succeed in bringing about love);

2. relativism (one can never say “never” — Fletcher insisted this relativized the
absolute, but did not absolutize the relative);

3. positivism (which, for Fletcher, meant everything depends on adherence to
the Christian notion of agape love, and no logic can prove its unique status);

4. personalism (all laws exist to work for the good of people).

The fundamental principles were:

1. the only thing that is intrinsically good is love — no action is intrinsically right
or wrong independent of circumstances;

2. Christianity means self-giving agape love, and the Ten Commandments and
other laws are subservient to agape love;
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3. love and justice are the same thing — justice is simply adapting love to the
needs of distribution;

4. love is unconditional — it attends to the neighbor regardless of whether the
neighbor is likeable or loves in return;

5. only the end (love) justifies the means (this is close to utilitarianism, although
here “love” replaces “happiness”);

6. love’s decisions should be made in freedom — entirely in the context of the
situation — and not in law.

Situation ethics captured the mood of an era. It had a remarkable confidence in
the human ability to identify and practice love without self-deception. It had no
fear that in opening the door to actions like euthanasia it might ever be difficult
to close the door again. It had great assurance of human beings’ ability to predict
the outcomes of unusual courses of action. In these ways it was widely and loudly
criticized. But shorn of its extremes, it has made itself a significant element in
consequential thinking, and is not so different from the theory of proportional-
ism, which has gained much more support in “respectable” ethical circles.

Right Relationships

Both deontological and consequential theories of ethics have a habit of focusing on
the individual as the center of ethics. In the period following the Enlightenment,
however, two significant developments contributed to the emergence of what we
might describe as a third strand in universal ethics, one with significant aspects in
common with each of the first two. In the modern era, by which we mean the era
bequeathed by the Enlightenment, it was no longer possible for Europeans to
imagine the world as a seamless Christian whole, in the way that had been more
common in the medieval period. Not only was there a split between Catholics and
Protestants, there were increasingly vocal elements who rejected a theological
frame of reference as a ground for ethics in at least the public sphere, and some-
times in the personal sphere too. Meanwhile, as we saw in Chapter Two and
Chapter Four, huge economic, social, and political changes were taking place across
Europe, to which churches, theologians, and philosophers were seeking to adapt.

To make the journey from Kant’s emphasis on individual choice to a concern
for society understood as a whole requires passing through two influential phi-
losophers who dominated the nineteenth century. G. W. E. Hegel (1770-1831)
owed much to Kant’s emphasis on mind as the location of ultimate reality, a
view known as idealism. Hegel saw history as a gradual development involving
Geist (the collective or universal mind or “spirit” in which all rational human
beings share). Geist first posits concepts, then finds apparent incompatibilities
between them, and, finally, in seeking to overcome these incompatibilities,
moves toward ever greater self-understanding. This threefold process is known
as Hegelian dialectic.
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In specifically ethical terms, Hegel is keen to think beyond the limitations of
very abstract principles of the rightness and wrongness of actions themselves
(abstract right), which cannot give an adequate account of the role of the agent
as one who chooses and is responsible for his or her actions. But he is also critical
of a Kantian approach to obligation and responsibility (morality), which tries to
posit universalizable rules for action that are valid for any rational agent while fail-
ing to take account of the particular character and circumstances of specific agents.
Instead there needs to be a greater attention to the changing social and cultural
settings in which people act, and this — Hegel argues — requires the category of
ethical life (Ssttlichkeit). Ethical life is the arena where we find the concrete insti-
tutions that frame and shape human action — like family, civil society, and the
state. These basic social units are distillations in actual historical circumstances of
the concepts of the good and of human well-being that are current in their time.
We do not necessarily choose these institutions, even though we may interact
creatively with them from within — and this marks a profound difference between
Hegel’s ethics and the more voluntarist, or choice-based, models of ethics associ-
ated with a Kantian tradition.

Karl Marx (1818-83) outlined a vision of the world order that he thought
must characterize the ultimate stage in the development of humanity in history.
He took from Hegel a belief that human freedom is not the property of indi-
viduals, but is best understood as the activity of a self-realizing whole. By partici-
pating in the judgments and liberating forces at work in historical process,
humanity as a whole will realize itself as a universal and free society. History’s
final stage is one in which self-centered and group-centered activity will tran-
scend itself, finding true fulfillment in the service of universal humanity. This
stage will mark an end to human exploitation. Every human being will contrib-
ute freely and rationally to society, and receive what he or she needs from it.
Marx’s belief in the possibility of freedom through political struggle has been a
powerful motivator of liberation movements ever since — including Christian
liberation theologies that have borrowed analytical tools from Marx in their cri-
tique of the ideology of privilege and their exposure of social exploitation. We
shall examine these further in Chapter Six.

One of the great achievements of Marx’s thought was to show how ideas
(including ethical ideas) are social products. In other words, ideas do not simply
exist — they are created by particular people in particular circumstances. Moreover,
he contended, they are often particularly influenced by class interests, or by eco-
nomic relations in which there is unequal power. The powerful have especially
good opportunities to sponsor morality that will serve their requirements in any
given set of economic conditions. In this respect, Marx’s thought is anti-ethical,
because it rejects the idea that any philosophy of human behavior is normative; for
him, ethics masks power. On the other hand, his is a morally passionate (though
anti-religious) philosophy. This is one of its paradoxes.

The Marxist vision of community without private property argues for much
more than the sharing of property practiced in the early church of Acts 2—4; it
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argues for shared ownership of the means of production themselves. Moreover, it is
intrinsically critical of models of shared ownership that are limited to particular
communities or groups, such as the church, because of its vision of a society that
encompasses the whole human species.

Marx’s understanding that human existence is an unfolding drama, whose
dynamic is human relationship to production, is known as “historical material-
ism.” It has come to constitute one of the principal alternatives to a Christian
worldview in the modern era. One of the key questions Christian ethicists have
put to Marxist thought is what room it has for articulating the obligations and
aspirations of interpersonal relationship. Can the specifics of life in community
with other human beings be articulated and valued adequately in the terms
provided by Marx’s thought, or will humanity always only be describable as
productive labor, and community in functional terms as cooperative solidarity
in that labor?

Three themes emerged from the legacy of Hegel and Marx that have come to
hold important places in contemporary conversations in Christian ethics: respon-
sibility, rights, and justice. While the writings and traditions that embody these
themes vary in their acceptance or rejection of Hegelian and Marxist themes, they
all share a commitment to the communal — rather than merely individual — aspect
of the ethical life.

Responsibility

As an ethical theme, responsibility focuses on the obligations that members of a
society have toward one another. It asks the scriptural question, “Am I my broth-
er’s keeper?” and wonders about the ways in which we are responsible for the
well-being of those around us, especially the most vulnerable. The theme of
responsibility takes shape in a number of different areas throughout the twentieth
century, including in the Catholic social teaching embodied in the papal encycli-
cals, the Social Gospel that flowered in American Protestantism, and Anglican
social thought.

Papal encyclicals

During the papacy of Leo XIII (1810-1903, pope from 1878), there began a
series of encyclicals, or open letters, from the Vatican that acknowledged the
changing social and economic circumstances of the modern era, and sought to
address these new conditions with an approach based around natural law. From
1963 the popes recognized a need to speak not just to Roman Catholics but to
the world community. Each encyclical is known by the opening words of'its Latin
edition. The first encyclical was Rerum Novarum (On Capital and Labor, 1891),
followed forty years later by Quadragesimo Anno (On the Reconstruction of the
Social Order, 1931), and then, in turn, Mater et Magistra (On Christianity and
Social Progress, 1961), Pacem in Terris (On Establishing Universal Peace in
Truth, Justice, Charity, and Liberty, 1963), Dignitatis Humanae (Declaration on
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Religious Freedom, 1965), Populorum Progressio (On the Development of
Peoples, 1967), Octogesima Adveniens (On the Eightieth Anniversary of Rerum
Novarum, 1971), Laborem Exercens (On Human Work, 1981), Sollicitudo Rei
Socialis (For the Twentieth Anniversary of Populorum Progressio, 1987),
Centesimus Annus (On the Hundredth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, 1991),
Evangelinum Vitae (On the Value and Inviolability of Human Life, 1995), Deus
Caritas Est (On Christian Love, 20006), Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth,
2009), and Laudato S’ (On Care for Our Common Home, 2015). Several of
these are treated at greater length in Part Three of this book.

A number of themes run through this social encyclical tradition.

Most visible is the sanctity of life and the dignity of the human person. This
begins from the moment of conception and ends with death — thus, racism
and similar forms of discrimination are opposed; abortion, euthanasia, and the
death penalty are ruled out; and just war principles, with their assumption of
war as a last resort, must be followed. The basic unit of society is the family,
and through communities, nations, and the global society, every person has a
place in a kind of family.

There is a varying degree of coolness toward socialism, whose methods of
analysis are sometimes commended but whose materialism and atheism are
intolerable, and toward capitalism, whose commitment to private property
is endorsed but whose tendency to exacerbate class struggles is noted. There
is no confidence that an entirely free market is capable of yielding justice:
“Just as the unity of human society cannot be founded on an opposition of
classes, so also the right ordering of economic life cannot be left to a free
competition of forces. For from this source, as from a poisoned spring, have
originated and spread all the errors of individualist economic teaching”
(Quadragesimo Anno).

The principle of subsidiarity expresses a concern that all state decisions should
be taken as close to the level of the common people as is practicable.

The popes make significant use of rights language. Everyone has a right to life
and the necessities for a full and flourishing life, such as medical care, educa-
tion, employment, and a living wage. Everyone has the right to property, but
the right to use the world’s resources comes with a duty to attend to those
who lack access to basic goods: this stance is sometimes known as the social
mortgage.

Catholic tradition already recognized commutative justice (arithmetic equal-
ity, among individuals), distributive justice (proportionate share of goods and
burdens, across society), and Jlegal justice (obligations to society); the encycli-
cal Quadragesimo Anno introduced the notion of social justice, a preferential
commitment to the poor in word, prayer, and deed, and an invitation to social
organization to achieve the common good. (The term “social justice” was
first coined by the Jesuit Luigi Taparelli [1793-1862].) The rights of workers
include that of forming trade unions and enjoying safe working conditions. A
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quotation from Rerum Novarum gives a flavor of the language in which these
sentiments are expressed: employers must not “look upon their work people
as their bondsmen, but ... respect in every man his dignity as a person enno-
bled by Christian character.”

e Since the 1960s there has been an increasing recognition that social problems
are global in nature, and that just lending arrangements and care for the natu-
ral environment as God’s creation are vital dimensions of human solidarity.
These words from Pacem in Terris are typical: “We exhort our people to take
an active part in public life, and to contribute towards the attainment of the
common good of the entire human family as well as to that of their own coun-
try.” This theme gained in prominence and urgency with the 2015 encyclical
Laudato Si°, which asserts that the earth is like a sister who “now cries out to
us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and
abuse of the goods with which God has endowed her,” and which calls on all
the religions and nations of the earth to engage in an international dialogue
concerning the present environmental crisis.

The Social Gospel
It was not just the Roman Catholic tradition that adapted to the challenges of the
modern world by stressing the theme of communal responsibility. Two other contri-
butions stand out. One was the Social Gospel movement in the United States in
the early years of the twentieth century. Washington Gladden (1836-1918), a
Congregational pastor in Columbus, Ohio, and Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918),
a German Baptist pastor in New York, are generally seen as the center of the move-
ment. Rauschenbusch was particularly influenced by the novelist Charles Sheldon
(1857-1946), especially his novel In His Steps (1897), which coined the phrase
“What Would Jesus Do?”. The Social Gospelers concentrated on Jesus’ proclamation
of the kingdom of God, which they saw as truly realizable on earth in the foreseeable
future. There was great confidence in human progress, as a result of humankind fol-
lowing God’s initiative, and in the capacity of education to introduce a law of love
that would eradicate the sin of selfishness from individuals and institutions. One sig-
nificant document was The Social Creed of the Churches (1912), which advocated
conciliation and arbitration in industrial disputes, the abolition of child labor, a reduc-
tion in working hours, and a living wage. The movement was roundly criticized by
Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) as naive and lacking an understanding of sin.
Reinhold Niebuhr served thirteen years as an Evangelical German Lutheran
pastor in Detroit before moving to Union Seminary in New York in 1928. While
initially sharing the pacifism and optimism of the Social Gospelers, he came to
renounce such views and developed instead an approach he called Christian real-
ism. In Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932) he makes a distinction between
individual face-to-face relations, which have the capacity to be unselfish, and
interactions between one group and another, where such unselfishness is virtually
impossible. In An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (1935) he describes love as an
“impossible possibility,” and suggests justice as a more suitable term for economic
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and political discourse. Thus, “Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy pos-
sible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary.” In the
Nature and Destiny of Man (two volumes, 1941, 1943) Niebuhr focused more
explicitly on the question of sin, arguing that the doctrine of original sin is the
only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith. It is the limitation
imposed by sin that keeps humanity in the finite and prevents it realizing its des-
tiny in the infinite. Niebuhr regarded the agape love of Jesus as a religious ideal
that could not be treated as a normative ethic. The cross was a tragic moment in
history that illustrated the selflessness in human destiny but not the selfishness
that lies in human nature. Thus, justice would require coercion to balance out
social disparities and resist tyranny. The following sums up his notion of realism:

Man’s concern for some centuries to come is not the creation of an ideal society in
which there will be uncoerced and perfect peace and justice, but a society in which
there will be enough justice, and in which coercion will be sufficiently nonviolent to
prevent his common enterprise from issuing into complete disaster.

Anglican social ethics

Anglican theology has a significant tradition of social thought in this same
“responsibility” line. At the head of the tradition in the modern era is F. D.
Maurice (1805-72), who lost his chair at King’s College London when he denied
the doctrine of everlasting punishment in hell. Maurice and Charles Kingsley
(1819-75) described Christian socialism as the science of partnership. They fores-
wore competition and strove to promote the kingdom of God as an existing real-
ity. They were an inspiration for the cooperative movement, which sought to
protect workers in the face of the newly mechanized economy, and later for the
Christendom Group, which aspired to the medieval ecology of church, nation,
and social order. The most celebrated member of this tradition was William
Temple (1881-1944, archbishop of Canterbury 1942—4). He saw the incarnation
and the sacraments as the ground on which material reality was valued, and thus
the lens through which reflection on economics and politics was required. In
January 1941 Temple presided at the Malvern Conference, a gathering that par-
ticularly considered the relation of the church to economic life. He elucidated the
principle, first coined by J. H. Oldham (1874-1969), of “middle axioms” — guid-
ing principles that could take a middle place between general theological goals
and specific political policy. Temple’s best-known work is Christianity and Social
Order (1942). He first used the term “welfare state” and was a crucial figure in
inaugurating the era of social reform in post-war Britain.

Rights

There are a number of sources for the tradition of human rights. For example, the
Code of Hammurabi, found in Mesopotamia, and dating back to around 1800
BCE, recognizes to some degree the rights of women, children, and slaves; and the
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Cyrus cylinder, found in 1879 and dating back to 539 Bcg, shows how Cyrus of
Persia abolished slavery in his empire and promoted freedom of religious expres-
sion. But the tradition of human rights in the West begins in earnest in the debate
about the status of the native peoples conquered by the Spanish in South America
in the sixteenth century.

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1484-1566), Dominican friar and bishop of Chiapas
in southeast Mexico, was horrified by the conquistadores’ atrocious treatment of
the indigenous peoples of what became known as Latin America. He advocated
the self-determination of peoples, believing that power resides in the populace,
and that rulers should serve the people and gain their consent when implement-
ing significant actions. He believed the indigenous peoples were free people under
natural law, were fully rational, and should be evangelized without coercion. In
1550-1 in Valladolid he engaged in a celebrated debate with the Jesuit Juan Ginés
de Septilveda, who argued that the Amerindians were natural slaves. Initially Las
Casas argued that Africans should be brought to the New World to carry out slave
functions, but he later changed his view on this.

The notion of natural rights was taken up by Hugo Grotius (1583-1645).
Prior to Grotius, reference to rights was always (as in the English Magna Carta of
1215) in relation to social roles. From Grotius onwards comes the notion of inal-
ienable rights, which became so significant in the US Declaration of Independence.
Grotius explicitly stated that it was possible to ascertain certain moral necessities
without belief in God; these included freedom, equality, and the pursuit of peace-
able cooperation in society. The right of governments was secondary to these
natural individual rights — governments simply oversaw the security and distribu-
tion of property and the arrest and punishment of offenders. Thomas Hobbes
assumed, as we have seen, that natural rights were identical with self-interest. The
state of nature was one in which everyone was entitled to claim everything from
everybody, ensuring misery and danger for all. The inevitable result was the emer-
gence of an absolute central authority, one of whose roles would be to restrict the
exercise of natural rights to just one: the right to self-preservation. John Locke
saw natural rights lying not in simple self-interest but in a recognition of the
wrongness of inflicting harm on others and the rightness of helping others in
distress. On these foundations, governments guarantee the right to hold property
and to protection from arbitrary force or oppression.

Locke was a significant influence on Thomas Jefferson, and thus the notion of
rights played a large part in the American Revolution of 1776. The Declaration of
Independence announces it is “self-evident” that all persons “are created equal,
that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” One figure who was signifi-
cant in the age of revolution was Thomas Paine (1737-1809), who wrote, “indi-
viduals themselves, each in his own personal and sovereign right, entered into a
compact with each other to produce a government: and this is the only mode in
which governments have a right to arise, and the only principle on which they
have a right to exist.” His views also shaped the Declaration of the Rights of Man
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and of the Citizen, issued in Paris in August 1789, which claimed that certain
individual and collective rights were due not only to the people of France but to
all people everywhere. Paine published The Rights of Man in 1791, which largely
echoed the US Declaration of Independence.

A generation later Henry David Thoreau (1817-62) wrote “Civil Disobedience”
(originally published as “Resistance to Civil Government™”) to explain his non-
payment of taxes. Words like these influenced the later civil rights movement
immensely:

“Under a government which imprisons unjustly, the true place for a just man is also
a prison. ... A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even
a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. If the alterna-
tive is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and slavery, the State will not
hesitate which to choose. If a thousand men were not to pay their tax bills this year,
that would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and
enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the
definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possible.

Perhaps the high water mark of human rights aspirations was the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations General Assembly
in 1948. These rights were later, in 1966, divided into civil and political rights,
and economic, social, and cultural rights. Specific rights named include the rights
to life, liberty, security, equality before the law, the absence of enslavement or
torture, freedom of conscience and religion, education, work (in healthy condi-
tions), leisure, and freedom of movement. Subsequent international legislation
has sought to defend women, children, and those vulnerable to racism, genocide,
or torture. The work of Amnesty International and other campaigning organiza-
tions has made human rights a central and popular global social cause.

Not everyone has proven to be a supporter of human rights. It is common in
Islam to regard human rights as a secularized form of Judeo-Christian ethics, and
thus to resist the universal claims generally associated with the tradition. Major
figures in the utilitarian and virtue strands of ethics, such as Jeremy Bentham and
Alasdair MaclIntyre, respectively, have criticized the human rights tradition as
based on a fiction that has no objective reality. Others note that there is no easy
way to tell whose rights take priority when the rights of different groups come
into conflict — for example, when the right to free speech clashes with the right to
public safety. However, the accumulation and momentum behind international
rights legislation are hard to dismiss so easily.

Justice

Alongside rights, perhaps the most common word in contemporary debates about
universal ethics is justice. Justice has two broad connotations — distributive and
retributive. The latter, concerning punishment and rehabilitation, is not the con-
cern here. Instead, we shall consider influential understandings of distributive
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justice. Each is concerned with the questions of what is to be distributed, to whom
it is to be distributed, and what the appropriate level of distribution should be.

1.

An ancient notion of justice is that of just desert, or “rendering to each their
due.” There are broadly three kinds of just desert theories. They vary on the
criteria by which the distribution is made.
® One assumes the distribution should be made according to merit, and that

a combination of ability and hard work entitles some to a greater share of
resources than those who lack such ability and/or withhold such intense
labor. This is known as meritocracy.

e Another view sees need as the central criterion, and begins with the distri-
bution of necessities such as food, clothing, shelter, and medical supplies.
This echoes the words of Acts 2:44—5, “All who believed were together and
had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and
distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.” These in turn are reflected
in Henri de Saint-Simon’s words, taken up by Karl Marx, “From each
according to his ability, to each according to his needs.”

e A third view assesses the goods due to a person by the quality or extent of
their past, present, or future contribution to the general social benefit.

A very common notion in ethics is to see justice in terms of equality. Equality
cannot and does not mean that people are the same, since they evidently are
not, but that they should in significant ways be treated the same. In which
ways? A number of answers are given to this question.
® One is that they should be treated equally under the law, and have equal

rights, for example to receive a fair trial or to vote.

* Another is that they should have an equal distribution of goods. This is not
likely to last for very long, since some people will quickly trade tangible
goods for intangible ones, others will save, others again waste, others invest
and gain, others invest and lose; thus, a further answer is that people with
fewer goods should be treated with equal respect, and not have to put up
with exclusion, disregard, or humiliation.

® Perhaps the most common aspiration is equality of opportunity, particularly
to education, employment, and social advancement; however, such equality
may simply be a cover for meritocracy, and it quickly exposes the tensions to
be found between equality and other notions of justice, such as the meeting
of appropriate needs.

The description of justice as fazrness was made more widely known by the pub-
lication in 1971 of the book A Theory of Justice by the Harvard philosopher John
Rawls (1921-2002). Rawls outlines what he calls the “original position,” which
in some ways resembles the “state of nature” often recalled by Enlightenment
thinkers. In the original position, human beings were self-interested, equally able
to propose models of society, rational, equally in possession of the relevant facts,
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and, crucially, under a “veil of ignorance” about their future station in life,
wealth, character, and abilities. This veil of ignorance ensures mutual benevo-
lence, because no one would wish to make an enemy of a person they might later
badly need as a friend. It excludes utilitarianism, because no one would take the
risk that theirs would be the happiness that would be sacrificed for that of the
greatest number. Hence Rawls derives two principles of justice.
e Liberty: each person should have equal access to the most extensive total sys-
tem of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all.
*  Difference: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they
are both (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, and (b) attached
to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of
opportunity.

4. Finally, the notion of justice as entitlement is associated with another Harvard

philosopher, Robert Nozick (1938-2002). His most famous work is Anarchy,
State and Utopia (1974), although he qualified some of his claims in his later
work, The Examined Life (1989). If Joseph Fletcher may be regarded as offer-
ing a theory characteristic of the 1960s, Nozick offers a theory characteristic of
the 1980s. He criticizes theories of social justice such as Marxism and utilitari-
anism that seek to impose a pattern on society and ignore the pragmatic mak-
ing-do by which societies actually run. Nozick claims every person is entitled to
what they own, earn, or acquire so long as they do so legally. He sees two main
patterns at work in a just society: (1) just acquisition, or procurement; (2) just
transfer, or sale. If either of these trespasses outside the law, there is a possible
third principle, that of rectification. Whether one approves of the way a person
acquires goods or disposes of them is irrelevant. Meanwhile all attempts to
redistribute goods according to an ideal pattern, without the consent of their
owners — for example, redistributive taxation — are theft.

We shall meet ideas of justice again in Chapter Eight.

Summary

Ethics is often portrayed as a dogfight between deontological approaches,
which focus on action and intention, and consequential approaches, which
focus on outcomes. This chapter has demonstrated the complexities within
cach of these two approaches but noted that they agree more significantly
than they differ, and it has added a third “universal” approach, which we
have termed right relationships.

Within deontological ethics we considered first divine command and then
natural law strands. Both of these are “ethics for everybody,” but the former
locates authority in God’s expressed will, whereas the latter finds authority in
human nature and reason. (The two overlap where the natural law is itself
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seen as an expression of God’s divine law.) We then saw that Kant’s categorical
imperative was an attempt to find incontrovertible ground in right intention.

Within consequential ethics we saw the significance of utilitarianism and
the way it promises to be able to calculate the right thing to do. We surveyed
other theories, noting but not endorsing the common anxiety that conse-
quentialism undermines the whole notion of right and wrong.

Finally we considered a number of recent strands in ethics that have
focused less on moments of individual decision and more on the formation
of a good and healthy society. It is an acute awareness of those who have
most frequently been excluded from the benefits of such a society that gives
rise to the concerns of our next chapter.

RiGHT AcTIONS RigHT OUTCOMES
B . RIGHT RELATIONSHIPS
(DeoNTOLOGICAL ETHICS) (CONSEQUENTIALIST ETHICS)
| | UTILITARIANISM | |
DIVINE NATURAL  CATEGORICAL RESPONSIBILITY RiGHTS JusTicE
COMMAND LAW IMPERATIVE
t | |
REALISM NoN-REALISM
(CORRESPONDENCE (CoHERENCE NOTION
Nortion oF TRUTH) oF TRUTH)
NATURALISM INTUITIONISM €«—> NON-COGNITIVISM IDEAL SrruatioN ETHICS
| OBSERVER
DOUBLE PROPORTIONALISM PrESCRIPTIVISM ~ EMOTIVISM LOGICAL
ErrECT ‘(,-4 (HumMmE) PosrTvism
PRINCIPLE

B C.L. STEVENSON

Figure 5.1 Universal ethics tree.
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Chapter Six

Subversive Ethics

Subversivc ethics names a cluster of approaches to ethics that emerges in
response and reaction to what we have called universal ethics. That does not
mean that the agenda of subversive ethics is limited to response and reaction to
what in varying ways it perceives as universal assumptions. Each strand of what we
are calling subversive ethics develops its own constructive models that go well
beyond critique. Perhaps the most quoted scriptural verse in subversive ethics is
Galatians 3:28: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free,
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” This
explicit identification of race (“Jew or Greek”), class (“slave or free”), and gender
(“male and female”) roots issues of difference at the heart of the gospel, and raises
the central question of whether difference is fundamentally something to be
enjoyed or to be overcome.

While there are a number of alternative approaches to ethics that could identify
with the themes addressed in this chapter, we limit ourselves to a discussion of
four strands. Each strand argues that the nature of truth, and therefore of the
good, looks different depending on where one is standing. This perspective is
sometimes known as social location. Of the variety of social locations, three recur
in ethics repeatedly, and a fourth has an emerging voice, as follows.

1. Class. This covers a range of concerns, including most specifically the exclusion
and oppression of the poor, but it also refers to issues concerning class struggle
and the influence of questions of power and economics on ethics in general.

2. Race. Again this most specifically refers to the way certain races have been
subdued, suppressed, and exploited by certain other races, but it also refers to
the way questions of nation and ethnicity have had a bearing on the nature
and practice of ethics.
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3. Gender. This begins with a concern for the subservient status of women both
within Christianity and across the human race as a whole for most of'its history
in most parts of the world, but it also refers to minority forms of sexual orien-
tation and gender identity and the bearing these perspectives have on ethics.

4. Disability and age. The question in this case is whether justice is best under-
stood as giving each person the same, or giving all persons their due — and
thus whether rights language is sufficient to meet the particular and diverse
needs of those whose “difference” is age or disability.

We shall look at each of these in turn.

Class

The movement that has made the particular theological location of the poor the
most explicit is that of Latin American liberation theology; and so our examina-
tion of class concentrates there. There then follows a consideration of other loca-
tions, approaches, and dimensions of the ethics of class. It is of course possible to
be of a higher class and yet poor, or of a lower class and yet not poor; thus, class
is generally seen as a more comprehensive category for ethics than poverty.

Latin American Liberation Theology

The colonial and postcolonial history of South and Central America in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries has been one of a heavy hand. The military
dominance of the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors was accompanied by a
tight form of religious control that saw faith in otherworldly terms, an economy
that kept the many in poverty, and a political structure that kept the few, often
military dictators, in power. The countryside was full of landless farmers har-
vesting cotton or coffee beans under a merciless sun for a pitiful wage, while
malnourished children combed city dumping grounds for scraps of food or
clothing. The economies were in the hands of transnational corporations who
dominated the mining and manufacturing industries, and oligarchies who
monopolized rural landholdings. Protest, in the form of developing self-help
communities or organizing labor, was brutally suppressed. The culture seemed
a long way from the thoughtful imperatives of Immanuel Kant or the careful
calculations of Jeremy Bentham described in Chapter Five; for some it required
a new approach to ethics.

A number of influences brought a new spark to the Latin American churches’
response to poverty in the 1960s.

® One was the 1959 revolution in Cuba led by Fidel Castro (b. 1926) and Che
Guevara (1928-67).

* Another was the growth of basic ecclesial communities, consisting of
around twenty households, supported by clergy, gathering once or twice
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weekly to articulate their troubles, reflect on Scripture, and support one
another in addressing their oppression.

¢ A third was the growing organization and politicization of Catholic university
students.

e A fourth was the impetus for ecclesial renewal brought about by the Second
Vatican Council (1962-5), particularly the approach known as “reading the
signs of the times” found in the pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes (the
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, 1965). The official
origins of liberation theology are sometimes traced to a subsequent gathering of
Catholic Church leaders, the 1968 Conference of Latin American Bishops in
Medellin, Colombia, where the bishops denounced social injustices and declared
the church’s solidarity with the poor and oppressed.

* And a fifth was the program of conscientization practiced in Brazil and Chile by
the educator Paulo Freire (1921-97). Freire saw literacy as the key to the poor
becoming agents of their own destiny, but he also regarded as equally significant
their becoming aware of the ways their oppression had dismantled their own
creative potential. His work Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) was highly influ-
ential in identifying the heart of liberation theology in the educational process.

What emerged was an approach to theology and ethics that made reflection a
second, rather than a first, step.

Praxis

The assumption of most theological and philosophical reflection has been that
ethics emerges in putting together authoritative sources, notably Scripture, the
tradition of the church, and philosophical enquiry. In some cases the contribution
of human experience is incorporated. But nowhere is a particular personal (and
political) commitment assumed — indeed for many, such as Kant, it is explicitly
ruled out. For the liberation theologians of South and Central America, human
experience arising out of a particular commitment is exactly the substance of ethi-
cal reflection. This is rooted in a conviction that God is on the side of the oppressed
and thus following God means sharing God’s commitment, known as the “pret-
erential option for the poor.” Such experience based on commitment, which
transforms the participant in the process of addressing injustice, is known as
“praxis.” Differences of social status, the struggle for daily survival, and an emerg-
ing new self-understanding among the poor create diversity in moral theology
where universal ethics sees only uniformity. When one reflects on the source of
such commitment, and on the simultaneous transformation from fatalism to
engagement, it becomes difficult to separate praxis from reflection; thus, the
emphasis on the priority of praxis becomes less about where one starts and more
about the necessity of reflection being grounded in commitment.

Praxis originates historically in Aristotle’s threefold distinction between:

* theoria (theory, or knowledge about that which cannot be other than it is, in
the study of which Aristotle considered the happiest life to lie);
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* praxis (doing, or political conduct, resting on practical wisdom); and
®  poiesis (making, or enjoying).

Many of those who later became liberation theologians had been educated in
an intellectual environment that assumed contemplation (theoria) was superior
and prior to praxis (although such a sequential distinction between theory and
practice was unknown to Aristotle). Hence the significance of their rejection of
this heritage in the face of the profound poverty they were encountering. For
G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) in his work The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807),
when a slave is making objects for a master, the slave is simultaneously aware of
both his or her alienation and his or her creativity. Recognizing this tension
and in due course overcoming this alienation while asserting this creativity is a
process Hegel calls dialectic, as we saw in Chapter Five. In the view of Karl
Marx (1818-83), this dialectic assumed a particularly sinister character in capi-
talist societies, because the worker became isolated from his or her product,
labor, and fellow-laborers. Praxis has two senses for Marx. It describes an
appropriate, legitimate form of work that enables people to meet their needs
while developing and expressing their humanity. But it also refers to the revo-
lutionary transformation of the economic and political status quo that sup-
presses human flourishing.

The praxis approach to ethics runs broadly as follows. A problem emerges from
the praxis of the poor or the theologian. For example, it comes to light that work-
ers are routinely being laid off just days before they become eligible for formal
hiring and the receipt of health benefits. The problem is then analyzed in relation
to its causes, the parties concerned, and the impact on the poor and on others.
Then there is scriptural or theological reflection on one aspect of the problem.
Eventually the process results in a new understanding of theological method,
Christian faith, or praxis. Praxis thus comes to be used as something of a code
term in liberation theology. While in theory it means any form of ethical conduct
that takes social disadvantage and particularly poverty seriously, its use tends to
assume activities such as the following:

* community organizing, particularly in the form of basic ecclesial communities
and neighborhood associations;

e the introduction of educational programs, designed to help people name their
reality, denounce exploitation, and announce more humane structures;

e political gestures, particularly against oppression, including bishops’ letters
expressing protests against governments or policies;

e sometimes the facing of harassment, torture, and even death from hostile
forces both inside and outside the country; and

® in some cases, violent resistance movements.

These commitments offer a critical lens through which to understand pronounce-
ments previously regarded uncritically as authoritative. Before accepting any
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authority, liberation theologians first question what kind of praxis it embodies,
endorses, or encourages.

Ethical emphases

While insistence on the preferential option for the poor and the priority of
praxis are significantly different from the assumptions of universal ethics,
many of the particular components of the liberationists’ ethical program
resemble the concerns we noted under the “right relationships” section of
Chapter Five. When liberation theologians speak of the reign of God, they
often invoke values such as human rights, liberty, the dignity of the individual,
and the common good. They begin with the right to life, which for many of
those they serve is constantly threatened by hunger, disease, and violence;
they move to the restoration of goods stolen and compensation for injuries
inflicted; then they consider the right to free speech, assembly, and social
organization. Such rights take precedence over the assumption (again drawn
from universal tradition, for example, John Locke [1632-1704]) that the
right to property always prevails. One liberation ethicist, Enrique Dussel
(b. 1934), calls what we have in this book been calling universal ethics “mora-
lity,” and regards it as a “peaceful remorseless conscience” that endorses the
assumptions of global capitalism. Meanwhile he calls his vision — of engaged
discipleship based on praxis — “ethics.”

Liberation theologians consider there to be no such thing as a theological
statement that is not at the same time an ethical one. For example, much of libera-
tion theology works with a realized eschatology — that is, it challenges the wide-
spread view that the kingdom of God is an otherworldly realm of rewards for
faithful individuals, and instead insists that the reign of God is advanced and
indeed brought about by divinely inspired and divinely empowered acts of love
and justice. The kingdom of God is not an individual relationship but a society
entered when one person helps another transform the inhumane, undignified,
and depressed conditions of their lives. The kingdom of God is a genuinely his-
torical event, the time of its coming is now, and the agents of its coming are those
who usher it in with sacred acts that enfranchise and unite persons who have
labored under oppression.

For liberation theologians, ethics cannot be considered without social anal-
ysis. All knowledge is socially situated. For example, when Brazilian brothers
Leonardo Boft (b. 1938) and Clodovis Boff (b. 1944) consider the US econ-
omy, they distinguish between functionalist and dialectical analysis.
Functionalist analysis assumes a healthy organism, seeing such issues as unem-
ployment and crime as dysfunctions of a basically sound system, and assuming
a continuous line from underdevelopment to a thriving economy integrated in
the global system. This is the conventional language of economic develop-
ment. Dialectical analysis sees the conflictual quality inherent in and between
complex societies, especially along the lines of race, class, and gender. It sees
poverty not as backwardness but as oppression. Such an approach disclaims
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the idea of value-neutral social analysis, identifies with the perspective of the
poor, and offers an agenda for structural and sometimes revolutionary change.

Scripture

The early liberation theologians tended to see the story of the exodus as the key
to the whole of Scripture. They saw in that story that God hears the cry of the
oppressed and intervenes in history to set the captive free. (Critics have noted that
this overlooks significant aspects of the story — such as the long dwelling in
Goshen, the wilderness time, and the later enslavement of the Canaanites.) As the
movement developed, the exodus story came to be read in more complex ways.
For example, biblical scholar Jorge Pixley (b. 1937), a professor in Puerto Rico,
in Mexico, and more recently in Nicaragua, sees the exodus story as a paradigm
of class struggle and regards the precise details — of Jewish ethnicity and the con-
ditions of slavery — as secondary. This exhibits a tendency in some aspects of the
liberation tradition to see Jesus as simply representing and exhibiting the already
established trajectory of exodus and kingdom. Yet gradually other parts of the
Bible came to be incorporated in the liberationists’ vision, and the Scriptures
came to be seen as offering resources beyond the transformation of people’s
awareness of God’s action amidst their oppression. Above all liberation theology
is about ordinary, often illiterate, laborers discovering that the Bible is their real-
ity. In the words of the Dutch Carmelite Carlos Mesters (b. 1931):

In the past we members of the clergy expropriated the Bible and got a monopoly on
its interpretation. We took the Bible out of the hands of the common people, locked
it with a key and then threw the key away. But the people have found the key and
are beginning again to read the Bible. And they are using the only tool they have at
hand: their own lives, experiences and struggles.

Notable in this broader reading of Scripture is the work of perhaps the most famous
liberation theologian, the Peruvian Dominican Gustavo Gutiérrez (b. 1928).
Already in his original groundbreaking work, A Theology of Liberation (1971), he
saw liberation as concerning not just the elimination of the causes of poverty and
injustice, but also the opportunity for the poor to develop themselves freely and in
dignity. This meant liberation from selfishness and sin, and restoration of right
relationships. For Gutiérrez, liberation has always involved a particular under-
standing of spirituality. Where others refer to commitment, he prefers the term
conversion. He refers often to justice, but increasingly in the context of the gratui-
tous overflow of God’s love. His books We Drink from Our Own Wells (1983),
On Job (1986), and especially Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ (1993)
underline his vision of the unity of spirituality and ethics.

Criticisms

Liberation ethics has been criticized in a number of areas. Some critics object to
the insistence on a prior bias to the poor as a fundamental criterion of ethics.
Others see the use of Marxist social analysis as dubious, given the hostility of
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Marxist commitments toward Christian presuppositions. Still others suggest the
liberationists are too selective in their use of Scripture, or point out that the
distinction between theory and praxis does not do justice to the Aristotelian
notion of practical reason. And some identify liberation ethics with one or
another kind of the universal theories we examined in Chapter Five, such as the
situation ethics of Joseph Fletcher (1905-91) or the utilitarianism of Jeremy
Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-73). Although liberation
theology has long been treated with caution by the Vatican, largely because of
its association with Marxism, the Argentinian Pope Francis (who became Pope
in 2013) has signaled a new openness to the insights of liberation theology at
the highest levels of the Catholic Church.

Liberation Theology Around the World

While liberation theology is most frequently associated with South and Central
America, similar movements appeared independently and contemporaneously in
other parts of the two-thirds world. In 1976, twenty-two representatives from
Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and one black theologian from the USA met in
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, for an “Ecumenical Dialogue of Third World
Theologians” to explore with one another theological developments in their
respective traditions — Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox. A declaration made at
this gathering sums up the mutual concerns of many of these contextual theolo-
gies, and bears quoting at length.

The theologies from Europe and North America are dominant today in our churches
and represent one form of cultural domination. They must be understood to have
arisen out of situations related to those countries, and therefore must not be uncriti-
cally adopted without our raising the question of their relevance in the context of our
countries. Indeed we must, in order to be faithful to the gospel and to our peoples,
reflect on the realities of our own situations and interpret the Word of God in relation
to those realities. We reject as irrelevant an academic type of theology that is divorced
from action. We are prepared for a radical break in epistemology which makes com-
mitment the first act of theology and engages in critical reflection on the praxis of the
reality of the Third World ...

We call for an active commitment to the promotion of justice and the prevention
of exploitation, the accumulation of wealth in the hands of a few, racism, sexism and
all other forms of oppression, discrimination and dehumanization. Our conviction is
that the theologian should have a fuller understanding of living in the Holy Spirit, for
this also means being committed to a life-style of solidarity with the poor and the
oppressed and involvement in action with them. Theology is not neutral. In a sense
all theology is committed, conditioned notably by the socio-cultural context in which
it is developed. The Christian theological task in our countries is to be self-critical of
the theologians’ conditioning by the value system of their environment. It has to be
seen in relation to the need to live and work with those who cannot help themselves,
and to be with them in their struggle for liberation.
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While the movements that broadly cluster under the heading “postcolonial” will
be reviewed later, at this point it is our concern to look at two further dimensions
of liberation ethics that have an essentially class character.

Mingunyg theology

Minjung theology arose in South Korea in the 1970s. Minjung theology is gener-
ally thought to have emerged out of the human rights movement in Korea, dur-
ing the time of significant social oppression; minjung theologians, along with
workers, students, and peasants, are those whose theology has been shaped by this
experience. Their theology looks not just at contemporary experience, and not
just at Korean church history, but at the entire socio-economic history of Korea.
Most particularly these theologians have tried to listen to and learn from the min-
Junyg, the “mass of the people” (understood as a dynamic organism), and to see
reality from their perspective.

A key term in minjung theology is san. Han is a collective feeling that expresses
both the experience of oppression and the rising tide of rebellion. It could, inad-
equately, be translated as “righteous indignation.” Significantly, when missionary
Protestants translated the Bible in the late nineteenth century they used Korean,
the language typically written and read by the minjung, rather than the Chinese
that was the preferred language of writing among the educated classes. Similarly,
Christians in Korea have always played a prominent role in the struggle for inde-
pendence from Japan; some Japanese were said to detest the books of Exodus and
Daniel, which were at the center of the Korean sense of the scriptural story.

One dimension of minjung theology that has made it especially controversial
to some Christians is that it is in some respects syncretistic. It has drawn together
not just Christian elements but messianic Buddhism and the local Donghak reli-
gion. Here is a feature minjung theology has in common with some of the post-
colonial theologies we shall address later. Most significantly for Christian ethics,
minjung theology explicitly disavows universal claims; it is deeply contextual, and
not designed for export.

Dalit theology
Meanwhile in the very different cultural climate of India, another class movement
that offers a liberation ethic is dalit theology. Dalits, or untouchables (known by
Gandhi as harijan, or children of God), make up 20 percent of the Indian popula-
tion — thus around 200 million people. Dalits constitute about 70 percent of the
Christians of India, partly because Christianity offered improved social status and a
way out of the caste system. Many, however, found caste discrimination in the
churches as well as outside them, with few dalits holding leadership roles until the
late 1990s. Dalit ethics reflects the need to find a theological expression to help
dalits in their daily struggles with hunger, poverty, suftering, injustice, and illiteracy.
It is a rejection of the Brahmanic (upper-caste) dominance of Indian theology.
Like minjung theology, dalit theology gives a vital place to the recovery and
articulation of woundedness, pain, and anger, and the renarration of Indian history
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with dalits now regarded as subjects. Unlike minjung theology, dalit theology has
so far steered away from syncretistic elements. It concentrates on acts of solidarity
and liberation — and this includes liberation from “self-captivity.” The incarnation
of Jesus is seen fundamentally as God’s act of solidarity with humankind. Jesus is
the ultimate dalit, the cross is the ultimate experience of what it means to be a dalit,
and thus God is a dalit God —a suffering servant. The story narrated in Deuteronomy
25:6 of how a wandering Aramean (Abraham) became a great nation, of how what
was once no people became a people, takes the role in dalit theology that the exo-
dus narrative holds in many liberation theologies. Rather than emphasize the
entering of the Promised Land, the key element in salvation is of attaining the
image of God, in all its glorious liberty.

Race

A branch of ethics that has long been dominated by black theology, the ethics of
race have grown increasingly diverse in the twenty-first century. Theology done for
a particular people and from a specific social location is sometimes called contex-
tual theology (or contextual ethics), and this is especially true for theologies that
examine ethics from the perspective of a minority racial or ethnic group. Here the
line often blurs between race and class (as in black liberation theology) and between
race and gender (as in womanist theology). Attention has increasingly focused on
the history of “race” as a constructed category, and on the theological problem of
whiteness.

Black theology stands in relation to the theology and ethics of race rather as
Latin American liberation theology stands in relation to the theology and ethics
of class: that is to say, it by no means exhausts the agenda and the literature, but
its concerns significantly shape the whole field. Historically, black theology arose
from two particular contexts of historic oppression: the African American experi-
ence of slavery, and the long walk to freedom in South Africa. We will consider
them in turn.

African American Theology

Between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries an estimated 30 million people
were captured in Africa, shipped in dire conditions to America, and enslaved. They
were largely regarded either as property or as beings somewhere between human-
kind and the animals. A significant controversy arose among the peoples who held
slaves about whether the slaves should be evangelized, since for a slave to accept
the gospel seemed to make it evident that the slave was a full human being — and
thus would expose what later came to be recognized as the crime of slavery.
Evangelism to the slave populations began in the early eighteenth century, but
arguments continued to be used to justify slavery, whether by reading the curse on
the sons of Ham in Genesis 9:20-27 as applying to Africans, or by reading Paul’s
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injunctions to slaves as an endorsement of slavery, or by seeing the bringing of
Africans to America as giving them a chance to hear the gospel. Preaching encour-
aged slaves to focus on the glories to come in heaven and not to dwell on the
troubles of life on earth. But slaves began to establish their own (often secret)
congregations within two generations, restricted as their place was in white
churches. Songs known as spirituals developed as a code for talking about libera-
tion from slavery.

From the mid-nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth century, a num-

ber of figures and themes emerged as African Americans found a public theologi-
cal and political voice, and it is these figures and themes that laid the foundation
for contemporary African American theology.

Nat Turner (1800-31) was a firebrand preacher who sought freedom through
violent revolt.

Frederick Douglass (1818-1895) was a former slave who became a vocal
abolitionist and civil rights advocate. His autobiography The Narrative of
the Life of Fredervick Douglass (1845) sold 5000 copies in its first four
months, and remains one of the most eloquent and widely read accounts of
American slavery.

Booker T. Washington (1856-1915) was perhaps the dominant voice in the
African American community from 1890 to 1915, promoting education and
economic advancement and advocating against confrontation with the white
majority.

W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963), a more radical thinker than Washington,
founded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) in 1909, and became the most visible leader of African American
public opinion prior to the civil rights movement. His book The Souls of Black
Folk (1903) was and continues to be enormously influential, showing how
race is inscribed into every aspect of American public and domestic life, advo-
cating for higher education for black people and thus helping to establish the
foundations of a black middle class, and tracing a global color line. In his essay
“Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” Du Bois coined the term “double conscious-
ness, ” by which he meant the constant awareness of being both American and
black, “two warring ideals in one dark body” — and of being constantly
observed “in an amused contempt and pity.”

Marcus Garvey (1887-1940) was a Jamaican-born black nationalist who
advocated a return to the African homeland, particularly Liberia, and the
establishment of an independent black capitalist economy.

Howard Thurman (1900-81) was Dean of the Chapel at first Howard
University and then Boston University, and had many foreign interlocutors,
notably Gandhi. His influential book Jesus and the Disinberited (1949) made
numerous connections between the African American experience and Jesus’
context — for example, that the Jews’ minority relationship with the Romans
resembled the African experience within the USA.
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e Martin Luther King Jr. (1929-68) was a Baptist minister and the most promi-
nent leader of the civil rights movement. King articulated the call to and possi-
bility of nonviolent liberation in a way that captured the imagination of a
generation. King saw all humankind as siblings, and he saw the incoming tide
of God’s justice as inexorable, if not rapid. He had a profound faith in the prin-
ciples underlying the American Revolution and Constitution; he often blended
appeals to civil law and the Bible in his speeches and sermons. Unlike those who
called for violent uprising or separation, King insisted that only the redemptive
power of love for the enemy could transform the oppressor and lead to true
justice. His nonviolent strategies drew both from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount,
which he read as a deeply political text, and from the work of Mahatma Gandhi.

* In the late 1960s and early 1970s the Black Power movement emerged out of
the experience of the depth and intractability of white racism and the obstacles
to black people entering the circles of power. Stokely Carmichael (1941-1988)
was a Trinidadian-American civil rights activist who is often credited with coin-
ing the term “black power”; he later changed his name to Kwame Turé and
became a champion of the global Pan-African movement. In contrast to King’s
movement, the Black Power advocates encouraged the establishment of black
political and cultural institutions to advance black interests, values, and auton-
omy, and in some cases rejected the approach of nonviolence.

Such constitutes a brief sketch of the backdrop to contemporary black theology.

Black Liberation theology

The founder and most vocal proponent of black liberation theology is James Cone
(b. 1938), an African American Methodist and since 1970 professor at Union
Theological Seminary in New York City. Growing up in Arkansas during the seg-
regation era, Cone experienced the constant diminution of his human dignity that
characterized the African American experience. In Black Theology and Black Power
(1969) Cone argues that both these evocative terms — black theology and black
power — aspire to help black people find freedom through a new dignity and self-
determination. The black churches have largely neglected this key dimension of
black power, becoming passive and quiescent in the face of racism. For Cone,
blackness is a physiological characteristic, referring to black skin. But it is also a
status of being — attained by those participating in the struggle of black people for
liberation from oppression. By contrast whiteness denotes sickness and oppression.
In this second sense, because God is still concerned for the injustice against God’s
people (a concern consistent since the time of the exodus), God is black.

Cone’s view of Jesus is that Jesus is fully divine, fully human, and fully commit-
ted to liberating the oppressed. Jesus is black — because God becomes present in a
form that restores the image of God among the oppressed of the earth. Jesus’
resurrection demonstrates the divine commitment to and human possibility of
throwing off oppression. Like the Latin American liberation theologians, Cone has
a realized eschatology that sees salvation as a present and attainable social reality,
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to be reached out for by people infused with God’s Spirit. Cone does not rule out
violence: instead he insists that we must refocus our attention on the violence of
the oppressor rather than condemn the violence of the oppressed. He takes a line
similar to the view we described in Chapter Five as proportionalism, suggesting
that slavery, hunger, and exploitation are all forms of violence and may need to be
thrown aside by violence if there is no better way.

Like many liberation theologians, Cone draws on the thought of Karl Marx,
but he does so primarily for Marx’s analysis of the social nature of knowledge.
Other black theologians such as philosopher Cornel West (b. 1953) speak for a
generation that no longer regards Marxist thought as inherently associated with
America’s Soviet enemy. West calls for black theology and Marxism to converge,
and to join in dismantling capitalism and imperialism. He laments the neglect of
economic justice in black theology, seeing class alienation as a profound social
disease, much as race oppression is. Those keeping poor whites and African
Americans in subservience are the same people. West finds in his Baptist roots the
long tradition of prophecy in the face of oppression, and appeals to the Christian
aspiration for the development and flourishing of each individual — a vision that
contradicts all discrimination. He aspires to a synthesis of Marxism and Christianity
in a true socialist society.

In response to those who worry that black theology has defined itself too much
in opposition to white dominance, or “white theology” — and thus that is in dan-
ger of replicating the patterns of those it criticizes — Cone replies that such criti-
cisms come from those who insist on the universal note of Christianity but who
cannot see the way their notion of universal masks their own particular social
interests. “As long as they can be sure the gospel is for everybody, ignoring that
God liberated a particular people from Egypt, came into a particular man called
Jesus, and for the particular purpose of liberating the oppressed, then they can
continue to talk in theological abstractions.” For Cone, such talk only becomes
gospel when it is related to practical steps to set the downtrodden free.

Nonetheless black theology continues to wrestle with the tension between the
particular and the universal in its formulations. In the words of Samuel K. Roberts
in his African American Christian Ethics (2001),

Can we contemplate a theological (and subsequently ethical) vision that takes seri-
ously the experience of black people without incurring the narrow exclusivism that
was indicative of so much of black theology in its classic stage? Is there a way of
constructing a theology that is able to account for the singularity of the black reli-
gious experience without presuming that it has legitimate claims to exclusive norma-
tive status among other viable theologies? How can we account for the universality
of God and the peculiar favor God bestows on human beings in the midst of their
peculiar experiences?

Some twenty-first century thinkers have praised Cone’s work for its groundbreak-
ing significance but have also suggested that it fails to be radical enough. It is to
these voices that we now turn.
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The theological problem of whiteness

For several decades, Cone’s thought dominated the shape of black theology.
Shortly after the turn of the century, however, new voices arose that both extended
and challenged the important work of Cone: most prominently, J. Kameron Carter
(b. 1967) and Willie Jennings (b. 1961). Among the themes shared by Carter and
Jennings are a retrieval of premodern thinkers and themes, the importance of the
body (especially black bodies) in contrast to docetic or Gnostic theologies, a sharp
critique of Enlightenment thought, and an insistence that the church lost its way
once it ceased to understand itself in relation to Judaism.

Indeed Carter traces the origins of the modern racial imagination precisely to
“Christianity’s quest to sever itself from its Jewish roots.” This was accomplished in
two steps: Jews were imagined as a distinct race (Orientals) and were then deemed
inferior to Christians of the West (Occidentals). Carter’s shorthand for this racial
imagination is “the theological problem of whiteness.” Carter locates the genesis of
modern racial reasoning in the thought of Immanuel Kant, due to the way that
Kant detached Christ from his Jewish identity, but also names it as a newer manifes-
tation of a much older problem — that of Christian supersessionism, or the view that
God has replaced Israel with the church in the divine plan of salvation.

For Carter as for Cone, whiteness signifies not merely skin color but an entire
system of intellectual, political, and economic domination that diminishes and
oppresses the racialized other. Carter’s critique of Cone’s work is that it is not
radical enough when it construes blackness as a site of power; while brilliant,
Cone’s approach nonetheless unwittingly participates in modern racial reasoning
and leaves the problem of whiteness itself unresolved. Carter instead appeals to
two different aspects of the past to imagine a new way forward: first, the pre-
modern theological tradition as represented by Irenaeus of Lyons (anti-Gnostic
intellectual), Gregory of Nyssa (abolitionist intellectual), and Maximus the
Confessor (anti-colonialist intellectual); and second, writings of Briton Hammond,
Frederick Douglass, and Jarena Lee, chosen as representatives of “New World
Afro-Christian faith” in North America before the Civil War.

Carter draws on the first set of thinkers to find in aspects of the Christian
tradition deep resources for an alternative theological imagination, one which
envisions the Christian life as participation in Christ, whose body must always be
remembered as Jewish, covenantal flesh. For example, Carter positions Irenacus’
refutation of the Gnostics as an affirmation of Christ’s body as “intrahuman,
intraracial, mulatto flesh” — retrieving and repurposing a word (mulatto) that
once meant a person with mixed black and white ancestry. The patristic thinkers
are placed into resonant conversation with the writings of Hammond, Douglas,
and Lee, who for Cone display the truth that “success in destabilizing race as a
founding and grounding category of existence is tied to how one imagines the
passion of Christ.” Carter sees in all these respective writers a trajectory, tragi-
cally diverted during the Enlightenment, toward a vision of Christian identity
that rejects racial purity in favor of a “mulattic” existence modeled on Christ.
Brian Bantum (b. 1975) extends Carter’s conception of the place of the “mulatto”
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in Christian thinking in his 2010 Redeeming Mulatto: A Theology of Race and
Christian Hybridity, in which he uses the Chalcedonian Definition (451) of
Christ’s consubstantial humanity and divinity alongside the Orthodox concept
of divinization to imagine Christian existence as a mulattic or hybrid blend of
body and spirit, modeled on Christ’s own life.

For Jennings, as for Carter, the Western Christian theological imagination has
been warped by deeply faulty racial reasoning; Jennings locates the origins of this
warping not in the Enlightenment but in colonialism. Jennings invokes Alasdair
Maclntyre’s definition of tradition to argue that traditioned Christian existence in
the West became fundamentally changed through colonialism as Christians
assumed hegemony in the so-called New Worlds. Like Carter, Jennings traces the
deepest roots of the problem back long before the colonial era to the superses-
sionist impulse within Christianity, which led first to the church detaching itself
from the particularity of God’s covenantal relationship with Israel and from the
Jewish Jesus, and inexorably led second to European Christians articulating racial
difference in a ranked system from white (linked to beauty, intelligence, European-
ness, the capacity to become good Christians) to black (linked to ugliness, stupid-
ity, alien-ness, and a resistance to Christian ethics).

Jennings critiques what he sees as two mistakes that, while opposite, are also two
sides of the same coin: the universal or Docetic mistake is an incarnational denial,
a failure to discern the divine presence in new spaces, rooted in a prior failure to
accord the divine entrance into history its specific social and political contours. On
the other side, the contextual or adoptionist mistake creates a cultural nationalism
that imagines God present with any people without the “disciplining presence” of
God present with Israel and in Christ. What unites both mistakes is a tragic two-
fold turn, away from reckoning with God’s specific presence with Israel, and away
from God’s unique and concrete presence revealed in the Jewish Jesus, both of
which should press Christianity toward intimate joining with others — just as the
Gentiles were united to the children of Israel. In common with other subversive
ethics, then, Jennings resists the universal, but alongside Carter he also proposes
that the contextual is just as flawed. Instead he calls for a renewal of the Christian
intellectual imagination through two acts of reclamation: Christians must reread
themselves and the story of Jesus as Gentiles, and they must recover a sense of their
own creatureliness, their rootedness in specific places and lands. It is only then that
they can imagine a new identity and a new space for both Jew and Gentile where
they are joined by the Spirit and embody a new cultural politic.

Black Lives Matter

In the American context, the Black Lives Matter movement launched in 2012 by
Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi has provided a particular focus
for African American theology and ethics around the issues of police violence
toward African Americans, the deaths of young black men like Trayvon Martin
and Freddie Gray, and the lingering effects of slavery in the white supremacist
structures of American society. It originated as a social media hashtag
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(#BlackLivesMatter), demonstrating the power of social media platforms to
galvanize social movements, but quickly grew into a national conversation and
coalition. While it draws on universal principles such as human dignity and civil
rights, it is subversive in its unremitting attention to racial injustice and the
particular dangers posed to black lives in contemporary America.

South African Theology and Ethics

Black theology took a significantly different turn in South Africa, in the context
of apartheid rather than slavery. Its earliest proponents to get a public hearing
were white — people like Anglican priest and later archbishop Trevor Huddleston
(1913-98), known especially for his book Nawught for Your Comfort (1955), and
the Reformed Afrikaner Beyers Naude (1915-2004). After Steve Biko (1946-77)
formed the Black Consciousness Movement in 1977, black theologians came to
the fore, articulating an ethic of justice and liberation. These “contextual theolo-
gians” included the Zulu Lutheran bishop Manas Buthelezi (b. 1935), the Xhosa
Anglican archbishop Desmond Tutu (b. 1931), the Cape Colored Reformed
theologian Alan Boesak (b. 1945), the Pentecostal pastor Frank Chikane (b. 1951),
and the white Dominican Albert Nolan (b. 1934). Their key institutional instru-
ment was the South African Council of Churches, chaired in turn by Tutu,
Naude, and Chikane.

A landmark moment in the contextual theology movement was the publication
in Soweto in 1985 of the Kazros Document. 1t delineated three political positions
in the South African church.

* One was “state theology” — “the theological justification of the status quo
with its racism, capitalism and totalitarianism.” State theology inappropriately
regarded Romans 13:1-7 as applying even to an unjust state, and made a false
assumption that obeying the state is a requirement of obeying God. It labeled
anything that stood against it as “communist,” and invoked the name of a
false god in the 1983 South African Constitution — “a god of teargas, rubber
bullets, sjamboks (whips), prison cells and death sentences” — “the devil
disguised as Almighty God.”

* A second was “church theology,” associated with the English-speaking
churches, notably the Anglicans, Lutherans, and Methodists. These churches
habitually called for reconciliation, but did not expect repentance. They called
for justice, but did not realize some changes required more than piecemeal
reform. They called for nonviolence, but did not appreciate that state violence
makes individual nonviolence impossible. All of these calls rested on an other-
worldly spirituality. Thus, the Kasros Document insisted, “When Jesus says
that we should turn the other cheek he is telling us that we must not take
revenge; he is not saying that we should never defend ourselves or others.”
Here the document’s connections with Latin American liberation theology
and its call for social analysis are clear.

173



174

Subversive Ethics

* In place of state and church theology the Kairos Document commends “pro-
phetic theology.” This is not an ethic for all times and places, but precisely for
this context. It is a call for “repentance, conversion and change,” anticipating
persecution and confrontation, but rooted in joy and hope. Prophetic theol-
ogy traces a continuous thread from God’s hearing the cries of the oppressed
in Exodus, to his defense of Israel against her enemies and persecutors,
through to Jesus” embodying God’s will as the suffering servant dying to save
the oppressed. Social analysis makes it clear this context goes beyond pious
discipleship: “It is therefore not primarily a matter of trying to reconcile indi-
vidual people but a matter of trying to change unjust structures so that people
will not be pitted against one another as oppressor and oppressed.”

Appealing to a tradition that goes back to John Calvin’s Institutes of the
Christian Religion (1560), the document argues that a tyrannical govern-
ment loses the blessing of God and the right to expect its people’s obedience.
“A regime that has made itself the enemy of the people has thereby also made
itself the enemy of God.” In this context, the requirement to love the enemy
means as follows: “the most loving thing we can do for both the oppressed
and for our enemies who are oppressors is to eliminate the oppression,
remove the tyrants from power, and establish a just government for the com-
mon good for all the people.” Thus the document calls on the churches to
join the struggle that is already going on, and become involved in campaigns
and civil disobedience.

The most notable fruit of the Kairos Document in particular and the contextual
theologians’ work in general was the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC;
1996-8), chaired by Desmond Tutu. The TRC used amnesty as a method for estab-
lishing the truth about the apartheid past, and was not designed as a court to issue
punishments. It had three committees — a Human Rights Violations Committee,
which investigated human rights abuses that occurred between 1960 and 1994; a
Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee, which sought to restore victims® dig-
nity; and an Amnesty Committee, which considered applications from individuals
who applied for amnesty in cases where the crimes were politically motivated, pro-
portionate, and there was full disclosure by the person seeking amnesty.

While South African theology has gained significant global attention, other
contextual ethics have flourished in sub-Saharan Africa and more recently in the
Asian-American context.

African Theology and Ethics

The Kenyan Anglican John Mbiti (b. 1931) speaks of the particular experience of
an African Christian. In the process he rejects the assumption that God’s revela-
tion of Christ is principally to those who have been exposed to the Christian
gospel — a notion sometimes called “special revelation.” He sees the traditional
Western distinction between “special revelation” and “general revelation” to be



Subversive Ethics

inadequate. He says: “The missionaries who introduced the gospel to Africa in
the past 200 years did not bring God to our continent. Instead, God brought
them. They proclaimed the name of Jesus Christ. But they used the names of the
God who was and is already known by African peoples.” These are names such as
Mungu, Mulungu, Katonda, Ngai, Olodumare, Asis, Ruwa, Ruhanga, Jok,
Modimo, Unkulunkulu. For Mbiti, these are not empty names. They are names
of one and the same God, the creator of the world, the Father of Jesus Christ.

Mbiti identifies the central commitment of African theology: to recover and
honor the distinctively African experience of God. Desmond Tutu described the
African Christian experience as follows:

With part of himself he has been compelled to pay lip service to Christianity as
understood, expressed and preached by the white man. But with an ever greater
part of himself, a part he has often been ashamed to acknowledge openly and
which he has struggled to repress, he has felt that his Africanness was being vio-
lated. The white man’s largely cerebral religion was hardly touching the depths of
his African soul; he was being redeemed from sins he did not believe he had com-
mitted; he was being given answers, and often quite splendid answers, to questions
he had not asked.

There were around 9 million Christians in Africa in 1900; there were around 380
million in 2000. This growth is partly due to the work of overseas and indigenous
missionaries, of schools and Bible translations; but it is also grounded in the existing
practice of prayer, thanksgiving, and sacrifice in African spirituality. Yet Africa
remains complex: as Tinyiko Maluleke notes, Nelson Mandela’s inauguration as
president of South Africa in 1994 coincided with genocide in Rwanda. Maluleke
argues that “the African poor are pouring scorn at ‘liberation-rhetoric’ regardless of
the quarters from where it emanates because long after independence they remain
poor if not poorer — if they have not been killed off by disease or the guns of the
more powerful.” Charles Villa-Vicencio hints at a model of “reconstruction” that
goes beyond the language of liberation and inculturation, and takes seriously the
task of rebuilding cultures, particularly in the South African context. Maluleke,
while acknowledging the danger of the glorification and romanticization of African
culture, summarizes many of the contemporary initiatives in African theology,
particularly bywomen, as converging on the recognition of Africans as agents —actors,
not just victims, in their own society’s drama.

A careful analysis of the newest offerings in African theology — from the work of
Lamin Sanneh and Kwame Bediako, through that of [ Mercy] Oduyoye and her sis-
ters in the circle of Concerned African Women Theologians, [Jesse] Mugambi and
[Charles] Villa-Vicencio’s reconstruction theology, [Itumeleng] Mosala and
[Takatso] Mofokeng’s quest to understand how black Christians may and do intend
to “use the Bible to get the land back without losing the Bible,” [Desmond] Tutu’s
theology of forgiveness ... to Robin Peterson’s riveting attempt to discover “what
really goes on” in African Independent Churches (AICs) — reveal[s] a rediscovery of
the agency of African Christians in the face of great odds.
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One of the challenges faced by African ethics is the popularity in many African
churches of the prosperity gospel, which proclaims that scriptural verses like 2
Corinthians 8:9 (“Yet for your sakes he became poor, that you by his poverty
might become rich”) and Deuteronomy 8:18 (“God gives you the power to get
wealth to establish his covenant”) refer to the material blessings God promises to
all the faithful and thereby offer a prescription for contemporary ethics.

Asian American Ethics

This is perhaps the newest branch of subversive ethics considered in this chapter, as
indicated by the fact that the first book-length study of Asian American Christian
ethics was published in 2015. While practitioners acknowledge the heterogeneity of
the term “Asian American,” and there is not always universal agreement on where
the boundaries of that term lie, a relative commonality in approach exists. Grace Y.
Kao and Ilsup Ahn, the editors of the 2015 volume Asian American Ethics, outline
two sometimes overlapping approaches: (1) an agency- or advocacy-centered
approach, as described by Kao, in which the work of Asian American Christian ethics
should be “about us,” “by us,” “for us,” and “near us”; and (2) a method of
“cocritical appropriation,” explained by Ahn as “a critical excavation and appro-
priation of rich and diverse sources of Asian and Asian American history, culture,
and tradition alongside of a similar process of critical appraisal and selective retrieval
of more mainstream and other contextualized ways of doing ethics.” The topics
addressed by the eleven essays in the volume, all “by us” (that is, by self-identified
Asian Americans), range from gender and sexuality to peace and war, from health
and immigration to the environment and cosmetic surgery.

Postcolonial Ethics

There are several strands of ethics that self-consciously address the postcolonial
era as their specific social location. To some respect, many of the ethical approaches
described above can be understood as postcolonial ethics, and thus to categorize
only the ethics below as postcolonial is an artificial distinction. Jennings, for
example, engages in postcolonial analysis in his conceptualization of Christian
intellectual history; and the black theology of South Africa is clearly postcolonial
in its engagement with the Dutch masters of apartheid. On the other hand, there
are also subversive approaches to race and class that are not primarily focused on
a colonial and postcolonial history.

Postcolonial theory arose largely as a literary, cultural, and political discourse
whose primary aim was, and is, to account for and resist the effects of colonialism.
Christian ethicists who incorporate postcolonial theory share an abiding concern
for naming and overcoming the effects of subjugation under European colonial
powers, for example by restoring the authentic voices and agency of the marginal-
ized or “subaltern.” We highlight Caribbean theology as one major branch of
postcolonial ethics.
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Caribbean theology

The sense that white people had long seen their God through white spectacles,
and thus that black people should start to see their God through their own spec-
tacles, fostered the culture in which Rastafarianism appeared in Jamaica. Focusing
on the crowning of Ras Tafari Makkonnen (later Haile Selassie) in 1930 as
emperor of Ethiopia, Rastafarianism emerged as a form of black messianism, per-
ceiving the black and African world as human and the white colonialist world as
inhuman, with the British queen personitying the whore of Babylon and Ethiopia
representing a literal heaven. Unlike many liberation movements, Rastafari does
not have an explicit program for social and economic change. Instead it makes
space within the current political system for people to discover liberation in mind
and body from the experience of being a slave.

Caribbean life is beset by profound poverty, a deep cultural alienation, and a
culture of dependence rooted in its history of colonialism and slavery, the legacy of
which has been a constellation of issues around class and gender as well as race.
While the Caribbean context has much in common with the African American and
African experience — notably that after 400 years of oppression, it is hard to disen-
tangle Christianity from colonialism and slavery — there is one significant difference.
In the Caribbean those people who were displaced and brought across the Atlantic
to a life of slavery are now, in many places (notably Jamaica, though not in Trinidad
or Guyana), in the significant majority. Thus the situation is not just one of exodus
but of being in exile where the exiled are the principal occupants of the land.

In the 1970s Jamaican theologian William Watty suggested three themes for
Caribbean theology.

* One was divine sovereignty — for the colonialists had justified their hegemony
by claiming divine providence. Watty retorted that there is no continuity
between God’s rule and earthly rule — often quite the opposite: God’s power
is invariably “manifested not in the power but in the tribulation of the elect.”

e A second theme was salvation history, and the affirmation (as we saw in rela-
tion to African theology) that the Old Testament assumes God is at work in
nations other than Israel. This means that every people’s history is potentially
salvation history.

® The third theme is eschatology. Aside from rejecting merely otherworldly
conceptions of redemption, Watty points out that the power of God relativ-
izes all other powers — and thus that even the most overwhelming oppressor
and far-reaching empire has within it the seeds of its own decay.

Caribbean theology has followed African theology in reaching back to traditions,
intuitions, and cultural signs into which the Christian gospel came as a new story.
In its own estimation, it has sometimes struggled to balance reflections on the
particularity of the Caribbean context with the particularity of God’s identity, and
it has had difficulty incorporating the experiences of the region’s diverse popula-
tions. Caribbean theology was relatively quiet in the two decades following
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Watty’s analysis but saw a significant revival in 2010 when Jamaica Theological
Seminary hosted an ecumenical Forum on Caribbean Theology. While the legacy
of colonialism and its attendant poverty and violence remained central, several
new contexts also garnered attention, most notably the challenges of globaliza-
tion and the 2010 earthquake that devastated Haiti. In addition to Watty’s
themes, the new generation of Caribbean theologians focuses on justice, Caribbean
identity, and the growing challenge of the prosperity gospel, among other themes.

Gender

The theologian Susan Parsons (b. 1945) describes a feminist as “one who takes most
seriously the practical concerns of women’s lives, the analysis and the critique of
those conditions of life, and the ways in which women’s lives may become more
fulfilling.” Feminist Christian ethics has in the past half-century become a very large
dimension of the discourse in Christian ethics as a whole. With the ethics of class and
race, it shares a far-reaching critique of universal ethics. That critique dwells on the
misuse of the Bible, the false association of divine qualities and universal rationality
with maleness, and the devaluation of women’s projected and genuine capabilities,
callings, and spheres of influence. Further critiques have emerged as the initial gen-
eration of feminist theologians has been examined for its own race and class location.
The constructive dimensions of feminist Christian ethics have varied in the degree to
which they see the task as incorporating women into a universal paradigm, restoring
a universal paradigm, or rejecting the universal project in ethics.

Feminism and the Bible

The Bible is often at the center of feminist Christian ethics, because the Bible is
often taken to affirm patriarchy. Thus, crucial to feminist Christianity have been
those readings that have questioned conventional interpretations of key texts and
unearthed neglected passages and patterns. No text is more significant than Genesis
1-3. The conventional reading is that God created Adam as the climax of creation;
Eve was created out of Adam to help him, but her weakness in the face of the ser-
pent brought about creation’s fall. Feminist readings question every aspect of this
powerful tradition. When humanity is made in the image of God (Gen 1:27), not
only is humanity not male but the word for God, Elokim, is a plural form. If woman
was created last as in the Genesis 2 account, why is she not seen as the climax of
creation? Why is Eve seen as a “helper” when the word could equally mean “part-
ner” (or even “savior”)? Why is Eve seen as weaker because she talked with the
serpent, rather than more intelligent? Why is she not seen as independent, reflective,
and assertive, and why is Adam not seen as passive, silent, and quiescent, let alone
greedy, thoughtless, and inept? Why is it assumed that Adam was absent when Eve
was debating with the serpent, and why is the blame put on her rather than on both
of them? Why are the punishments handed out by God - the sufferings of childbirth
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and the dominance of man over woman — regarded as “natural” conditions of
human existence, when they seem clearly to be an evil?

Two other aspects of the scriptural reference to women could be described as key
texts for feminist ethics. One is the identity of those Jesus chose to be his closest fol-
lowers and thus those who became the leaders of the earliest churches. Again the
conventional reading is that the twelve disciples were all men and that women held
no significant leadership roles. Feminist readings question such selective reception of
the tradition. After all, the first person to meet the risen Christ is, in each gospel
account, a woman. Women were among Jesus’ inner circle — consider Mary of
Bethany (Luke 10:38—42 and John 11). The faithfulness of a woman is explicitly
contrasted with the unfaithfulness of a male disciple in the account of Jesus’ anointing
(Mark 14 and John 12) — to such an extent that Mark’s Gospel has been seen by some
as a thoroughgoing critique of male leadership. A third key set of texts are those in
the epistles referring to the guidelines for liturgical (1 Cor 14:34-5) and domestic
(Eph 5:21-33) propriety. These appear in general to assume a subservient role for
women, but, in view of the radical nature of many claims also found in the epistles
(“there is no longer male and female,” Gal 3:28) and the naming of women in leader-
ship roles, they can hardly be taken as an unequivocal demand for male headship.

Among the many passages neglected by conventional scriptural overviews but
brought to attention by feminist and sympathetic scholars, perhaps the most
famous are the disturbing narratives invoked by Phyllis Trible (b. 1932) in her
Texts of Tervor (1984). Trible describes the way Hagar, Tamar, an unnamed con-
cubine, and Jephthah’s daughter experience horrifying crimes including rape,
murder, abuse, and exploitation as victims of a culture that assumed the priority
of men’s sexual, dynastic, and honor needs. These women have important but
forgotten roles — Hagar is the first to name God, while Jephthah’s daughter is an
astounding witness to a love that withstands betrayal and death. Moreover these
texts echo with the piercing, unresolved, and often unnamed wrestlings of faith.
Less distressing than the stories named in Trible’s work but equally neglected in
the scriptural canon are the cases of prominent women such as Deborah and
Esther, along with Judith and Susannah in the Apocrypha. Esther in particular is
portrayed in the Bible as the savior of her people, and thus as a type of Jesus — yet
she is almost overlooked in many traditions and lectionaries.

Perhaps the key figure in feminist interpretation of the Bible is Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza (b. 1938). Her book In Memory of Her (1983) develops a
“hermeneutic of suspicion” for reading the Bible in the light of its authors’ com-
mitments. A hermeneutic of suspicion is a form of interpretation that begins with
a mistrust of both the social location of a text’s author and the dominant historical
ways such a text has been read. She points out that:

since the Gospels were written at a time when other New Testament authors clearly
were attempting to adapt the role of women within the Christian community to that
of patriarchal society and religion, it is all the more remarkable that not one story or
statement is transmitted in which Jesus demands the cultural patriarchal adaptation
and submission of women.
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She also develops a model of historical reconstruction that recasts the New
Testament as promoting a reform movement within Judaism that envisaged and
practiced the discipleship of equals.

Feminism Throughout Christian History

Male theologians throughout Christian history have typically, although not
universally, associated male attributes and pronouns with God, and have likewise
tended to associate rationality, along with other such qualities as autonomy, inde-
pendence, and transcendence, with masculinity. Among the influential writers of
the early centuries, Tertullian (160-225 cE), Origen (182-251 cE), John
Chrysostom (ca. 347—407 ck), and Jerome (347—420 ck) all assumed women were
the weaker sex. Nonetheless all believed in the sacred possibilities of virginal life
and martyrdom for women. And all believed that in such ways women could attain
a status in the church and before God at least equal to men. Augustine (354430
CE) is often regarded especially negatively in feminist theology. He had a very dim
view of the positive qualities of sexual intercourse, and like his contemporaries he
took male headship for granted, but he saw the goods and responsibilities of mar-
riage as owing to and owed by both partners. Likewise Thomas Aquinas (1225-
74) assumed women’s inferiority in regard to strength and rationality, and indeed
in everything other than childrearing and friendship with God; while he was con-
cerned to protect their well-being in the domestic sphere, feminist ethics typically
regards this concern as a form of paternalism.

The Middle Ages, despite these significant constraints, were not a desert for wom-
en’s discovery and articulation of faith and ethics. Women came to the fore in the
realm of mysticism and as recipients of revelatory words and visions. Julian of Norwich
(1342—ca. 1416), Teresa of Avila (1515-82), Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179),
Catherine of Siena (1347-80), and Mechtild of Magdeburg (ca. 1210—a. 1282)
were prominent among the spiritual awakenings of the period. Meanwhile convents
offered women opportunities for education and an alternative to a life of subordina-
tion — opportunities that were lost in Protestant regions after the Reformation. On
the fringes of the Reformation emerged a host of radical groups, some of which
believed in and practiced gender equality — of which the Quakers have been the most
long-lasting. Of the magisterial Reformers, Martin Luther (1483-1546) saw gender
inequality as a result of the Fall (although he did not challenge it), while John Calvin
(1509-64) also saw a much broader purpose for marriage than simply childrearing,
one in which the sanctification of the couple took a significant place.

These scriptural and historical debates provide the backdrop to what we shall
now explore as three broad constructive approaches within contemporary femi-
nist Christian ethics.

Muintaining but revising a universal paradigm
One significant strand in feminist Christian ethics accepts a good deal of society’s
prevailing and emerging social norms, but seeks equality for women through legal
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and political reform. Standing in the liberal political tradition that emerges from
the Enlightenment, it has confidence in the individual woman, through her
behavior and decision-making, to bring about a gender-equal society without
social revolution. Like many movements rooted in the Enlightenment, it attrib-
utes social ills to superstition, false religion, outdated science, and obscure tradi-
tion, and it retains a profound social optimism that such ills can be removed, and
once rid of them, society will flourish as never before. The key terms are rights,
equality, and the dignity of the human person. This liberal model has tended to
concentrate on flagship legal achievements, such as the right for women to vote;
the right to equality in education, in the workplace, and in remuneration; the
right to abortion; and the right not to have to endure sexual harassment. For
example, Beverly Wildung Harrison says:

We have a long way to go before the sanctity of human life will include genuine regard
and concern for every female already born. ... We desperately need a desacralization of
our desire to reproduce and at the same time a real concern for human dignity and the
social conditions for personhood and the values of human relationship.

In the late eighteenth century the debate was led by those who maintained that
gender difference was more a matter of nurture than nature — notably Mary
Wollstonecraft (1759-97). In her A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) she
argued that society teaches men morals, requiring education and understanding,
while it teaches women manners, which any automaton could grasp. It encourages
women to develop evasive and manipulative characteristics, and it turns female
virtues — notably gentleness — into vices such as obsequiousness. Susan Parsons,
whose perceptions have guided many of our reflections on feminism, helpfully
summarizes the Enlightenment assumptions shaping such a new way of thinking:

Underlying Wollstonecraft’s argument is a belief that the rational mind is capable of
transcendence, being basically independent of the body and its environment. Some
aspect of this mind is able to rise above physical conditions as well as received beliefs,
in order to question, to ascertain the deeper truth which lies beyond these realities,
and to discover there the salient features of the good human life. Through the use
of our rational capacity, human beings are able to detach themselves from present
situations and from confinement to physical conditions. Reason is thus characterized
by suspicion, doubt and challenge until that which may not be questioned or
doubted appears. The mind has thus the human capacity to transcend, and, through
its functioning, human beings are independent and free. Such activity becomes the
highest expression of human possibilities and of the real essence of humanness which
lies at the heart of each one of us. From this central recognition comes the affirma-
tion of a basic human dignity established by reason.

Here already are all the ingredients of what we are calling the revised universal
paradigm. Human dignity resides in transcendent reason, which delivers persons
from the particular and contingent to the universal and ultimate. God lies at the
summit of this mountain of reason. Through reason one may discern a universal
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ethic, in many cases assumed to rest on a Kantian moral law, in other cases reflect-
ing natural rights; in either case, universal ethics includes women as much as men.
Reason is inherently an individual capacity, and so individual qualities such as
honesty, integrity, and freedom of thought and expression are central. Gender, in
the exercise of reason, is thus irrelevant. The emphasis instead is on unfettered,
rational choice. In Letty Russell’s words, “feminist theology strives to be human
and not just feminine, as other forms of theology should strive to be human and
not just masculine.”

These themes are strong in contemporary feminist Christian ethics. The logic
of the revised universal paradigm is to see the program of Christianity as one of
stripping away the irrational accretions of the centuries (the centuries of Israel
initially, and now also the centuries of the church) that have kept the individual,
reasoning spirit in bondage. Jesus’ mission is therefore one of a liberator. Jesus,
however, is problematic because he is limited in time and space, limited to the
perspective of one person, and limited by being of one gender only, the male one.
His maleness has no ultimate significance: what distinguishes him is his self-emp-
tying of patriarchy. The strengths and weaknesses of this view of feminist Christian
ethics are summarized by Rosemary Radford Ruether:

Liberal feminism too readily identifies normative human nature with those capacities
for reason and rule identified with men and with the public sphere. It claims that
women, while appearing to have lesser capacities for these attributes, actually possess
them equally; they have simply been denied the educational cultivation of them and
the opportunity to exercise them. Opening up equal education and equal political
rights to women will correct this and allow women’s suppressed capacities for reason
and rule to appear in their actual equivalence to men’s. ... Liberalism does not
entirely recognize the more complex forms of women’s psychological and economic
marginalization that result in only token integration of women into “equal” roles in
the public sphere. ... Once women are allowed to enter the public sphere, liberalism
offers no critique of the modes of functioning within it.

Restoring o universal paradigm

What we are calling a restored universal paradigm rests on the assertion that there
are indeed profound differences between men and women, and the problem lies
not in the differences but in the ways “male” tendencies and characteristics have
been exalted and “female” ones demeaned or neglected. The differences are
related to the bodily distinctions between men and women: they shape social roles
appropriately, and male and female psychological development is accordingly dif-
ferent. Such an approach, sometimes called “romantic” in the way the previous
one is called “liberal,” has a much greater appetite for the heritage of theological
reflection than other feminist approaches.

Whereas the revised paradigm or “liberal” approach relates to the Kantian and
rights universal traditions, the restored or “romantic” version appeals more explic-
itly to a particular notion of natural law. It sees nature as intrinsically linked to the
body, and thus biology and psychology play an important role in understanding
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its contours. It sees reproduction not as accidental to human nature and differen-
tiation but as foundational. Goodness lies in fulfilling the function “that nature
intended.” When God is seen as creator, a seamless transition can be made from
“as nature intended” to “as God wills.” Rather than being social constructions,
gender roles and interactions are in large part written into a largely unchanging
architecture of life itself. There is a serious issue about who gets to decide what is
natural; it does not take close examination of historic definitions to surmise that
the judges have invariably been men, and the bias has invariably been in a direc-
tion that seems, to many today, to serve men. And it must be said that the biologi-
cal necessities of life tend in this tradition to be accorded disproportionately to
women rather than men.

In the following chapter we shall look more closely at teleological ethics, the
notion of morality governed by a final destiny or goal. But we may anticipate a
little here and note that the restored (or romantic) paradigm is in some ways a
teleological ethic, because it seeks the realization of latent characteristics within
each person and expressed through the development of character. It sees a conti-
nuity between what God intends and what natural science discovers — and thus
commits what some criticize as the naturalistic fallacy, the confusion of what
ought to be with what observably is. The two conventional ways of developing
appropriate generalizations about the two sexes’ inherent natures — theological
tradition and natural scientific research — each have a long and widely criticized
heritage of presuppositions undermining women. One unresolved question is
thus whether they retain any claim to be trusted.

Such arguments are often extremely controversial, because they seem to under-
mine the ethos and gains established by the liberal branch of feminism. Among
the wide variety of “restored universal” approaches to feminist ethics, we shall
briefly note three, which may be termed feminine, maternal, and radical.

e The best known proponent of the feminine approach is Carol Gilligan
(b. 19306). Gilligan’s book In a Different Voice (1982) examined Lawrence
Kohlberg’s influential six-stage process of moral development. Kohlberg
traced how children move from (1) obedience to (2) limited reciprocity
to (3) seeking to please to (4) duty to (5) utilitarian law-keeping to (6) a self-
legislated Kantian principled universalism. But in Kohlberg’s analysis,
while men often reached stages four and five, women seldom progressed
beyond stage three. What Kohlberg missed, argued Gilligan, was that
women reasoned in a “different voice” — one she described as an “ethics
of care.” This ethics of care was different from the (male) ethics of justice
that focused on rules and rights. It had three levels — one, where women
overemphasize their own interests; two, where women overemphasize the
interests of others; three, where women weave together their own and
others’ interests. This model affirms that women’s ethical reasoning is
generally (though Gilligan stresses not always) relational rather than indi-
vidual, collaborative rather than isolated, a synthesis of body, mind, and
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spirit rather than a detached, desiccated cerebral process. Hence relation-
ship, rather than rule, action, or outcome, becomes central to ethics.
Feminist criticisms of Gilligan have centered not so much on whether
women are indeed different from men, but on whether it is prudent to
make those differences the foundation for ethics, given that it tends to
reinforce stereotypical images of women.

Successors to Gilligan such as Nel Noddings and Fiona Robinson have
extended the logic of the ethic of care into the public sphere, arguing that
duty, rights, and utilitarian theories have failed to address successfully issues
such as global poverty — largely because they are too abstract and not suffi-
ciently grounded in relationships. What is required, argues Robinson, is for
the affluent to appreciate the connections between others’ poverty and their
own wealth, and to realize that simple charity cannot offset the problems that
lie in economic, political, and social injustice.

The maternal view is represented, among others, by Sara Ruddick. In her book
Maternal Thinking (1989) Ruddick promotes the key virtue of attentive love.
Attentive love enables a mother to see her child as the child actually is — how-
ever unpalatable the reality turns out to be, and in spite of internal pressures to
see only a fantasy of the child. Such realistic attentive love then becomes the
lens through which persons make judgments about other things such as war.
War is not primarily about noble goals or even primal urges, but about destroy-
ing a child whom someone has spent years rearing. The key dimensions to
rearing a child are preserving, fostering growth, and training. Preserving means
doing what is necessary to feed, clothe, and shelter a child — including ensuring
the well-being of the mother in order to do so. Fostering growth means offer-
ing a child maternal stories that show the child he or she is deeply loved what-
ever his or her shortcomings; it does not mean assuming a given outcome for
the child’s personal development. Training means balancing maternal values
that seek the uniqueness and flourishing of a child’s individuality with social
values that often seek to make the child conform to fashions or expectations
that might threaten his or her integrity. These and other maternal views of
ethics are sometimes criticized for overemphasizing one relationship above all
others and reinforcing a restricted perception of the role of women in society.

The radical feminist view is that the roots of women’s oppression lie squarely
with men. Radical feminism posits a “fall” at some point in the past, when
men, due to weak egos or unruly violence, overthrew egalitarian social orders
and used their strength to monopolize control. Women have distinct values
and culture — aesthetics, priorities, perceptions — but these have been
suppressed by men. This regime is called patriarchy. Egalitarianism is only
possible under matriarchy; only when patriarchy is ended will racism, capital-
ism, and imperialism be eradicated. In the meantime women should form
enclaves for support and nurture — recognizing that heterosexuality in general
and marriage in particular underwrite male supremacy. There is no significant
political program other than such withdrawal.
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The most renowned exponent of radical feminism in relation to Christian eth-
ics is Mary Daly (b. 1928). Her works, including Beyond God the Father (1973)
and Gyn/Ecology (1980), articulate the destructive force of a “phallic morality”
of domination and control, restore women’s awareness of their own fundamen-
tal goodness, and coin a vocabulary for post-patriarchal ethics. This last ability, to
create a new language, is central to her project, since she notes, “Women have
had the power of naming stolen from us.” She seeks a more profound truth, one
in which the relational dimension of feminism rediscovers that everything is con-
nected, and that beyond, behind, beneath patriarchy there is “an unquenchable
gynergy.” Her most famous claim is that “If God is male, then the male is God.
The divine patriarch castrates women as long as he is allowed to live on in the
human imagination.” The radical feminist approach certainly posits a restored
universal paradigm, but its universal is clearly one that has no place for men.

Rejecting the universal pavadigm
Mary Daly’s female universalism stretches universalism to its breaking point. For
a great many feminists, including significant thinkers in Christian ethics, feminism
has to abandon the idea of a universal paradigm for ethics: it has to recognize the
inherently conflictual nature of human life, particularly the institutional power
relationships shaped by gender, and cease to hold to the fantasy that if the right
theory emerged with the right application, a peaceable existence would break out.
At the sources of this strand of ethical feminism lies Betty Friedan’s hugely
influential book The Feminine Mystique (1963). Friedan identified what she called
“The problem that has no name” — which was “the fact that American women are
kept from growing to their full human capacities.” She vividly described the situ-
ation of middle-class women of her era:

It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in
the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban housewife
struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slip-
cover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub
Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night, she was afraid to ask even of
herself the silent question: Is this all?

Friedan argued that women had been lured into slavery by succumbing to the femi-
nine mystique. Her method of analyzing popular culture, particularly the advertis-
ing industry, and of perceiving the links between power and the struggle for
economic survival and mastery, set the model for many successors by demonstrating
the convergence of social and economic forces with cultural myths. Susan Parsons
again identifies the heart of this approach to ethics, which she calls “social
constructionist”:

Instead of pointing to a transcendent source of value, in this paradigm, values are
understood to be the products of social institutions, within which they serve par-
ticular functions. The context for individual insight and choice is the social world,
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comprised both of structures in which individuals act and interact, and of the lan-
guage and ideology with which individuals comprehend themselves and the world
and communicate with others. [This] ... is to affirm the fundamentally social nature
of human beings, and to understand that in all moral deliberation, social realities
and language are intrinsic.

The separation of fact and value assumes that consensus is built by establishing
straightforward facts that are free from value judgments. The distinction between
fact and value is integral to the Enlightenment project. Radical feminism challenges
this distinction. For the revised universal (or “liberal”) model, the individual is
basic, and the rational individual can be extricated from his or her social context in
order to make judgments derived from universal principles. But once the social
context becomes basic, rights and wrongs are evaluated within networks of relation-
ships and in relation to the various groups and roles that have a claim on one’s life.
This social context has a narrative, which can be identified for critical examination.
It is not dependent on an outside or transcendent reality for its meaning or purpose.
Meaning is found not in an external source of existence or in an abstract rational
realm of principles, but in the investigation of power, language, and patterns of
relationships within the narrative. There is no set ideal of society, either to be
restored from the past or to be reached in the future; in each generation the mar-
ginalized and silenced voices provide the social creativity to imagine new forms of
relationship and power distribution. Hence feminism is closely aligned with support
of other vulnerable groups such as the disabled, the elderly, the chronically sick,
children, and so on.

The claim that “the personal is political” suggests that areas such as sexual
reproduction are quite as publicly significant as areas such as industrial produc-
tion. This implies that the balance of power in society is up for negotiation. In
this context it is up to those whose values and experiences have been demeaned
and devalued to place those identities as the subject for public debate. Once this
happens the norms of society are vulnerable to reconstruction. This is a broad
description of the social agenda of postmodernism. It is an approach character-
ized by suspicion toward all ideologies that claim to have a purchase on a natural
or rational order of things. Gender becomes an instrument by which one can
peel back the veneer of society’s surface to reveal the power relations and
assumptions lurking beneath. Meanwhile sacred stories, standard interpreta-
tions, and governing narratives are constantly ripe for analysis and new readings.
(However, the logic of postmodern feminism is to distrust any single explana-
tion of women’s experience or indeed any single notion of what it means to be
a woman — since such linear, rational explanations are inherently male.)

This kind of examination, sometimes known as deconstruction, can of course
be turned inward on feminism itself. Notable within this approach are three
movements that in different ways have pointed out that ethical feminism has been
narrower and more blind to its covert commitments than it has been prepared to
realize: womanism, lesbian ethics, and ecofeminism.
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Womanism

Womanism is a term articulated by Alice Walker (b. 1944) to describe the experi-
ence of women of color — particularly African American women. It emerged not
only in response to developments in feminist theology but also in relation to the
growing influence of black theology. Delores Williams (b. 1937) defines the
movement as a prophetic call to attend to the well-being of all African Americans,
not just women. But it specifically seeks to help black women “see, affirm, and
have confidence in the importance of their experience and faith for determining
the character of the Christian religion in the African American community.”
Meanwhile it challenges oppressive forces inhibiting black women’s struggle for
survival. It strives for “a positive, productive quality of life conducive to women’s
and the family’s freedom and well-being.”

Delores Williams identifies the black woman’s experience with that of Sarah’s
slave Hagar, mother of Abraham’s son Ishmael. Whereas white women may iden-
tify with Sarah, and the status motherhood bestows on them in the world, black
women are more likely to identify with Hagar, whose motherhood is coerced and
who is exploited by both a woman (Sarah) and a man (Abraham). White feminists
have continually neglected or ignored the role of white women in exploiting black
women. Hagar survives in the wilderness with only God to help her, and remains
homeless. This wilderness experience characterizes what it means to be an African
American. Williams concludes: “It is God’s continuing work in the African
American community’s ever-present struggle for economic justice, for physical
and emotional survival and for positive quality of life that forms ‘the stuff” of
black Christians’ doctrines of resistance.”

Among the most noted figures in this field are bell hooks, Emilie Townes, and
Katie Cannon. Gloria Jean Watkins (b. 1952), who writes under the name bell
hooks, notes the inspiration she received from Sojourner Truth (1797-1883), an
African American born into slavery who, after gaining freedom in 1826, became
a renowned campaigner for women’s rights and the abolition of slavery. Truth’s
most famous speech included the words:

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men,
‘cause Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your
Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.

The title of Truth’s speech lent its name to hooks’ first book, Ain’t I & Woman?
Black Women and Feminism (1981), which examined the history of sexism and rac-
ism, the devaluation of black womanhood, the necessity of cultural criticism, and
the neglect of race and class issues within white middle-class feminism. In recent
years hooks has adopted a conversational literary style, believing the highly aca-
demic style of feminist discourse alienates the intellectuals from their popular base.

Katie Geneva Cannon’s (b. 1949) Black Womanist Ethics (1988) distinguishes
between ethics for the dominant and ethics for the dominated. In America the domi-
nant class for many decades prided itself on self-reliance, frugality, and freedom,
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while withholding the facility for such expression from African Americans. The ethi-
cal imperative for black people is to defy such rules or laws that degrade black people
in order to affirm their validity and purge them of self-hate. Likewise Emilie Townes
(b. 1955) has no hesitation in calling womanist ethics biased. Working for love and
justice amid the fallenness of class, race, and gender oppression is inevitably biased:
there is no neutral place to stand. Womanism cannot simply stand by and assume the
dominance of Eurocentric theological ethics.

In a similar way, Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz (1943-2012) coined the term mujerista
to describe those who focus on the particular experiences of Latina women and
who work toward their liberation. Mujerista ethics emerged in part as a challenge
to perceived racism in feminist ethics and perceived sexism in liberation theology,
again demonstrating the overlap of race and gender in subversive ethics.

Lesbian Ethics

Lesbian approaches to ethics stretch the rejection of a universal paradigm to a
further logical conclusion. Their most far-reaching challenge is to question the
conventional meaning and use of the term “good.” The goods held up for women
by patriarchal culture — sacrifice and self-denial — should be replaced by values
such as self-creation, freedom, and liberation. Sarah Lucia Hoagland and Marilyn
Frye are among those who expose whose interests are truly served by conven-
tional notions of good. It is a male assumption that one should not only be
regarded as good but also position oneself to make others good like oneself.
Women have no interest in accepting or imitating such a conception of right
action. Lesbians have no stronghold from which to shape society around their
notion of the good — nor have they any desire to do so. Free from the responsibil-
ity of the deadly seriousness of universal approaches to ethics, some lesbian ethi-
cists emphasize the opportunity for playfulness — for adventure and curiosity. This
affirms the creative possibilities that are gained by letting go of the need to do
ethics for the whole human race at one go. There are links here to the wider
agenda of what is known as queer theology — the exploration of the possibilities
of theology and ethics outside a heterosexual paradigm.

Lesbian ethicists reject the heart of what they see as the inherently masculinist
project of ethics as a whole. However, lesbian ethics still makes assumptions that
some ethical approaches would regard as “conventional” — namely, the assump-
tion that ethics is fundamentally about choice.

Ecofeminism

Rosemary Radford Ruether describes “deep ecology” as the “study of the sym-
bolic, psychological and ethical patterns of destructive relations of humans with
nature and how to replace this with a life-affirming culture.” Ruether sees ecofem-
inism as the intersection of ecology with the third kind of feminism we have been
exploring. She foresees collaboration between historians of culture, natural scien-
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tists, and social economists who would all share a perception of the connection
between domination of women and the exploitation of nature. Alongside these
groups would need to be “poets, artists and liturgists, as well as revolutionary
organizers, to incarnate more life-giving relationships in our cultural conscious-
ness and social system” — to support relations of mutuality, rather than competi-
tive power. Ecofeminism rests on identifying women with nature and males with
culture. It also identifies and challenges the assumption that nature is a reality
below and separated from “man,” rather than a realm in which humanity itself
is inseparably embedded. Ruether articulates the narrative that drives the
movement:

It is from the perspective of this male monopoly of culture that the work of women
in maintaining the material basis of daily life is defined as an inferior realm. The
material world itself is then seen as something separated from males and symboli-
cally linked with women. The earth, as the place from which plant and animal life
arises, becomes linked with the bodies of women from which babies emerge. The
development of plow agriculture and human slavery very likely took this connec-
tion of woman and nature another step. Both are seen as a realm, not on which
men depend, but which men dominate and rule over with coercive power. Plow
agriculture generally involves a gender shift in agricultural production. While
women monopolized food gathering and gardening, men monopolize food pro-
duction done with plow animals. With this shift to men as agriculturalists comes a
new sense of land as owned by the male family head, passed down through a male
line of descent, rather than communal land-holding and matrilineal descent that is
often found in hunting-gathering and gardening societies. The conquest and
enslavement of other tribal groups created another category of humans, beneath
the familiar community, owned by it, whose labor is coerced. Enslavement of
other people through military conquest typically took the form of killing the males
and enslaving the women and their children for labor and sexual service. Women’s
work becomes identified with slave work. The women of the family are defined as
a higher type slave over a lower category of slaves drawn from conquered people.
In patriarchal law, possession of women, slaves, animals and land all are symboli-
cally and socially linked together.

Ruether points out that the Protestant Reformation largely removed the positive
value of nature as a window into the divine. The result of this was to render nature
dangerous and demonic. Meanwhile the scientific revolution a century later made
a firm distinction between transcendent intellect and dead matter. These are the
seeds of the ecological crisis. Sallie McFague takes these insights a stage further
and, particularly in her books The Body of God (1993) and Super, Natural Christians
(1997), sees the world as God’s body, a model that for her overcomes the tensions
between the immanence of God in this present world and the transcendence of
God in the world beyond. She also recasts the Trinity as mother, lover, and friend.

Ecofeminism thus requires a new conception of human life, overcoming the
dualism between mind and matter. It requires a new conception of God, as the
present and tangible source of life that sustains the whole planetary community.
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And it requires a new conception of salvation, as a continual conversion to a
healthy relation to nature and one another.

Much as womanism extends feminist concerns to the experiences of black
women, so also ecowomanism incorporates questions of race into ecofeminist
conversations. Ecowomanist writers tend to focus on environmental issues that
display the convergence of race, class, and gender — highlighting, for example, the
way that pollution and hazardous waste sites disproportionately affect lower-
income and minority communities and place an especially heavy burden on those
women and their children.

Feminism and Church Practices

We began the section on gender by considering feminism in relation to Scripture;
we conclude by looking at an emerging stream of feminist ethics that approaches
the church and its practices using the methods of practical theology.

The term practical theology originally referred to the subfield of theology
devoted to training future clergy in skills such as preaching and leading wor-
ship. It evolved in the early 1990s into a distinct field (sometimes called empir-
ical theology) that uses the social sciences to explore the interplay between the
beliefs and practices of religious communities. Don Browning (1934-2010) of
the University of Chicago Divinity School was a key proponent. Practical the-
ology shares with liberation theologies an interest in praxis; and it shares with
ecclesial ethics an interest in the virtue of wisdom (or phronesis, a kind of prac-
tical wisdom) and in the collective life of the church community. For example,
Presbyterian ministers and theologians Mary McClintock Fulkerson and Marcia
Mount Shoop examine the Eucharist in relation to the racialized assumptions
and white privilege of many mainline Protestant congregations. While the eth-
ics that arise from practical theology are not exclusively feminist, many of the
practitioners of practical theology are attentive to the ways in which gender
(and race) influences religious practice.

Age and Disability

The literature of subversive ethics clusters around questions of class, race, and gen-
der. But the logic of subversive ethics stretches to other social groups whose “dit-
ference” has historically been seen negatively or is frequently seen today as related
to social disadvantage. The relative paucity of literature in these areas perhaps
speaks for itself about the degree of social exclusion involved — although disability
has received greater theological attention in the twenty-first century. One other
feature sets this area of subversive ethics aside from the other branches considered
in this chapter: unlike many other marginalized groups, ethicists who focus on age
and disability tend to speak on behalf of others rather than out of their own experi-
ence (with a few important exceptions), departing from the “by us” and “for us”
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emphasis that is characteristic of other subversive ethics. We shall here look briefly
at the issues raised in three areas: disability, the elderly, and children.

Disability
The secular ethics debate about disability centers around the medical model and
the social model. Does disability lie primarily in the body or mind of the impaired

person or primarily in the discriminatory perceptions and the exclusive social
structures brought about by the non-disabled person?

e The medical model of disability assumes it is a physical (or mental) condition,
intrinsic to the individual, which places the individual at a significant disad-
vantage (hence the term “handicap”). Such disability makes that person’s life
different and less desirable than the norm. It puts the responsibility on society
and the medical profession to respond with initiatives aimed at cure or future
prevention. Many activists point out the unvaryingly negative portrayal this
model offers: the only positive options are eradication or cure, both of which
have sinister undertones.

e In its place has emerged the socia/ model, which tends to prefer the term
“impairment,” and locates the problem not so much in the body of the
disabled person as in the narrow social attitudes and unjust lack of infra-
structure that accompany disability: hence “My impairment is the fact that
I can’t walk; my disability is the fact that the bus company only purchases
inaccessible buses.” Disability in the social model is an issue for every
member of society and is not restricted to people with disabilities and those
in health care. The logic of the social model is to make generalizations
about disability undesirable — and simply to see mental and physical differ-
ence as a universal aspect of human diversity, with few common interests
or concerns among those adversely affected. Yet one common concern is
that whenever rationality is considered essential to ethics, those with devel-
opmental disabilities are always in danger of being regarded as subhuman;
and whenever utilitarian considerations are in vogue, people with disabilities
are always in danger of having their well-being sacrificed for the happiness
of the majority.

The tendency of the social model is to focus attention on those whose disabilities
are physical and those whose social issues are largely concerned with acceptance
and access. The perspective of those whose disabilities are mental and those facing
profound pain tends to be less visible. Those whose work in Christian ethics has
attracted most attention in regard to disability have concentrated on the neglected
areas in the secular discourse — although of all the authors discussed below, only
one has a disability. The first three authors discussed below incorporate themes
more common to ecclesial ethics, such as the power of narrative and the character
of Christian communities.
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Hans Reinders, in his The Future of the Disabled in Liberal Society (2000), argues
that what people with disabilities need is more than liberal society can give. Liberal
society is drawn to two approaches — increasing access for disabled people to offer
them a full participation in public life, and genetic screening to eradicate disability
at its source. The two approaches conflict, because it seems inevitable that preven-
tative uses of human genetics will threaten the welfare benefits that help support
disabled people and their families. Reinders shows that what is required is the
narratives of those parents who have been enriched by the lives of their disabled
children: such stories question the assumptions of what constitutes a good and
fulfilling — and free — life at the heart of liberal society.

Jean Vanier (b. 1928) is the founder of L’Arche, an international organization
that creates communities in which people with developmental disabilities and those
who assist them share life together. He explores in works such as Community and
Growth (1989) the ways disability both inhibits and enables the expression and
reception of the vulnerable areas in the lives of both the developmentally disabled
and those who assist them. His I”Arche communities are one of the greatest living
examples of the engagement of Christians with an issue that requires a life-trans-
forming personal response.

Stanley Hauerwas (b. 1940), whose work will be considered at greater length
in the next chapter, points out, for example in Suffering Presence (1986), how
issues around disability expose the most profound assumptions about why people
have children and what aspirations people have for their lives. He challenges an
ethic of parenting that regards children as consumer items that can be picked up
or altered at will, and shows how the neediness that often arises among children
with disabilities and their parents is part of what makes the church possible and
necessary. Echoing themes raised in regard to gender and race by Rosemary
Radford Ruether, James Cone, and others, he points out that the suffering and
death of Christ demonstrate that God is not removed from the story of people
with disabilities — indeed, God’s face is their face.

Nancy Fiesland (1964-2009) likewise identifies God with disability by arguing
that the wounds in the risen Jesus’ body reveal God as “the disabled God” (a
phrase which was also the title of her 1994 book). Eiseland’s reflections arose in
part out of her own experience of disability: she had a painful congenital bone
condition that necessitated multiple surgeries and restricted her mobility. For
Eiesland, a liberatory theology of disability arises from those who have disabilities;
like Asian-American ethics, it is a theology done “by us” and “for us.” Her recon-
strual of God as the “Disabled God” also resonates with Cone’s portrait of God
as black, inasmuch as both imagine God’s radical identification with their own
non-privileged social location.

Finally, Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong (b. 1965) re-reads several biblical
texts through the lens of disability. While Yong does not himself have a disability,
he writes out of his experience of living for many years with a brother diagnosed
with Down syndrome. He aims to unveil how traditional theological understand-
ings of disability have marginalized those with disabilities and excluded them
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from churches. He approaches biblical texts with a hermeneutic of suspicion that
he terms a “disability hermeneutic,” one which questions “normate assumptions,”
or the unexamined prejudices of the non-disabled. His discussion of scriptural
texts — including Leviticus, Job, selected healing stories in the gospels, and Pauline
texts that discuss weakness — underscores his argument that the Bible is more lib-
erative for those with disabilities than it first appears, when read with a non-nor-
mate lens. Like Eiseland, he rejects the notion that disability has no place in God’s
new creation.

The Elderly

In many ways the elderly point up the tensions in universalist ethics as sharply
as any other “different” or excluded group. The absurdity of “difference” lies
in the fact that most of those who might act in a way prejudicial to elderly
people might expect one day to become elderly themselves. And yet elderly
people, particularly the frail elderly, offer to society in a focused way many
pervasive concerns. These concerns include suffering, death, the need to feel
and look good, together with the personal fears of losing autonomy, being a
burden, developing dementia, and the social costs, in Western societies, of an
aging population. There is a tendency to regard the aging process itself as a
kind of suffering. It sometimes seems that old age is the one illness that per-
versely resists the contemporary inclination to view all adversity through the
lens of cure or therapy.

As with issues concerning disability, the secular discourse tends to focus on
issues of justice, and on the different notions of distributive justice — merit,
equality, fairness, and so on — that we discussed in Chapter Five. Euthanasia is
complex, as we shall see in Chapter Eleven, because it represents a clash
between two universal principles — autonomy and the sanctity of life. Christian
ethics can sometimes struggle with issues of old age; advanced years do not fit
with the notion of a militant church and a martyred Christ. Some, though,
have begun to challenge the technological efforts to interrupt the aging pro-
cess or to extend life by extracting consciousness from the body; for example,
cethicist Gilbert Meilaender (b. 1945), while not dismissing the goodness of
extended life, also names what he sees as the significant losses of the project to
extend life indefinitely — but he does so largely from an ecclesial or virtue eth-
ics approach.

Many of the questions about old age resemble those concerning disability,
and contrast the concern for autonomy found in much secular discourse with
the role of the church that will be discussed in the next chapter. Growing old
is a challenge to universal ethics, because it pushes against assumptions about
rationality and autonomy; but it also pushes against some assumptions of sub-
versive ethics, because arguably some of the most marginalized persons in soci-
ety are so not because of their race or class or gender, but because of their age
and infirmity. For example, Michael Banner names the social isolation and
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even abandonment of the elderly as a pervasive problem for which the Christian
tradition has rich resources, not least the rite of gathering around a common
table to eat together.

While Banner identifies Alzheimer’s and other forms of dementia as an exacer-
bating factor in the isolation of the elderly, John Swinton (b. 1957) seeks to
develop a practical theology of dementia that redescribes the stories of people
with dementia within the larger counter-story of God. In God’s story, human
identity and value are rooted not in our capacities but in the God who created and
sustains them. Swinton likewise places the problem of memory loss within the
larger story of God remembering us: as his book’s subtitle claims, we live “in the
memories of God.” This is a subversive ethic inasmuch as it does ethics for a
group of people whose voices are lost, ignored, or silent, but it can rarely if ever
be a theology done &y those very people. One of the deepest challenges of demen-
tia is that people with dementia cannot always (or often) do ethics on their own
behalf] a dilemma that links the theology of dementia to that of mental disability.
Swinton’s work is also an ecclesial ethic in that it names key practices of the
church that “have the potential to bring healing out of the brokenness of demen-
tia,” including lament and hospitality among strangers.

Children

A similar range of issues arises in relation to children as to elderly people and those
with disabilities. Many advocates for children concentrate on what we have called
a universal ethical paradigm. This leads them to look at drawing up charters of
rights for children, seeing children as vulnerable to social exclusion through class,
race, and gender, but also due to their age. Among areas where these concerns are
especially acute are the risks of being a child in relation to physical, emotional, and
sexual abuse and neglect.

However, a growing number of practitioners and theorists have developed
approaches that challenge the liberal Enlightenment notion of a child as a rational
being in embryo. These take approaches broadly corresponding to the restoration-
ist/romantic and the social constructionist views of feminism, respectively. The
romantic strand tends to see children as having an innate spirituality. Inspired by
the work of the educationalist Maria Montessori (1870-1952) and advocated
by the Roman Catholic Sofia Cavalletti (1917-2011) and the Episcopalian Jerome
Berryman (b. 1937), the church has been presented with a challenge that, given
appropriate conditions, children may gain an insight into and intimacy with God
that adults seldom find. The social constructionist perspective is given to much
concern over the effects of early childhood experiences and environments on later
adult development. Children, like very elderly people, may face dangers and experi-
ence exclusion in challenging ways, ones that may be exacerbated by issues of class,
race, and gender. But children may also, like very elderly people, have virtually no
way of voicing such perspectives, even to one another. This challenges the way that
subversive ethics often elevates the principles of autonomy and self-advocacy.
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Summary

The point of this chapter is not to aggregate together a host of social groups
and suggest that what is interesting about them is their oppression, still less
their difference from a white Western male perspective. What the diverse
perspectives brought together in this chapter have in common is that they
make social location the starting point for ethical reflection, and thus deny
the universal assumptions of the approaches examined in Chapter Five. This
is what makes them subversive. The issues of class and of children, discussed
at the beginning and end of the chapter, differ from the other themes raised
in that they are not inherently fixed states. It is difficult but possible to
change one’s class. A child is likely to grow into an adult. Thus, subversive
ethics is not fundamentally about expressing identity but about locating the
action of God in the experience of the oppressed.

Liberation theology focuses on the key term “praxis,” which comes to
mean not only a style of theology that makes action and commitment the
first step, but also some particular styles of social commitment. The various
theologies of race differ significantly, largely in relation to the social histories
from which they emerge — slavery and segregation in the United States, for
example, and apartheid in South Africa. Feminism comes in several strands,
and some of its determining features have come to relate to the areas where
it overlaps with the ethics of class and race. Finally in the areas of disability,
the elderly, and children we see themes emerging, such as the critique of
autonomy, that anticipate the ecclesial emphases of the next chapter and that
highlight otherwise hidden similarities between universal ethics and some
forms of subversive ethics. These kinds of critiques will form the heart of our
next chapter.
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Chapter Seven
Ecclesial Ethics

cclesial ethics names a strand that has always been present in Christianity, but

has attracted particular attention in the last generation under the leadership
of some of the foremost names in contemporary theology. Whereas universal eth-
ics concentrates on what is right for anyone and everyone, and subversive ethics
points out the particular perspective of the marginalized and excluded, ecclesial
ethics suggests that Christian ethics should first of all be concerned with the life
made possible in Christ for Christians. It is not that Christians are better or more
deserving of attention than others; it is that Christians are (or should be) those
who look first to the transtormation brought in Christ, rather than the contours
of human society, for the sources of ethics.

It would be hard to ignore the polemical nature of much of the recent writing
in this strand. Prominent writers have set out grand and far-reaching arguments
suggesting (in most cases) that the current ethical establishment represents a loss
of crucial commitments and assumptions from an earlier era, the recovery of
which is indispensable for articulating and embodying a Christian ethic. Most of
these arguments rest on complex historical narratives, and an examination of these
narratives forms the first part of this chapter.

One key point of consensus for ecclesial ethics is that ethics in general, and
Christian ethics in particular, has tended to concentrate on moments of decision
and thus to neglect other significant issues. The description and evaluation of
these other issues form the constructive dimension of ecclesial ethics. The second
section of this chapter traces the connections between such regularly employed
terms as practices, habits, and virtue.

While the most prominent advocates of ecclesial ethics are often associated
together, there are in fact some significant differences between their respective
emphases. In particular the role of Jesus in ethics is seen as normative by some but
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not by all, and this question among others has far-reaching implications for ethics.
The third section of this chapter investigates some of these important differences
and enquires whether ecclesial ethics forms a genuinely coherent field.

Persuasive Narratives

Several of the most notable writers in the field of ecclesial ethics capture the
imaginations of their readers with a story that goes broadly as follows. Western
society is coming to the end of an era known by many names, the most common
of which is modernity. Modernity describes a prevailing ethos and system of
thought that gradually replaced an earlier consensus, stretching back to the medi-
eval period or beyond. The key features of modernity for Christian ethics are:

e that it tends to put humanity, particularly the individual person, at the center
of enquiry — rather than God and the ways of God;

e that it tends to achieve consensus by avoiding public discussion of truth and
purpose, thus privileging the technocratic facility of getting things done; and

» that it justifies its understanding and practice of authority by the more or less
evident alternative of violence and chaos.

For some writers the emergence of postmodernity, with its relentless suspicion of
established systems, privileged narratives, and confident authorities, constitutes a
significant challenge to modernity; for others, postmodernity is simply an outwork-
ing of one aspect of the logic of modernity. In this context, the narratives outlined
by those associated with ecclesial ethics have a backward- and a forward-looking
aspect. They look back to a time when communal and institutional life was shaped
around particular practices derived from and dependent on particular perceptions
of truth. And they look forward to the reassertion of confidence in those institu-
tions — notably the church — that survive but which are currently shorn (or losing
sight) of the practices that give their continued existence meaning.

We shall examine six persuasive narratives that accept this broad shape. Two —those
of Alasdair MacIntyre and John Milbank — may be said to define the field. A further
three — those of Karl Barth (and his interpreter George Lindbeck), Stanley Hauerwas,
and Oliver O’Donovan — offer significant dimensions and modifications. Finally, we
consider the work of Jennifer Herdt, for her charitable critique and extension of
these narratives, and the parallel retrieval of virtue ethics in Catholic moral theology.
We begin with Karl Barth, who lays the foundation for much that follows.

Karl Barth

If ecclesial ethics is associated with one name above all it would be the Swiss theo-
logian Karl Barth (1886-1968) — and such criticisms as are raised of ecclesial
ethics are generally related to criticisms of Barth’s overall theological project.
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His theological revolution, begun in his Epistle to the Romans (1922) and continued
through his magisterial Church Dogmatics (14 volumes, 1932—-68), originates in
his horror at the way his liberal Protestant German teachers capitulated to the
Kaiser’s militant policies in Germany prior to and during World War 1. This ethi-
cal failure was rooted, he perceived, in a theological wrong turn. This wrong turn
was to accord independent and abiding validity to any cultural or moral norms:
such a mistake had led to the uncritical acceptance of national identity, particular
regimes, ecclesiastical structures, and cultural assumptions that had paved the way
to 1914 (and were later to pave the way for Hitler’s rise to power). For Barth,
there was no so-called “rational necessity” — such as racial identity — that could
inhibit the authority and freedom of the command of God. This insistence gave
Barth the clarity to draw up the Barmen Declaration (1934) denouncing the
heresy of Hitler’s regime.

Barth’s early period is sometimes known as dialectical theology because of his
insistence on the infinite qualitative distinction between God as creator and
human beings as creatures. For Barth the difference between God and human
beings was not quantitative — as if God were a very big person. It was qualita-
tive — God and humanity were altogether different beings. And this qualitative
difference was infinite: God and human beings are utterly different.

Many philosophers and theologians followed G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) in
seeing human history as an emerging cultural narrative wherein theses contrasted
with antitheses resulting in eventual syntheses: Karl Marx’s proposal of the emer-
gence of the communist utopia through the clash between the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat fits this pattern. Barth, by contrast, followed Seren Kierkegaard
(1813-55), who rejected the idea that a synthesis would always overcome an
antithesis. Sometimes all one has is a paradox — an unresolved thesis and antithesis.
The incarnation of Jesus, as both God and a human being, is such a paradox. For
Barth, such paradoxes are the heart of theology, which concerns the way eternity
entered time and the infinite became finite. The ultimate choice is God’s choice
never to be except to be for us in Jesus Christ — and thus Jesus Christ is the fun-
damental ground and norm for ethics. God makes demands on us to conform to
God, God makes possible the fulfillment of this command, and God vicariously sut-
fers the judgment and punishment that lack of conformity brings upon us. Barth’s
actual treatment of ethical issues and concerns takes a Trinitarian shape: he divides
his material under the headings of creator, reconciler, and redeemer. Thus, under
the heading of creator, Barth discerns a fourfold pattern in human life — shaped by
relationships to God, to other people, to the self, and to the natural limits of life.

Barth’s precise ethical method and conclusions have been influential, but
more significant for ecclesial ethics has been the broad sweep of his rejection of
cultural necessity and his assertion of the unbridled command of God expressed
in Jesus Christ.

Among Barth’s many interpreters, perhaps the most significant for the self-
understanding of ecclesial ethics has been George Lindbeck (b. 1923). Lindbeck
has been prominent alongside Hans Frei (1922-88) in the so-called Yale School,
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which has become the tradition most closely associated with the assimilation of
Barthian theology into mainstream Protestant theology outside the Reformed
tradition. Lindbeck outlines his theological perspective in his The Nature of
Doctrine (1984 ). Rather than offer a historical narrative as such, this book offers
a threefold typology that presupposes a historical narrative, and in doing so locates
the abiding legacy of Barth’s work for ecclesial ethics in the third of the three
types outlined.

Lindbeck identifies the approach to theology that has pervaded the church
until recent centuries as “cognitive-propositional.” This strand assumes that doc-
trines operate as direct truth claims about objective realities. Theology stands
therefore alongside science and philosophy — that is, as a system of thought that
puts forward quantities of information that offer meaningful renderings of the
world. Here Lindbeck’s typology assumes a historical narrative — one in which,
prior to the Enlightenment, it was possible to posit earthly, transient realities as
indicators of heavenly, eternal truths. We may call this the preliberal era. The sec-
ond strand emerges out of the response made by Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-
1834) to the breakdown of the cognitive-propositional approach, particularly at
the hands of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). (This is a reading of Schleiermacher
that Lindbeck owes to Barth.) Schleiermacher’s work earmarks a turn toward
what Lindbeck calls “experiential-expressivism,” an approach for which doctrines
are “noninformative and nondiscursive symbols of inner feelings, attitudes, or
existential orientations.” This era, which we may call the liberal era, represents the
implications of the Enlightenment’s turn to the subject. Value, meaning, and real-
ity take place fundamentally within a person’s experience, rather than having some
more significant external purchase — and thus God is centrally a reality within
human experience. In place of these two approaches, Lindbeck proposes what he
calls a “cultural-linguistic” approach. It is this vision that he hopes will usher in
what he calls a “postliberal” era. The term postliberal has often subsequently been
associated with ecclesial ethics, particularly in its Protestant varieties.

A cultural-linguistic view sees doctrines “not as expressive symbols or truth
claims, but as communally authoritative rules of discourse, attitude and action.”
In other words, doctrine is more like a language and like the rules or manners that
shape a culture than it is like a science manual or an account of religious experi-
ence. Being religious means interiorizing a set of skills derived from a community
and enhanced by practice and training. Lindbeck’s account owes much to the
philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and the anthropology of
Clifford Geertz (1926-2006), but behind it lies the long shadow of Karl Barth,
whom Lindbeck sees as charting a way for theology to escape experiential-expres-
sivism. He is profoundly concerned with truth, but unlike the cognitive-proposi-
tional approach he does not believe there can be a form of truth that can be
advocated in the absence of its embodiment in forms of human community, par-
ticularly if it is contradicted by patterns of human action.

Lindbeck appeals to Aristotle’s notion of rationality as a matter more of skill
than of universal principle. In Aristotle’s view, rationality is not innate but
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acquired; it lies not in the mind but in intelligible practices, which must be learnt.
“Reasonableness in religion and theology, as in other domains, has something of
that aesthetic character, that quality of unformalizable skill, which we usually asso-
ciate with the artist or the linguistically competent,” says Lindbeck. “Intelligibility
comes from skill, not theory, and credibility comes from good performance, not
adherence to independently formulated criteria.” There is no neutral high ground
from which to adjudicate truth. The only criteria for assessment come from within
theology itself. A sentence may be true within its appropriate context: abstracted
from that context it is neither true nor untrue; it is simply meaningless. The point
is not that there is no such thing as propositional truth. The point instead is that
theological truth demands response and participation, and its merits cannot be
investigated any other way. For Lindbeck, the proposition “Jesus is Lord” is true,
but the only way to assert its truth is to act accordingly. The preliberal approach
to truth tended to privilege history and science. But Lindbeck’s postliberal
approach favors liturgy, preaching, and ethics. It is in these activities that one
aligns oneself with what one takes to be most important in the universe —and thus
claims the truth.

Already we can see a number of features of ecclesial ethics. There is the restora-
tion of theological confidence, as represented by the prominence of Barth and
Thomas Aquinas (1225-74). No longer does theology constantly have to adapt
to the changing fashions and demands of contemporary knowledge; instead, con-
temporary knowledge is judged through the lens of theological perception. There
is the narrating of a story that problematizes the assumptions of liberal modernity.
There is the reconception of truth in theology. And there is attention to the way
theology and practice are formed in communities that develop their own “gram-
mar,” or linguistic habits and manners. Our next key figure picks up several of
these themes from outside the world of Protestant theology.

Alasdair MacIntyre

Alasdair MacIntyre (b. 1929) is a Scottish-born philosopher who has been based
in the United States since 1970. Much of his early work reflected Marxist sympa-
thies. But for the sake of describing the emergence of ecclesial ethics, the decisive
period of his writing is 1981-99, with the publication of his four major works,
After Virtue (1981/1984), Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988), Three
Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (1990), and Dependent Rational Animals (1999).
These books retain his earlier antagonism to liberal capitalism, but ground his
constructive alternative in a restoration of the assumptions made about ethics by
Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. In the background lies his emerging loyalty to a
Roman Catholicism derived from Aquinas, but this commitment remains implicit
rather than explicit in his work.

The opening and closing passages of After Virtue are among the most cele-
brated rhetorical flourishes in modern philosophy. MaclIntyre begins his landmark
work by lamenting the incoherence of ethical debate today. He paints an imaginary
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picture of enlightened people trying to restore the discipline of science after it had
fallen into such disrepute that almost all laboratories, textbooks, and research had
been destroyed or lost. The discipline would be reconstructed from fragments of
the periodic table, hazy memories, and mysterious equipment. Such is the state of
moral discourse today, argues MacIntyre. Ethics is characterized by interminable
disputes between irreconcilable parties who neither understand one another nor
share a common ethical vocabulary — such as the contesting parties in the abortion
debate. “Detached from the theoretical and social contexts in terms of which these
conceptions were originally elaborated and rationally defended, the assertions of
each of these rival positions ... have characteristically and generally become no
more than expressions of attitude and feeling.” This impasse constitutes the failure
of secular moral philosophy, a situation MacIntyre describes as “emotivism.”

Maclntyre traces the roots of this condition to the failure of what he calls “the
Enlightenment project.” Thinkers like Hume, Bentham, Diderot, and Kant set
out to replace traditional and (in their view) superstitious forms of morality with
a new universal morality that would elicit the assent of any rational person. The
legacy of their various attempts is a set of rival models that all claim to be the only
rational approach — as witnessed in endless disputes between Kantian deontolo-
gists and utilitarian consequentialists (see Chapter Five). This impasse invites the
rejection of rational approaches in favor of emotivism, which perceives moral pref-
erence in terms of attitude and feeling. Another legacy, according to Maclntyre,
is the emergence of “a set of moral concepts which derive from their philosophical
ancestry an appearance of rational determinateness and justification which they
do not in fact possess.” These include human rights and utility or welfare, which
Maclntyre calls “useful fictions.”

Emotivist ethics presupposes compartmentalized lives and manipulative social
relations, and modernity calls this manipulative mode “managerial effectiveness.”
This notion “presupposes the availability of a set of social scientific laws, knowl-
edge of which will enable managers to control social reality; but we do not in fact
know any such laws” — for social reality has an ineradicable unpredictability that
bureaucracies are embarrassed to acknowledge. Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900),
more than anyone else, identified that moral assertions were little more than
masks protecting undisclosed purposes and motivations. In doing so Nietzsche let
loose the mode of skeptical enquiry that has characterized postmodernism.
Maclntyre offers a rival history to that provided by Nietzsche in the latter’s
Genealogy of Morals (1887). Maclntyre sees the failure of the Enlightenment pro-
ject (and the missing ingredient in Nietzsche’s genealogy) as the rejection of
Aristotle’s ethics and politics in the previous two centuries. Maclntyre provides
his own history tracing the portrayal of the virtues from Homer to medieval
Europe. Such virtues are qualities developed over time without which social goods
are not sustainable; virtues are also required to enable human lives to realize their
purpose or telos, and this unity of a human life requires a narrative structure. This
narrative structure only emerges in relation to the individual’s embeddedness in
social traditions.
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The later medieval era failed to sustain the tradition of the virtues, and
Aristotelian ethics and politics were rejected in the upheaval of the Reformation.
The later Enlightenment period witnessed through Kant a revival of virtue (in the
singular), but today we live “after virtue” in a time of unresolvable disputes and
dilemmas. Maclntyre concludes that only a return to Aristotle avoids the critique
that Nietzsche directed against both deontologists and consequentialists — and he
famously brings his account to a climax by advocating withdrawal to secluded
communities, like the monks of the fourth and fifth centuries, to await a new but
different St. Benedict, for the barbarians are not simply at the gates — they have
been ruling over us for some time.

Maclntyre’s subsequent works all assume the narrative outlined in After Virtue,
although they develop its argument in different ways. For example, Three Rival
Versions of Moral Enquiry sets the Enlightenment project (which MacIntyre enti-
tles “encyclopaedia,” after its attempt to encompass all things) alongside
Nietzsche’s revision (which Maclntyre calls “genealogy,” following Nietzsche’s
term for the tracing of the sources of ethics), and then sets them both alongside
the philosophy of Thomas Aquinas (which Maclntyre calls “tradition”). In advo-
cating the ethics of Aristotle as interpreted by Aquinas, MacIntyre is assuming the
story he narrates in After Virtue. Likewise Dependent Rational Animals seeks to
redress the balance in ethics and philosophy by regarding human beings not only
as rational but as dependent and as animals. This is a corrective to the assumption
of Aristotle (and many other philosophers) that rationality is the key to human
identity. Again Maclntyre takes for granted that only a recovery of a broad
Aristotelian ethos can save contemporary society from a politics that is really civil
war by other means.

John Milbank

Like MaclIntyre, John Milbank (b. 1952) offers an ambitious historical narrative.
In his Theology and Social Theory (1990) and elsewhere, he recalls how theology
has lost its sense of its own place and has taken on a false humility, allowing itself
to be located by the social sciences, rather than itself locating them. This tendency
is characteristic of a theological sensibility known as Radical Orthodoxy, with
which Milbank is often associated. The characteristically Anglican emphasis on
Christ’s incarnation encourages Milbank, together with colleagues including
Graham Ward and Catherine Pickstock, to see revelation as primarily a matter of
an emerging historical story. It goes as follows.

Once there was no secular. Every aspect of life was defined by its relationship
with the transcendent sphere of existence — the creator God. There was thus no
such thing as a material world of “nature”: instead, all was “creation,” what
Milbank describes as a charged immanence. In other words even the material world
was bursting with the energy given to it by the transcendent God. Thus, there was
no objective, autonomous reason, no state, no public or private realm — and no
form of existence that was not inherently ordered toward creaturely praise of the
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creator. Creation is for communion: creatures are made for harmonious interaction
and friendship with God and one another, with conflict and opposition as a
secondary intrusion, not a necessary or inevitable state of being. Whereas so much
of what we have called the “universal” approach regards difference between people
and between other entities and forces as troubling and dangerous, Christianity is
precisely shaped to embrace and enjoy difference. Indeed Christianity is “the cod-
ing of transcendental difference as peace.” Christianity is all about the reconcilia-
tion of God and humanity and consequently the reconciliation of humanity with
itself and with its surroundings. To talk of creation means to rule out a dualism
that regards spirit as superior to matter (Gnosticism), and equally to exclude a
materialism that reduces the world to spiritless immanence (positivism). The story
of grace-infused creation runs from Plato to Gregory of Nyssa to Augustine to
Thomas Aquinas.

But the harmony of participation in this seamless universe was broken, and the
name for this fracture is “modernity.” This transformation began with the medi-
eval theologian John Duns Scotus (1266-1308), who detached the immanent
world from the transcendent heaven. Duns Scotus talked about earthly things
without assuming that all earthly things were participating in a divine story. This
created a new realm. This new realm was one of neutral, objective, autonomous
universal reason, described by Milbank as the “univocity of being.” Instead of a
harmonious communion of enriching friendships, reality was constructed from
the starting point of an isolated individual subject — the thinker of René Descartes,
who became also the autonomous subject of Immanuel Kant, the owner of inal-
ienable rights of John Locke, and the competitive aggregate of self-interested
preservation instincts of Thomas Hobbes and Adam Smith. In place of participa-
tory communion there was now self-interest; in place of worship there was now
fundamental antagonism. As the philosopher James K. A. Smith summarizes it:
“The modern subject became a parody of God, the modern state became a par-
ody of the Church, the modern city became a parody of the new Jerusalem, mod-
ern social theory became a parody of theology.”

Postmodernism is upon us, and it is founded on Friedrich Nietzsche’s pro-
found questioning of interests and ability to trace genealogies of power. However,
postmodernism’s nihilism — its thoroughgoing skepticism that finds no resting
place for suspicion and doubt — is no more than an extension of modernity’s
assumptions about the “univocity of being” — that is, the restriction of philosophy
to considering the secular, detached from the divine. A true postmodernism
would correct this philosophical error and return to contemplating and acting in
a universe suffused with the transcendent and thus presuming that ditference is
good rather than dangerous.

The inspiration for Milbank’s seminal book, and in many ways for the whole
movement of Radical Orthodoxy it spawned, is Augustine’s City of God. Just as
Milbank writes in the context of the emergence of postmodernism and the pre-
dicted demise of modernity, Augustine writes in the wake of the sack of Rome by
Alaric the Goth in 410 CE and the impending demise of the empire. As Augustine
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distinguishes the City of God from the Earthly City, so Milbank highlights the
difference between the participatory, liturgically shaped universe of the Middle
Ages and the univocal, immanent world of modernity. As Augustine argues there
can be no true justice without right worship, so Milbank outlines how the inher-
ently conflictual, antagonistic character of modernity can be traced to a funda-
mental theological mistake that left behind the presupposition of harmonious
difference.

Just as Milbank imitates Augustine, he also attempts to subvert Nietzsche.
Theology and Social Theory tries to out-genealogize Nietzsche’s genealogy, by nar-
rating a story within which Nietzsche’s assumptions emerged, and pointing out
that the moves Nietzsche shared in common with modernity were more signifi-
cant than the ways in which they differed. Meanwhile Milbank also owes much to
Alasdair Maclntyre, since vestiges of Maclntyre appear in Milbank’s narrative.
One notable difference is that Milbank highlights the inherently violent assump-
tions of Aristotle’s notion of virtue, which, he argues, is locked into the paradig-
matic role of the soldier. Milbank does not believe MaclIntyre’s reliance on
Aristotle is compatible with a fundamental commitment to the configuration of
difference as peace.

Stanley Hauerwas

Stanley Hauerwas (b. 1940) draws together the story told by Karl Barth with the
story told by Alasdair MacIntyre, and then brings these two stories into conversa-
tion with the very different story told by the Mennonite theologian John Howard
Yoder (whose story will be told below). Hauerwas flirts with the grand declension
narratives of Maclntyre and Milbank, which trace the decline of philosophy and
theology from a long ago time when they got things right. He also pays attention
to revisionist historical accounts that question, for example, the way the imma-
nent universal ethics of the Enlightenment arose out of the discrediting of reli-
gious perspectives after the brutal Thirty Years” War (1618—48). But he never
hangs his theological flag on any specific historical mast. Instead we can trace
three narratives that shape Hauerwas’ project, one being his own, another for
which he ofters a broad outline, and a third that we may infer.

e The first context is that of American Methodism. For Hauerwas, Methodism is
rooted in a sustained and disciplined quest for holiness, through regular meet-
ings, Scripture study and exposition, worship, and a personal pursuit of perfec-
tion inspired by the Holy Spirit. Yet American Methodism has tended to be
dominated by revivalist influences — what Hauerwas sees as the ephemeral, self-
absorbed nature of the conversion experience, the lack of connection to historic
tradition or wider church practice, and the vulnerability to become captive to
whatever prevailing ideologies dominated the notion of Christianity in each era.

Hauerwas connects these shortcomings to the flaws in contemporary ethics,
which is similarly obsessed with the moment of decision, similarly detached



Ecclesial Ethics

from historic tradition and wider church practice, and similarly captive to
prevailing ideologies — notably liberalism, the “story that we have no story.” For
Hauerwas, liberalism means those forces in society that, in the name of indi-
vidual freedom, dismantle the resources by which morality can be the shaping
of character in community. Thus, they turn ethics in particular and life in general
into a series of insoluble dilemmas made up of arguments and agents that not
only cannot be reconciled but cannot even find a vocabulary with which to
interact. The heart of Hauerwas’ concern is that the church has lost its identity:
hence his claim that the first social duty of the church is to be the church.

The second narrative is the story of Christian social ethics in America. One

can tell this story in four generations.

—  First comes Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) and the Social Gospel
movement in the early decades of the twentieth century. This repre-
sented a broad and somewhat uncritical harmonization of the social
program of Jesus and the emerging human and industrial relations of
America.

— Then follows Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) with a wholesale critique of
the Social Gospel, largely shaped around a renewed and profound aware-
ness of the significance of sin. Reinhold and his brother Richard Niebuhr
between them set the agenda of Christian ethics in twentieth-century
America, and all subsequent contributors have had to adapt to the reality
they articulated.

— The third generation is that of figures such as the Princeton scholar Paul
Ramsey (1913-88) and the Yale ethicist James Gustafson (b. 1925), fig-
ures whose constructive work both reflects the assumptions of their fore-
bears and begins to adapt to a world that no longer shares the assumptions
of a broad Christian (in fact, largely liberal Protestant) benevolence.

— In this story Stanley Hauerwas emerges as a leading, if not zhe leading,
figure in a fourth generation that includes James McClendon (1924-
2000) and John Howard Yoder. This generation argued that, in Hauerwas’
words, the subject of Christian ethics in America has never been the
church: it has always been America. America was taken to be the body that
Christian ethics was designed to serve.

Thus, Hauerwas is prominent among a generation of those in theological eth-
ics who castigated their forebears for making the church invisible in Christian
ethics, and for constantly replacing the church with America. Though it is not
significant in Hauerwas’ early work, the church is crucial to Hauerwas’ theo-
logical ethics because it becomes the political, social, and most importantly
imayginative alternative to enable people to enter the world of discipleship
inspired and empowered by the definitive figure of Jesus.

The third perspective is the story of the church and academy in twentieth-

century America. Here Hauerwas’ significance is more debatable, but perhaps

even more far-reaching than in relation to ethics alone. One can tell a story in

which what we are calling universal ethics was once dominant. This was a
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period when most of the major institutions in America were in the grip of a
liberal Protestant elite, when women had a largely hidden social role, and
when African Americans were in many cases excluded from walking the cor-
ridors of power and privilege. It seemed that one could write about the nature
and destiny of “man,” as Reinhold Niebuhr did, and not acknowledge or even
realize how narrow that notion of “man” in fact was.

The subsequent period (loosely known today as “the sixties”) both gradu-
ally and in some cases dramatically broke or blew apart the narrowness of that
“man” that had been taken to be an unquestioned universal. We are calling
the style of ethics that arose from this period subversive, because its principal
objective is to critique and correct the universal project, particularly through
the now-privileged perspective of those formerly ignored or excluded on such
grounds as gender, race, and class.

Hauerwas’ achievement, along with but perhaps unmatched by others, has
been to describe a third approach — the approach that we are calling ecclesial
ethics. While universal ethics sees itself as ethics for anyone and subversive ethics
sees itself as ethics for the excluded, ecclesial ethics simply sees itself as ethics for
the church. Hauerwas endorses much of the critique that subversive ethics
makes of universal ethics. Many of his critics overlook this, and thus often speak
of him as allying with or opening the door to conservative religious, social,
or political movements. This criticism is misplaced — as Hauerwas reminds
his critics, no such conservative movements claim him. But Hauerwas also
distances himself from subversive ethics by arguing that universal ethics and
subversive ethics tend to share many of the same assumptions. Furthermore he
is concerned with a positive program of shaping people of character through
disciplined communal practices centered on performing and embodying the
one apparently particular but in fact truly universal story.

It is perhaps in imagining, describing, and inspiring such a way to do ethics
and be the church beyond conventional liberal-conservative divisions that his
greatest significance may come to lie.

Oliver O’Donovan

Oliver O’Donovan (b. 1945) seeks to identify and articulate the distinctively
political character of Christianity and the uniquely Christian character of politics.
What he has in common with the preceding figures is that he sees ethics in largely
teleological terms. That is, he sees ethics as concerned with the eschatological
fulfillment of the created order. He also seeks to recover the scriptural roots of
Christian ethics. Like Milbank he seeks to reinvest the human with the divine: he
sees politics “not as a self-enclosed field of human endeavour but as the theatre of
the divine self-disclosure”: for O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations (the title of
his 1996 book on political theology) is Christ.

Where O’Donovan difters is that he does not dwell on a historical narrative that
imagines some kind of loss of theological or moral transparency or coherence. For
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O’Donovan, “historicism,” as he calls it, is a danger. History discloses the
unavoidable unpredictability of outcomes, but it does not offer an ideal model
emerging from the clash of lesser, or contrasting, models. The other key difference
is that O’Donovan sees no fundamental distinction between church and world.
The sources of Christian ethics are available to everybody and binding on every-
body, and yet they are derived from authorities that only Christians recognize.
O’Donovan sees himself as an evangelical, because his ethics are founded on “what
God has done for the world and for humankind in Jesus Christ,” but also as a real-
ist, because “purposeful action is determined by what is true about the world into
which we act.” Hence O’Donovan is a kind of bridge figure between ecclesial
ethics and universal ethics.

In his Resurrection and Moval Order (1986,/1994) O’Donovan distinguishes
between order conceived as final eschatological purposes or “ends” and order con-
ceived as “kinds” that transcend time and place. In this he is steering between two
extremes. The first is an ethic based wholly on revelation, which is oriented to ends
that are inaccessible to the non-believer. The second is an ethic based wholly on
reason, which takes away any need for revelation. The former he calls “volunta-
rism” and the latter he calls “nominalism.” O’Donovan is always striving to synthe-
size these two extremes. The resurrection of Jesus is the key synthesizing moment.
It vindicates the created order but inaugurates the kingdom of God which proves
that creation is not a lost cause. This makes O’Donovan more sympathetic to natu-
ral law perspectives than most figures in the world of ecclesial ethics.

In The Desive of the Nations O’Donovan steers between “liberals,” who divide
theology from politics (and are driven by a corrosive and trust-reducing suspi-
cion), and “historicists,” who unite theology and politics but at the unacceptable
price of wholesale skepticism. O’Donovan’s own approach is to render Israel’s
scriptural politics under four broad headings: salvation (God’s mighty acts), judg-
ment (government), possession (the tokens of God’s promise, especially law and
land), and Israel’s response in praise.

In The Ways of Judgment (2005) O’Donovan investigates the theological ideas
out of which political science grew. He perceives the profound ways in which
human sinfulness jeopardizes the legitimacy and efficiency of all human institu-
tions. He sees political society as ordained by God to make normative judgments
about when “to limit freedom in order to realize it.” The central political
task — judgment itself — derives from God’s judgment (and not from human con-
sent or contract); but it is radically questioned by Christ’s “counter-political”
command to “judge not.”

Jennifer Herdt

Jennifer Herdt (b. 1967), professor of Christian ethics at Yale Divinity School,
offers a charitable critique and extension of ecclesial ethics in her own distinctive
key. She identifies MacIntyre and Hauerwas especially as generative conversation
partners, incorporates several of Barth’s key insights, and explores the Aristotelian
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virtue ethics of Augustine and Aquinas. Her work has been wide-ranging but two
particular aspects concern us here. First is her insistence that Christian practices
(especially liturgical ones) warrant close reflection for the way they can both form
and malform. Second, and more complex, is her emphasis on the cooperation of
human and divine agency in the formation of virtuous character; this relates to her
call for the particularism of ecclesial ethics to be what she terms comprehensive
rather than exclusive. And it finally includes a plea for Christian ethics to retrieve
a generous, humanist understanding of pagan and secular virtues not as splendid
vices (as Augustine famously termed them) but as true virtues, such that Christian
ethics may be oriented both toward the zelos of fellowship with God and service
to the common good.

Herdt engages with what she calls the liturgical turn in Christian ethics, the
turn toward construing worship as ethics epitomized by The Blackwell Companion
to Christian Ethics, edited by Stanley Hauerwas and Samuel Wells (2004, revised
2011), and by Wells’ book God’s Companions (2006). When Hauerwas and Wells
note, “Christians may get their worship of God wrong,” Herdt affirms this cau-
tion and further explores its significance in relation to the genuine power of the
liturgy to form character. While she applauds the focus on practices over theory,
Herdt also suggests that ecclesial ethics must analyze not simply a single idealized
liturgy but the multiple and diverse liturgzes enacted in specific churches for the
ways they “succeed and fail, heal and warp.” Her expansive definition of liturgy
includes not only baptism and Eucharist, prayer and doxology, but also an after-
noon at the food bank or a Saturday morning at the local baseball diamond.

In her book Putting On Virtue and elsewhere, Herdt seeks to overcome what
she views as the false dichotomy between human agency (“putting on” virtue
through mimesis, or imitation) and divine agency (God’s transforming grace),
a dichotomy related to the theological distinction between acquired and infused
virtues. She identifies key resources in the thought of Desiderius Erasmus (ca.
1466-1536) and the early Jesuit dramatic tradition for their “positive account
of virtue as simultaneously acquired through mimetic action and infused
through divine grace.” Likewise, she reads the work of Hauerwas and Wells
approvingly as “an effort to articulate the non-competitive character of divine
and human agency.”

The mimetic action Herdt has in mind is first and foremost imitation of Christ
as the exemplar of virtue. In this and other ways, her work aligns with the irreduc-
ible particularity of ecclesial ethics, its insistence on rooting itself in the specific
narratives of Israel, Jesus, and the church. Yet one feature of this tilt away from
the universal and toward particularity worries Herdt. She appeals to Karl Barth’s
Christocentrism — his belief in the cosmic, all-encompassing scope of what God
has done in Christ — as an example of what she calls comprehensive particularism,
or the conviction that “from within one’s first-order theological commitments
one may offer an account of the significance of narrative or virtue or performance
or liturgy ... and affirm that we can speak adequately only from these first-order
commitments.” By contrast she sees exclusive particularism as the aim “to remain



Ecclesial Ethics

wholly within first-order theological categories, to dwell within the God-given,
revealed narratives and practices and virtues that compose the Christian life, and
eliminate non-particularist categories.” Her analysis of Hauerwas’ writings con-
cludes that Hauerwas often employs the rhetoric of exclusive particularism while
regularly including themes that distance him from it.

For Herdt the dangers of exclusive particularism, with which she believes eccle-
sial ethics occasionally flirts, are threefold: (1) it tends toward an avoidance of
reflection on practices such that they cannot be corrected should they become
false or sinful (bringing us full circle back to our first point in this section); (2) it
risks impoverishing Christian ethical reflection when it refuses to draw on second-
order theological activities such as natural law and casuistry; and (3) it bears
within it a potential “excuse for withdrawal from the tasks of living out God’s love
in the world,” that is, an avoidance of civic friendship and cooperation for the sake
of the common good. She points to the work of Eric Gregory (b. 1970), Charles
Mathewes (b. 1969), and Luke Bretherton (b. 1968) as counter-balances to this
tendency, praising their commitment to both the particularity of the Christian
witness and a truly public theology.

Earlier we pointed to Herdt’s redefinition of the liturgy as including participa-
tion in public life and other mundane or worldly actions. For her, “One of the
most important tasks facing us is powerfully to affirm —and actively to embody — the
fact that Christian formation, formation for fellowship with God in Christ, is at
the same time formation for service to the common good.” It is this emphasis that
also characterizes, at least in part, the retrieval of virtue ethics in Catholic moral
theology.

The (Re)Turn to Virtue in Catholic Moral Theology

While Catholic ethicists have revived virtue ethics in ways partially analogous
to the Protestant retrieval, they have done so largely through the lens of
Thomas Aquinas and, to some extent, MacIntyre. We have already briefly
described in Chapter Four the retrieval of Aquinas and his adaptation of
Aristotle’s virtue ethics by twentieth-century Catholic ethicists such as Servais
Pinckaers (1925-2008). At a time when Catholic ethics was largely focused on
natural law and the prescriptions of the manuals of moral theology, Pinckaers
and others called for a renewed attention to the contributions of Aquinas to
moral reasoning and the formation of virtuous character. Likewise Jean Porter
(b. 1955) appeals to Aquinas’s theory of morality in order to revive an account
of human virtue in relation to the moral law. While Porter adopts MaclIntyre’s
diagnosis of the diverse and competing nature of contemporary moral dis-
course, she disagrees with his view that Christian ethics ever truly had or can
recover a unified moral tradition, a point on which she also criticizes Hauerwas.
Her concern for the moral act as well as the human agent leads her to resist the
dichotomy drawn between “quandary ethics” (i.e., decisionist ethics, described
below) and virtue ethics.
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Meanwhile an abiding concern for the common good and the universality of
the moral law has led Catholic social teaching and the ethical instructions of the
Vatican to retain a strongly universal character. For example, Pope John Paul II’s
1993 encyclical Veritatis splendor (Splendor of Truth) is addressed to the Catholic
bishops, but it aims to defend the moral norms of Christianity — which are
“universal and unchanging” — not only on behalf of the church but for all human-
ity, for the good of “society as such.”

A New Aristotelianism

For all the energy and interest evoked by Milbank’s project and that of his Radical
Orthodox colleagues and followers, and for all the wisdom and sober judgments
of O’Donovan, neither of these programs has issued in the extent of sustained
ecclesial movement ignited by the cluster of work emerging from MacIntyre and
Hauerwas, and to a large extent characterized by Lindbeck. It is possible to
describe a broad consensus that has emerged within this territory — one that may
be generally recognized by those who have an interest in identifying ecclesial eth-
ics, but one whose constructive agenda is largely detachable from its polemical
articulations, many of which are set within wide-ranging historical narratives.
What follows is an attempt to draw together the overlapping themes that are
found in Maclntyre, Hauerwas, and Lindbeck in such a way that portrays an
ecclesial ethic that might be recognized even by this emerging tradition’s most
ardent critics.

People, not Decisions

Perhaps the key move accepted by the core thinkers in ecclesial ethics is their
decisive break with universal ethics (see Chapter Five). Universal ethics — whether
grounded in right intentions, right actions, right outcomes, or right relation-
ships — tends to focus on the moment of decision as the central question in ethics.
Ecclesial ethicists point out a number of flaws in this approach. They argue it
offers an inadequate description of an ethical situation if the circumstances, com-
mitments, and characters of those most closely involved are not taken into
account. Indeed, neglect of such details discloses an assumption that human
beings are essentially isolated individuals. Conventional, universal ethics narrows
the range of relevant material to identify a decision that needs to be made, a
dilemma that is being faced, and a moment in which it is focused. It separates the
presenting fact from the value that is presumed to lie behind it, locating ethics in
the detached “value,” and never questioning that such a separation not only can
but must be done.

Subversive ethics (see Chapter Six) redescribes that moment and that decision
by pointing out the power relationships and unspoken assumptions hidden within
the decision and (in some cases) the whole construction of the need for and
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nature of the decision. It questions the separation of fact and value, and asks
whether there are indeed value-free facts, pointing out why it might be so con-
venient for universal ethics to imagine that there were. Ecclesial ethics seeks to
broaden the perspective so that all the information excluded by universal ethics
becomes relevant again. Universal ethics excludes such information because it
seems particular, and thus must be excluded if ethics is to concentrate on phe-
nomena that have been or could be replicated in many other contexts. Ecclesial
ethics points out that it is precisely this particular information, which universal
ethics shuns, that makes ethics comprehensible.

We might illustrate this with a common, though emotive, example. A pregnant
woman is considering an abortion. Universal ethics considers whether abortion is
always wrong, is sometimes permissible, is likely to produce positive or negative
outcomes for the woman and for society, and so on. Subversive ethics points out
that the gender, race, and class and other such information about the woman
make a huge difference to the judgments involved, quite possibly a decisive dif-
ference. Ecclesial ethics agrees, but highlights yet another dimension. What are
the things that the woman and those close to her are taking for granted? Are abor-
tions routine in her world, or catastrophic? How did the pregnancy come about,
and did it arise from habitual behavior or a turn of events that was out of charac-
ter? Is the woman part of a community in which these events are connected with
a story larger than her own?

“Decisionist” ethics has two principal weaknesses, from this point of view.

e The first is that most people live most of their lives by habit rather than by
choice. They do what they do not because they decide to do so, but because
of the kind of people they are. If ethics is to concern the whole of life, and not
just the momentary crisis, it has to address the way people shape their whole
lives. The convictions that go so far toward making people what they are do
so by forming a person’s descriptions of the world and determine the shape of
such dilemmas as present themselves.

e The second weakness of decisionist ethics is that those decisions that do come
along are not made in a vacuum. They arise out of existing commitments — so
much so that those who appear to have made noble decisions are sometimes
almost unaware of having done so, because their convictions simply ruled out
alternative courses of action.

In short, ethics becomes a matter less of making good decisions than of making
good people. For it is good people who make good decisions. It is very common
in contemporary culture to hear someone say, “He was a good kid who just made
some bad choices.” While no doubt sharing the sense of mercy and compassion
behind such a statement, ecclesial ethicists would tend to be highly skeptical of its
content. Good kids, in this tradition, do not make bad choices. Good kids are
those who have been so schooled, so formed, so trained that they have learned to
take the right things for granted. The moral life is partly about hedging inevitable
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aspects of temptation and human frailty with regularized patterns of activity,
accountable authority, intimate support, and clarity of purpose, such that what
would otherwise seem irresistible seems instead to be irrelevant. This is what is
meant by character, perhaps the most used word in ecclesial ethics. Character is a
kind of power that is developed and strengthened by certain kinds of activities and
commitments, and leaves one far from impregnable but certainly not defenseless
in the face of inevitable sin, abiding temptation, and agonizing decision.

Character emerges as a theme in ethics as a mean between two extremes. One
is the indeterminist idea that the human will can choose to do whatever it likes,
and is the only factor in moral decision-making. The other is the determinist idea
that humans have no independence of will but are entirely shaped by factors such
as environment, genes, and diet. Character emerges as a way of talking about
human action and decision-making (together known as “agency”) in a way that
acknowledges human situatedness in given contexts but still recognizes the reality
of human freedom.

Thus, it is character, rather than decision, that emerges as the center of ecclesial
ethics. And because character directs attention to the ways people are formed to
take the right things for granted, attention in ecclesial ethics moves to focus on
these ways. The philosopher Iris Murdoch (1919-99) is reputed to have said,
“We resort to decisions when we have tried everything else.” Character ethics
refers to that “everything else.”

Virtue and Practices

When Plato and Aristotle spoke of those powers that enabled persons to maintain
their integrity and character in the face of temptation and oppression, they spoke
the language of virtue. In his Republic Plato lists four cardinal virtues, based on
his threefold division of the human soul between appetite, spirit, and intellect.
Appetite yields the virtue of temperance, spirit that of fortitude, while intellect
yields the virtue of prudence. Justice orders these three other virtues in a hierar-
chy that places intellect, and its virtue of prudence, at the top. Plato believed in
the unity of the virtues: anyone who embodied one of them should necessarily
embody all of them. There could be no true justice that did not require courage
and temperance, for example.

Aristotle’s account of virtue in his Nicomachean Ethics is widely, though not
universally, accepted in ecclesial ethics circles. Some have noted that his descrip-
tion of virtue applies only to a small, privileged class of men, and have sought to
adapt his insights for a wider context. Aristotle sees three dimensions of the
human soul — passions, faculties, and states of character. “Passions” refer to desires
and feelings; these arise involuntarily in response to circumstances, and are not
the cause of praise or blame, and are thus not virtues. “Faculties” refer to natural
capacities or abilities, which again attract praise or blame only when suitably
applied. “States of character,” by contrast, are dispositions to act in particular
ways in particular circumstances — and it is here that virtue resides. But not all
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states of character are virtues. Here the key term is the “mean.” Virtues, in the
most influential (but not the only) description offered by Aristotle, are those
states of character that lie at the mean between excess and deficiency. To be a
person of virtue is to have learned to steer a course between being too forward
and too withdrawn, too passionate and too cool, too prodigal and too thrifty.
Courage steers between the excess of rashness and the deficiency of cowardice;
temperance steers between the excess of intemperance and the deficiency of insen-
sibility; magnanimity is a mean between the excess of vanity and the deficiency of
timidity.

Augustine is more informed by Plato than by Aristotle, but is more open than
Plato to distinctions among the virtues. These arise, for him, not because of a lack
of unity of the soul but because of a diversity in the range of contexts wherein the
virtues are exhibited. Meanwhile Augustine recognized, in addition to the four
cardinal virtues, three theological virtues: faith, hope, and love. Augustine inverted
the relationship between love and the cardinal virtues, by describing virtue as
perfect love of God. Thus, all four cardinal virtues were forms of love:

temperance is love keeping itself entire and incorrupt for God; fortitude is love bear-
ing everything readily for the sake of God; justice is love serving God only, and
therefore ruling well all else, as subject to man; prudence is love making a right
distinction between what helps it towards God and what might hinder it.

Instead of love being a function of the virtues, the virtues become functions of
our love for God. Virtue is thus “rightly ordered love.” Thomas Aquinas, who
tollowed Augustine closely in relation to these matters, yet incorporated most of
Aristotle’s understanding of virtue, described love as the form of the virtues.

It is this language that MacIntyre seeks to recover in the constructive argument
of After Virtue. To understand what Maclntyre is looking for in invoking the
term virtue requires an introduction to three subsidiary terms that together con-
stitute the notion for MacIntyre.

e The first of these terms is practice. The term “practice” refers to “any coher-
ent and cooperative form of socially established cooperative human activity
through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course
of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to,
and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods
involved, are systematically extended.” Maclntyre offers examples such as
farming, fishing, football, and chess, together with science and the arts. His
key point is that Aristotelian (and to some extent medieval) politics was a
practice, whereas modern politics is not.

e The second term is zelos. If one imagines the moral life as a quest, with a particu-
lar destination in mind, then the virtues are those qualities that enable one to
sustain the quest until one reaches or realizes the goal, or (in Greek) zelos. The

217



218

Ecclesial Ethics

telosis the final end, the ultimate purpose of life. MacIntyre notes that this quest
for the good enables one to order all other goods in relation to it. And, as is
common with medieval quest stories, the journey is as important as the goal: “a
quest is always an education both as to the character of that which is sought and
in self-knowledge.” Sometimes consequential ethics, which evaluates alternative
courses of action according to their likely outcomes, is known as teleological
ethics. But here ecclesial ethics claims “teleological” to mean not just outcome
but final goal: the timeframe and scope of the question are entirely different.
One example of a teleological approach is the motto of the Scots-American
Presbyterian pastor Peter Marshall (1902—49): “It is better to fail in a cause that
will finally succeed than to succeed in a cause that will finally fail.” The motto
arose in the context of the Northern Irish Troubles and led to actions — such as
attempts to bring together terrorists and families of those they had killed — that
would seldom have been commended within a consequential approach.

e The third term is tradition. Virtues are qualities required to sustain and
replenish ongoing social traditions. For Maclntyre, a living tradition is a
healthy form of ongoing conflict. It is “an historically extended, socially
embodied argument, and an argument precisely in part about the goods
which constitute that tradition.” Meanwhile traditions are sustained and
strengthened, weakened or destroyed, in large part by “the exercise or lack of
exercise of the relevant virtues.” What destroys traditions is precisely lack of
courage, lack of justice, lack of truthfulness. There can be no justice without
just people to implement just laws and keep just customs. Stanley Hauerwas
develops his notion of the virtues alongside Maclntyre and employs these key
terms in similar ways. What Hauerwas adds that MacIntyre omits is a specific
conception of sin. For Hauerwas sin resides in seeing character and virtue as
an achievement rather than a gift. It is “the positive attempt to overreach our
power as creatures,” and its fundamental form is self-deception. The heart of
sin is “the assumption that we are the creators of the history through which
we acquire and possess our character.” Thus, sin is rooted in unbelief — dis-
trust that one is the creature of a gracious creator.

The terms telos, practice, and tradition are closely interrelated. Practices, for exam-
ple, both sustain and are nourished by traditions; and the repetition of practices
can shape the practitioner toward a specific zelos. And all three are needed to
understand the notion of virtue.

Habits and Formation

How do people come to take the right things for granted? Proponents of ecclesial
ethics talk extensively about the formation of character, and among this literature
four themes stand out.

Traditions of the kind that MacIntyre describes are fostered in communities,
and character is formed by being reared or shaped within such a community.
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Thus, moral convictions become like the sea in which a fish learns to swim.
Community is the place where one learns the significance of language; indeed
language, in its invisibility and yet its integral relation to community, is a com-
mon theme in ecclesial ethics, particularly in those more Protestant strands influ-
enced by Lindbeck. Learning a language is an analogy for being formed by a
moral community, but it is also a demonstration of the way one can be taught to
see new things in new ways, by allowing oneself to be clothed with the culture of
a people. Because of the emphasis on stable communities with deep roots and
carefully ordered practices, links have been made between ecclesial ethics and
both communitarian political commitments and ecological agrarian movements.
Writers more influenced by Hauerwas and Lindbeck than by Maclntyre have
tended at this point to make more explicit the distinctions between community
in general and church in particular, and highlight the significance of the latter
while accepting and in some cases welcoming analogies and common themes
with the former.

Character is formed by the regular and disciplined performance of practices
that after long exercise emerge as habits. Aristotle distinguished between those
capabilities acquired through nature and those skills developed through practice.
Here he hints at a similarity between growing in virtue (notably justice, temper-
ance, and bravery) and developing skills in the arts (especially building and play-
ing the lyre). He goes on to distinguish between the internal state of virtue and
the external actions of virtue. And the key point here is that one may cultivate the
internal state by practicing the external actions. This is highly significant because
many would describe such behavior — to do something good that one does not
feel — as hypocrisy. By contrast those influenced by Aristotle and commending
ecclesial ethics would say that it is precisely by training in virtue (or pretending)
that one becomes virtuous — what Herdt describes as “putting on” virtue. As
Aristotle says, “by being habituated to despise things that are terrible and to stand
our ground against them we become brave, and it is when we have become so
that we shall be most able to stand our ground against them.” Thus, anyone
might do a virtuous deed, but only a person trained in virtue would do such a
deed virtuously.

The analogy with the arts and the shift from locating ethics primarily in actions
or outcomes brings to the fore the moral imagination. The early writing of
Hauerwas is much influenced by the philosophy of Iris Murdoch and its emphasis
on vision. In Murdoch’s view, we act in the world that we see, and thus moral
training is concerned with learning to see aright. In this sense conversion is like
putting on a new set of spectacles — or taking off a pair of blinkers. Hauerwas and
Maclntyre are much interested in the role of the novel, especially in authors such
as Anthony Trollope (1815-82) and Jane Austen (1775-1817). They see fiction
as a significant way in which one can probe a number of likely outcomes and
explore the formation, depths, and complexities of character. While the moment
of decision is undoubtedly (in universal ethics) one that calls upon the full extent
of the agent’s imagination, proponents of ecclesial ethics are more likely to locate
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the key aspect of imagination in the period of formation. The aim is to shape the
imagination of persons by so training them in community through habit-forma-
tion within a tradition that they learn to take the right things for granted and thus
at the moment of decision act apparently effortlessly without anxiety or dismay.
All the moral “effort” has taken place previously.

In recent writing this concern for formation of the imagination has focused on
the significance of worship in honing the habits and moral imagination of
Christians. Ecclesial ethics has taken a turn toward stressing the liturgical shape of
the moral life, one framed by prayer, shaped by sacrament, inscribed by scripture
reading, renewed by confession and reconciliation, and displayed by practices
such as footwashing and preaching. In Hauerwas’ words:

Baptism and eucharist are not just ‘religious things’ that Christian people do. They
are the essential rituals of our politics. Through them we learn who we are. Instead
of being motives or causes for effective social work on the part of Christian people,
these liturgies are our effective social work. For if the church s rather than has a
social ethic, these actions are our most important social witness.

Narrative

For MaclIntyre, what makes it possible to think of human lives having a telosis the
fact that they are already structured as a narrative. Human beings are essentially
storytelling animals. And these stories are inextricably interwoven with one
another: “I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the
prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myselfa part?”” Meanwhile man-
ners, culture, and social roles are embedded in narratives: “There is no way to give
us an understanding of any society, including our own, except through the stock
of stories which constitute its initial dramatic resources.”

Narrative has become a pervasive theme in contemporary theology. Its wide-
spread use tends to mask some significant variations in the way the term narrative
is employed and understood. In relation to ecclesial ethics, there are broadly four
uses of the term, and they help to distinguish different emphases within this
emerging tradition.

e The first identifies the ways the self (or agent) is situated in a context, or
rather a number of contexts, from which it cannot simply be abstracted for the
purpose of coming to a moment of decision. There is no “real self” outside
the relationships and stories that embed the self in a context. This is broadly
Maclntyre’s notion of narrative. To ask, in the crisis moment, “What should
I do?” may well miss the more significant “Who (or what) am I?” and thus the
more obviously narratival “How have I come to be here?”

e The second use credits narrative with the ability to make a coherent whole out
of separate events and realities in one’s life: an individual who can do this has
established an identity; a community that can do this has established a tradition.
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This tends to be the emphasis of Stanley Hauerwas’ writing prior to 1981. He
points out that conventional ethics tries to study the self outside such a narra-
tive setting, and thus overlooks most if not all of what “matters” about the
self. These two claims about narrative are formal ones — that is to say, they
characterize ethics in a general sense, and would belong as a subdivision of
universal ethics.

The third use of the term refers to the way MacIntyre and Milbank especially,
but a number of imitators after them, have traced a “declension narrative”
from a time when ethics made some kind of sense, to a period (today) when
it no longer does. These stories of decline have such polemical power that
they have come to characterize the whole field, even though many in the field
would dispute or even reject them.

For example, Oliver O’Donovan is profoundly concerned to avoid identify-

ing the truth of God with any process of outworking over time, a tendency he
connects particularly with Hegel and, as we have noted, calls “historicism.”
So, for O’Donovan, even though he laments the loss of the rich tradition of
political theology represented at its apex by Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), there
is no “fall” by which the fruits of this tradition are in any damaging form inac-
cessible today. O’Donovan is deeply opposed to what he describes as “volun-
tarism” — the assumption that ethics is a matter of somewhat arbitrary choice,
command, and commitment, rather than being woven into the fabric of God’s
creating purpose. This opposition arises largely because he sees no way to stop
such assumptions turning into wholesale moral relativism. Thus, as we have
already seen, O’Donovan is a kind of bridge figure, with one foot in ecclesial
cthics (because of his emphasis on particular revelation) and another in univer-
sal ethics (because of his insistence on universal application).
The fourth sense of narrative, which eventually becomes dominant in
Hauerwas’ thinking, is explicitly about Christian ethics in particular. It marks
the difference between teleology, which is about orienting actions toward an
ultimate (but humanly attainable) goal, and eschatology, which is about act-
ing in the light of a final destiny that can only be received as a gift from God.
In his With the Grain of the Universe (2001) Hauerwas argues that the cross
and resurrection of Jesus are in fact a natural theology, because of the claim
that these unique events disclose the character and action of God in such a
way that they constitute “the grain of the universe.” Reading the Bible though
the lens of cross and resurrection discloses what the grain of the universe
means in narrative form. This includes the covenant with Israel, its recapitula-
tion in Jesus, and its display and performance over again in the history of the
church. What accords with and amplifies these events — notably the witness of
martyrs who have died rather than deny their Lord — portrays what it means
to live with the grain of the universe. What does not accord with these
events — notably war and violence — goes against the grain, and is thus in a
fundamental way unnatural. Obedience to Christ is thus participation in the
very nature of God.
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This is provocative because it is nothing less than a reconstruction of the term
“natural” as used in ethics. Previously ecclesial ethics (with the exception of
O’Donovan, who, as we have seen, is a far from central figure in this tradition)
has kept something of a distance from the term natural, seeing it as a password
into universal ethics. But Hauerwas develops the full philosophical implications
of ecclesial ethics by recognizing how the notion of nature needs to be rede-
scribed once the cross and resurrection are placed at the center of history.

This last move threatens to split ecclesial ethics apart as a coherent tradition, in
ways we shall now examine.

The Christological Turn

The theologian who inspired Hauerwas’ turn to grounding ethics in the definitive
narrative of Christ, Israel, and the church was the Mennonite John Howard Yoder
(1927-97). Yoder’s early theological engagements were largely concerned with
Anabaptist history and with the ecumenical movement. The second half of his
career was directed toward the themes that make his work so challenging for
ecclesial ethics — namely, his insistence that pacifism is a central, if not #he central,
Christian practice.

A shadow hangs over Yoder’s legacy. It has emerged that Yoder seriously mis-
used his power in pursuing sexual relationships with and harassing as many as
one hundred women over more than thirty years. This raises two questions
about his theology. The first is a general one: is the work of a theologian who is
discovered to have profound moral flaws to be accordingly set aside? The tradi-
tion with errant clergy has been that the failure of the priest does not invalidate
the sacrament; the same principle may be said to apply to theologians and their
publications. Yet, while perhaps not wholly discredited, Yoder’s legacy is none-
theless deeply damaged.

The second question is more specific: are Yoder’s failings inextricably related to
his ethics? In short, how could a pacifist so abuse power in relationships with so
many women? Karen Guth (b. 1979), who teaches at the College of the Holy
Cross in Massachusetts, calls for ecclesial ethicists who follow Yoder to develop a
pacifism that incorporates the insights of feminism, especially feminist analysis of
patriarchy and the societal structures that enable gendered violence, and that
attends not only to the violence of war but to sexual violence as well: “... a
Christian witness of peace cannot be limited to resisting war.” In response to
Yoder’s actions, Guth draws on both ecclesial (what she calls “witness”) and sub-
versive (feminist) traditions to map out a restorative-justice approach, with an
emphasis on truth-telling and communal responses to all forms of violence.

The abiding validity of Yoder’s work depends on whether he fell far short of his
own vision, or whether his whole account of ethics is flawed beyond redemption.
David Cramer, Jenny Howell, Jonathan Tran, and Paul Martens take the former
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view, suggesting that Yoder’s pacifism itself articulates precisely what was wrong
with his actions. They cite Yoder’s own definition of the word violence, offered in
an unpublished essay:

“Violence’ is thus meaningless apart from the concept of that which is being vio-
lated. That which is violated is the dignity or integrity of some being. ... As soon
as either verbal abuse or bodily coercion moves beyond that border line of loving
enhancement of the dignity of persons, we are being violent. The extremes of the
two dimensions are of course killing and the radical kind of insult which Jesus in
Matthew 5 indicates is just as bad. 1 believe it is a Christian imperative always to
respect the dignity of every person: I must never willingly or knowingly violate
that dignity.

Jesus as Normative for Ethics

In the opening chapter of his book The Politics of Jesus (1972 /1994 ), Yoder con-
fronts the catalogue of reasons put forward to explain why the life of Jesus is sel-
dom considered normative by those concerned with Christian ethics. It is said (1)
that Jesus was assuming an interim period, before the final eschaton, which he
expected to be very brief. “The rejection of violence, of self-defense, and of accu-
mulating wealth for the sake of security, and the footlooseness of the prophet of
the kingdom are not permanent and generalizable attitudes toward social values.”
The survival of society thereby “takes on a weight which Jesus did not give it.” It
is said (2) that Jesus was a simple agrarian figure whose ethic only makes sense in
a village sociology of face-to-face relations. Or, it is said (3) that Jesus was operat-
ing in a world over which he and his followers had no control, and the church
must adapt to different circumstances where it is a powerful social force. Or, it is
said (4) that Jesus was concerned with the spiritual not the social, with matters of
the heart rather than movements of history, with the infinite not with the mun-
dane. Or, it is said (5) that he came to die, to atone by his death for human sin,
to transform humanity’s place before God — not to prescribe a particular ethic.
Among other arguments are (6) historical-critical skepticism about whether the
text provides sufficiently accurate witness to the reality of Jesus’ words and deeds;
(7) skepticism that a single coherent ethic can be elicited from diverse and some-
times divergent texts; or (8) the desire to balance the particular activity of the Son
with the more general considerations and commitments evoked by the Father and
the Holy Spirit.

Yoder notes that the conventional alternatives to the life of Jesus are drawn
from themes such as nature, reason, creation, and reality. He observes that advo-
cates of each seem to claim that its meaning is self-evident; that each is hard to
define precisely for ethical guidance, especially in regard to dissent; that each
appears to differ in substance from the ethic propounded by Jesus; and yet that
each seems to be granted a higher or deeper authority than Jesus. Yoder dismisses
most of these assumptions as falling victim to the early heresy known as Ebionism;
that is, they fail to do justice to the divinity of Christ. Meanwhile he criticizes
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those assumptions that make the person (and life) of Jesus subordinate to his saving
work on the cross as falling into the trap of the early heresy known as Docetism;
that is, they fail to do justice to the humanity of Christ.

Instead Yoder maintains that Jesus faced the same issues and pressures that
Christians do today. Like his contemporary followers, he cared for the downtrodden
and oppressed, longed for justice to roll down, and could see the potential of attain-
ing political power. He chose servanthood and forgiveness as his path — and Yoder
proposes that this is a path not just for Jesus, but for all who follow him. In drawing
on Jesus’ life as a paradigm for Christian ethics, Yoder steers a path between two
mistaken poles. On the one hand there are those who advocate a step-by-step imita-
tion of Jesus’ lifestyle. Yoder sees no call to Christians to wander barefoot without
regular sources of income, to renounce property wholesale, to adopt an artisan or
single life, or to spend significant time on mountains or in the wilderness. Meanwhile
there are those who select one rather arbitrary and abstract feature of Jesus’ minis-
try — such as love or humility or faith — for translation into Christian life. Neither of
these offers a concrete political alternative to what Yoder calls “Caesar” — the gov-
erning political authority of the time. Imitating Jesus instead means one thing above
all: the voluntary suffering of the cross in the face of enmity and power.

Yoder explains that the cross was not a painful sickness or sudden inexplicable
catastrophe (as suggested by the phrase “we all have our cross to bear”); nor was
it an emblem of every variety of suffering. It was not the path of quietism and
withdrawal (the Essene way). It was not the path of conservative social responsi-
bility (the Sadducee way). It was not the path of violent revolution or crusade
(Barabbas’ way). It was the climax of a freely chosen path that refused violence
but instead insisted on loving the enemy, demonstrating to the world the reality
of the realm to come. This path led to the cross — and it still does.

Discipleship and Constantinianism

What Yoder is asking of ethics in general and ecclesial ethics in particular is an
alteration in its understanding of what constitutes politics. For a theologian like
O’Donovan the practices of the church that arise from faith in cross and resurrec-
tion — confession and reconciliation, for example, or footwashing — are socially
significant but could not be described as politics. Milbank, by contrast, would
agree with Yoder that forgiveness constitutes the heart of Christian politics. Yoder
maintains that such practices are what politics means, and invites a comparative
study of the politics of “Caesar” with the politics of the church. For Yoder politics
is not about the inevitably impoverished practices of distribution of limited goods
by compromised officials — even if those officials are restored as MacIntyre would
have them be by an Aristotelian notion of virtue. Instead politics becomes the art
of what the imagination makes possible when set free from the dominance of
armies, markets, and the fear of death.

Yoder himself has a kind of declension narrative, because he privileges the social
location of the early church. The conversion of the Emperor Constantine at the
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start of the fourth century marks the turn for the worse in Christian social ethics.
In two sentences in his book The Priestly Kingdom (1984), Yoder sums up what
this fall meant:

Before Constantine, one knew as a fact from everyday experience that there was a
believing Christian community but one had to “take it on faith” that God was gov-
erning history. After Constantine, one had to believe without seeing that there was
a community of believers, within the larger nominally Christian mass, but one knew
for a fact that God was in control of history.

Eschatology, the study of the end-times, and ecclesiology, the study of the church,
swapped places. Now attention shifted from what was mandatory for all believers
to what was possible for rulers. In his The Christian Witness to the State (1964)
Yoder outlines a variety of historical perceptions of social ethics. Each is
Constantinian: they all assume the options are either “responsibility” or “with-
drawal.” The law of non-resistant love, which most interpreters have regarded as
the gospel’s distinctive ethic, is displaced in favor of an autonomous moral abso-
lute such as responsibility, creation, or natural law. These approaches claim Christ-
like authority yet call people to do things that Christ does not call them to do.

For Yoder, therefore, it is discipleship, not responsibility, that is at the center of
Christian social ethics. He does not take it for granted that Christianity has access
to power or even to a majority of those in a society — quite the opposite, in fact.
He asks two questions that demonstrate the way his notion of ethics differs from
that of those who assume Christians have a stake in the world’s survival in more
or less its current form.

Instead of asking about one’s action “If I do this, how will it tip the scale ... ?”, one

rather asks “in a situation in which I cannot tip the scales, on what other grounds
might I decide what to do?” ... If everyone gave their wealth away, what would we
do for capital? If everyone loved their enemies, who would ward off the Communists?
... Such reasoning remains ludicrous wherever committed Christians accept realisti-
cally their minority status. Far more fitting than “What if everybody did it?” would
be its inverse, “What if nobody else acted like a Christian, but we did?”

Nonviolence as the Key

For John Howard Yoder and the later work of Stanley Hauerwas, nonviolence
becomes the key to Christian ethics. All the perceptions of neo-Aristotelian ethics
described above — virtue, character, habits, practices, formation, narrative — need
to be reassessed. That reassessment takes place from the vantage point of the two
central decisions — God’s decision to be fully revealed in the fully human and fully
divine Christ, and God’s decision in Christ to face the world’s rejection and
enmity by going voluntarily to the cross rather than responding with conformity
or violence. For Yoder and Hauerwas nonviolence is not a clever tactic that har-
nesses public relations and mass movements and thus resolves conflict more



226

Ecclesial Ethics

effectively; it may do this, but sometimes it will actually make the world a more
violent place. Yet it is faithful simply because it is following the way of Christ, and
is thus in line with the grain of the universe.

Yoder and Hauerwas are not the only ones to have raised questions about the
capability of Aristotelian virtue to translate into a Christian ethic. John Milbank,
although not himself a pacifist, highlights in his Theology and Social Theory the
way the soldier becomes the paradigm of virtue in Aristotle’s scheme, and thus
the way the whole notion of virtue presupposes violence. By contrast for Aquinas,
as Hauerwas acknowledges, the paradigm of virtue is the martyr. Elsewhere the
distinction between antique and Christian virtue has been drawn between the
hero (a term never cited in the New Testament) and the saint (mentioned sixty-
four times in the New Testament, always in the plural).

It is above all nonviolence that makes ethics ecclesial — not, again, because only
ecclesial ethics can be nonviolent (there are other rationales for nonviolence, in
Christianity, in other faiths, and in philosophical ethics) — but because nonvio-
lence requires the kind of disciplined training and constant practice that only a
committed community can foster. For Hauerwas and Yoder, pacifism creates poli-
tics, because it is constantly shaping and searching for practices that enable the
resolution of conflicts that avoid the resort to violence.

Because pacifism requires such an intentional community, it will constantly be at
risk of being described as sectarian. There is no criticism that Hauerwas rejects more
vehemently, since he sees the term “sectarian” as indicating an assumption that the
fundamental unit of Christian morality is the state — whereas for him it is the church.
He insists that Christians should participate in public activities and offices and respon-
sibilities, so long as they do so as Christians. It is unlikely, for example, that they will
be elected to public office more than once, since speaking of final ends, seeking non-
violent resolutions, and refusing to tell lies will make them uncomfortable leaders.

In his more polemical moments Hauerwas maintains that it is not the church that
is sectarian, for it has no walls and crosses every barrier. On the contrary it is the
nation-state that is sectarian, for it demands that one Christian should be prepared
to kill another Christian for the sake of an abstract ideal such as freedom or self-
determination. For Yoder, the key question for a Christian is, “How can I be a rec-
onciling presence in the life of my neighbor?” This may yield a diversity of responses
dependent on context, but it is hard to see how it can ever involve killing.

Nonviolence — and its explicitly Christological derivation — emerges as the
fault-line that runs between two overlapping, but fundamentally distinct, tradi-
tions in ecclesial ethics.

* On the one hand there is the tradition represented most explicitly by Alasdair
Maclntyre, which prizes the classical tradition of the virtues and sees narra-
tive and the church in largely generic categories as part of the vocabulary and
practice of generating people of character who can engage in the public
sphere while seeking goods that have a genuinely teleological, or ultimate,
dimension.
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* On the other hand lies John Howard Yoder, for whom there are no general
categories, only the specific revelation of the cross and resurrection of Jesus as
the axis of history, and the political manifestation of Jesus’ journey to the
cross as the definitive response of Christians to conflict and violence.

e In between lie the inheritors of Barth, notably George Lindbeck, whose gen-
eral approach endorses Yoder’s attention to the specificity of Jesus but whose
broad categories seem to have more space for the self-disclosing purposes of
creation, and Jennifer Herdt, who aligns herself with Barth in her commenda-
tion of comprehensive particularity. Similarly Oliver O’Donovan emphasizes
the significance of Christ but sees Christ’s resurrection as above all affirming
the created order — and regards Yoder’s approach as offering no defense
against relativism.

* Meanwhile John Milbank also occupies a position between these two poles,
offering a rhetoric apparently as distinctive as Yoder’s, but assuming like
O’Donovan that a Christianity that permeates the public sphere cannot begin
with nonviolence.

e Finally there is Stanley Hauerwas, avowedly secking to unite the Catholic
vision lying within the arguments of MacIntyre and Milbank with the emphasis
on revelation of Barth and O’Donovan, but with the subversive tone and com-
mitments of Yoder. It is perhaps Hauerwas who most successfully harmonizes
the diverse themes of ecclesial ethics, and who is most repeatedly criticized by
those who believe such diverse themes are incapable of harmonization.

Fundamentally ecclesial ethics is not about a constellation of influential theolo-
gians but about relocating Christian ethics from the academy to the church,
from the theories of philosophers to the practices of disciples, from the dilem-
mas of the textbook to the habits learned in Sunday school. Its claim is that it
is in sacrament and sermon, in food kitchen and at hospital bedside, in daily
prayer and in annual church finance meeting, rather than in John Rawls’ original
position or Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative, that the heart of ethics
truly lies.

Critiques and Future Promise

There is a tendency for the key figures of ecclesial ethics to be Western, white
males — a fact that limits its credibility in the view of some. While many of its
adherents view themselves as living and working in contexts where Christianity
has a reduced or minority social status, it still rather often resonates with a supe-
rior rhetorical tone. Perhaps the greatest evidence of its durability and impor-
tance is the fruit it has begun to bear as a second generation of Christian ethicists
engage and extend the work of Hauerwas, Lindbeck, Milbank, MacIntyre, and
O’Donovan, as we have already seen in the constructive work of Herdt, and
which one can see in other projects such as William Cavanaugh’s description of
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the Eucharist as the church’s response to torture and disappearance in Chile. The
variety of essays considering ethical issues in light of Christian practices in The
Blackwell Companion to Christian Ethics (2004) also bears witness to the way
that some ethicists have incorporated subversive concerns into their ecclesial
reflections — for example, when Willie Jennings pairs baptism with racial identity,
and when Lauren Winner considers the act of kneeling in prayer alongside gen-
der roles.

Others have taken the integration of subversive and ecclesial ethics further. In
her 2015 book Christian Ethics at the Boundary: Feminism and Theologies of
Public Life, Karen Guth has sought to weave them together by placing representa-
tives of three often isolated and sometimes antagonistic ethical approaches in
conversation with one another: “realist” theology (Reinhold Niebuhr, whom we
discussed in Chapter Five), “witness” theology (John Howard Yoder), and femi-
nist theology (Martin Luther King Jr., who represents a feminist and womanist
“politics of love”).

Summary

Ecclesial ethics is not a term in wide current usage. This chapter has described
it as a movement that shares many of the criticisms of universal ethics made
by subversive ethicists, adds a few of its own, and then builds a constructive
ethic centered around the practices of the church. But this description has
not been widely articulated. The theologians highlighted in this chapter are
diverse in style, in subject matter, and in choice of dialogue partners. For
example, Hauerwas and Maclntyre are comfortable talking with Aristotle
and Thomas Aquinas, but seldom venture into contemporary European phi-
losophy in the way Milbank constantly does.

Nonetheless the thinkers examined in this chapter represent much of the
dynamism in Christian ethics today. The narratives explored in the first section
of the chapter have set a trajectory, and almost all writing in the field of
Christian ethics has had to take note. The constructive agenda laid out in the
second section of the chapter has a genuine claim to a place in ethical discus-
sion, alongside conventional theories such as natural law, the categorical
imperative, and utilitarianism. In the end, perhaps the most significant ques-
tion posed by ecclesial ethics of other approaches (and of itself) is this. Is Jesus,
in the example of his life and death, really the foundation of Christian ethics?
This question is a suitable place to conclude Part Two of this book, since it
goes back to a question voiced near the beginning of Part One.

It is now time to see how universal, subversive, and ecclesial ethics respond
when faced with some of the most pressing issues and questions of our time.
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Ethics 35, no. 2 (2015): 119-39.

David Cramer, Jenny Howell, Jonathan Tran, and
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theotherjournal.com/2014/07/07/
scandalizing-john-howard-yoder/.

John Howard Yoder lists the reasons why Jesus is
not considered normative for ecthics on pages
4-11 of his Politics of Jesus (2nd edn; Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994); a selection from
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Reader. Yoder’s exploration of the imitation of
Jesus is found especially on pages 112-33.
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Press, 1984), page 137. He further explores what
he calls Constantinian social ethics in Christian
Witness to the State (Newton, KS: Faith and Life
Press, 1964); see, e.g., page 56. Yoder’s two ques-
tions (about acting like a Christian) are from The
Priestly Kingdom, page 139. His key question
(“How can I be a reconciling presence ...”) is in
What Would You Do? (Scottdale, PA: Herald
Press, 1983), page 40.
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John Milbank critiques Aristotle’s paradigm of

virtue and Alasdair Maclntyre’s use of it in
Theology and Social Theory, pages 331-3, 347-
53, 359-62. Hauerwas’ discussion of Milbank’s
critique is in Christians Among the Virtues:
Theological Conversations with Ancient and
Modern Ethics (with Charles Pinches; Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
1997), pages 61-8.

Critique and Future Promise
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Cavanaugh’s Torture and Eucharist: Theology,
Politics, and the Body of Christ (Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 1998).
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Boundary: Feminism and Theologies of Public Life
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2015).
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Samuel Wells. Improvisation (London: SPCK;
Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2004); and
God’s  Companions (Oxford; Malden, MA:
Blackwell Publishing, 2006). A selection from
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Oxford; Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
2006.

Stanley Hauerwas. The Hauerwas Reader (John
Berkman and Michael Cartwright, eds; Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2001).
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Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica. 5 vols.
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available at www.ccel.org/ccel /aquinas/summa.
html. From Prima Secundae [First Part of the
Second Part], Question 55, Question 61, and
Question 65.
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Part Three

The Questions Asked
of Christian Ethics

he first part of this book set the context for the discipline of Christian

ethics, establishing the history and traditions within which those
writing and exploring ethics today sit, whether they know and acknow-
ledge it or not. The second part discussed the method and aundience of
Christian ethics, recognizing that there is no single approach, nor even
one single group of approaches, but several — at least three — overlapping
and contrasting approaches to the discipline, which vary in their estimation
of what ethics is and for whom it is practiced.

This third part looks at the subject matter of Christian ethics, namely
those issues and questions that present themselves to Christians and
others as pressing and controversial. These are issues on which people
of good conscience disagree, and yet because they are, or have a close
bearing on, what Augustine called “common objects of love,” they are
matters on which careful deliberation is necessary if not vital for per-
sonal and communal well-being. Because ethics has, since classical
times, deliberated on the nature and nurture of the good, each of the
following chapters is designed as an examination of the good in relation
to different aspects of human existence.

We begin in this chapter with “Good Order,” taking the ancient
Greek assumption that the well-being of the individual depends on the
prior well-being of the social organism of which the individual is inevi-
tably a part. The issues considered here are all ones of what is generally
called the “state,” inasmuch as they deal with government, law and order,
and warfare.

We then move in Chapter Nine to what we term “Good Life.” This
refers to questions that, while they clearly involve the state and they
clearly involve the individual, lie somewhere between the interests of
the two: questions of economics, wealth, and poverty; issues of work
and the workplace; and the possibilities and perils of communication
and the media.



Next we have two chapters — “Good Relationships” (Chapter Ten) and
“Good Beginnings and Endings” (Chapter Eleven) — which, while obviously
having wider dimensions, including in some cases legislative aspects, are gen-
erally regarded as bearing on more personal concerns. Chapter Ten considers
questions related to friendship, marriage, and sexuality; while Chapter Eleven
looks at the complex area known as bioethics or medical ethics.

Chapter Twelve is entitled “Good Earth.” This has the broad canvas of
the chapter on good order but also the intermediate quality of the chap-
ter on good life, for the issues involved in dealing well with the environ-
ment have to be addressed at so many levels. They are matters that require
state policies and both international and civic cooperation, but they are
also matters of personal responsibility and relationship.

Each chapter considers three distinct but overlapping issues. Each
issue is introduced by an overview of the historical and scriptural
dimensions most frequently cited. Of course, as demonstrated in Part
Two, the very description of each issue itself contains its own presup-
positions and claims — for example, as soon as one chooses to use the
term “prostitute” rather than “sex worker,” one has made a significant
moral judgment. Nonetheless, these introductory treatments seek to
be as even-handed as possible. Each issue is then considered under the
respective approaches of universal, subversive, and ecclesial ethics. In
some cases universal and subversive approaches look similar; in some
cases subversive and ecclesial approaches look similar; in other cases
ecclesial and universal approaches look similar; sometimes they all look
very different from one another.

In almost every case, however, the threefold approach to the issue
brings to the surface perspectives and convictions that not only shed light
on the issue, but reflect back on the respective methods employed. The
point is not to see the three approaches as mutually exclusive, but to rec-
ognize the underlying commitments of the respective approaches. One
writer might take an essentially ecclesial approach while still adopting
insights from the subversive strand; another might blend a universal with
an ecclesial outlook. Thomas Aquinas, for example, draws from both the
universal and the ecclesial; Pope Francis displays sympathy with all three
approaches. In practice, few figures fit neatly or exclusively into one single
approach; nonetheless, clearly naming and describing the respective
approaches can clarify otherwise unstated commitments.



Chapter Eight
Good Order

The State

Scripture

Jesus submitted to worldly government, but he reminded government that its
power was not arbitrary human will but “a gift from above” (John 19:11). This
tension between the obligations of citizenship and the clear-sighted referral of
human dominion to God’s higher judgment has underlain all Christian reflection
about good order. In most periods, Christians have sought to varying degrees to
relativize the authority of the state, its laws and its power. They have looked at the
power of the state in the light of the cross, which reveals humanity’s radical denial
of God in the name of violence and basic self-interest. Only in that context have
Christians then appraised the necessity of human rule for continued life in crea-
tion. Life may still need to be under government, but government is best when it
knows that the roots of its validity lie in the ultimate rule of God over all things;
government which is both established and judged by the priority and ultimacy of
God’s government, under which it stands. The church stands first and foremost
under the sovereignty of God, and only in that relation does it stand also under
the authority of earthly rulers, earthly laws, and earthly swords.

The roots of this chastened view of state authority go back all the way to the
carliest days of kingship in ancient Israel, where the monarchy was subjected to
constant critique. A central authority figure having been called for by the people
because of the moral anarchy that reigned under the judges (a regime in which
everyone suited themselves), the monarch was subsequently presented as a very
ambiguous blessing. The biblical model of constrained monarchism insisted that
the king is not to exalt himself over others in the community, and is daily to subject
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himself to the teachings of Torah. In the New Testament, Jesus models a compa-
rably limited kingship. It is a servant kingship that neither abdicates authority nor
grasps after control. And he leaves for his church this pattern of a vulnerable
authority that all the time makes itself transparent to the authority of God.

Tradition: Continuities between Early and Late

The category of the szate may be distinguished from the idea of soczety:

e State usually denotes an institution in which political power and authority are
seated.

e Society is not straightforwardly an institution at all (though it may contain
and engender institutions).

It is commonplace today to think of the life of a society as being ordered and
directed by the organs of state. But the modern nation-state owes much to
political developments in the seventeenth century, and especially to the Peace
of Westphalia in 1648. This political settlement was made up of two treaties
signed successively at Osnabriick and Miinster (both now in modern Germany).
It marked the end of the Thirty Years” War in Europe, a protracted religious
conflict between Catholics and Protestants that had entailed horrendous
bloodshed and destruction. The peace required all parties to forget and forgive
the atrocities that had preceded it; it defined the sovereignty and independence
of European states; and at the same time it invited them to “a faithful neigh-
borliness” in which each would seek the good of the others on the same terms
as its own good — providing a model for the later idea of a family of nations.
Only in the wake of that settlement did the state gain a developed and recog-
nizably modern idea of its own sovereignty within its territories, and its right
to freedom from interference by other similarly sovereign states. So the forms
of political authority that make their appearance in the Old and New Testaments
are not always clearly mappable onto our own. Neither are the feudal orders of
medieval Christendom.

Despite these important historical developments, the nature of something like
the “state” as it is sketched by Augustine in Book XIX of The City of God bears a
striking resemblance to that characterized by the nineteenth-century English
churchman and theologian John Henry Newman (1801-90) a millennium and a
half later. Both actually tie their definitions of the “state” closely to their under-
standing of “society.” For Augustine, the political entity in question is a 7es publica,
a republic, and it is something like the sum of the values, or loves, of its individual
members. Augustine takes Cicero’s definition of the republic as an assemblage
associated by:

1. acommon acknowledgment of right; and
2. acommunity of interests.
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Augustine then chooses to stress the second of Cicero’s two criteria: the role played
by a community of interests. So his own definition of a republic is: “an assemblage
of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement concerning the
objects of their love.” Augustine’s definition deliberately focuses attention upon
what his biographer Peter Brown calls “that ‘middle distance’ of human habits,
values, and instincts which, far more than its [ formal] structure, remains the great-
est mystery of political society.” We are linked to political society by something
that somehow escapes our immediate consciousness (we do not, as in the terms of
later myths of the state, wzl political society). This emphasis on the direction of
one’s love, concern, or esteem as the criterion of an organized society offered a
way to explain the link between a given form of political structure and “what could
be broadly called a civilization” (Brown): a set of traditionally accepted values. The
state is not, for Augustine, an entity in itself; the state is the solidarity of the human
beings of which it is composed, and its character is determined by the character of
its citizens. Also implicit in his thought (and made explicit by the medieval thinkers
who followed him) is the inference that the state in turn maintains specific values,
and preserves the ends and loves to which its members attach themselves.

John Henry Newman shows the extraordinary durability of this Augustinian
tradition when he writes:

In every nation there will be found ... a certain assemblage of beliefs, convictions,
rules, usages, traditions, proverbs and principles; some political, some social, some
moral: and these tending towards some definite form of government and “modus
vivendi”, or polity, as their natural scope. ... This, then, is the constitution of a state:
securing, as it does, the national unity.

Newman’s stress, like Augustine’s, is on the organic character of the state. It is the
cumulative product of the assembled priorities and interests of the socially consti-
tuted human beings who make it up. A common thread running from one thinker
to the other is the idea that individuals are not functionaries of a pre-existing state,
nor is humanity’s purpose to be understood reductively as service of the good of
the state. To the contrary, the state is to serve the good of humanity, and it is to do
so by serving the will of God. Here we may bring in John Calvin (1509-64) along-
side Augustine and Newman. He would concur that if ever there are to be changes
in the nature of the state, they are best achieved by changing the common agree-
ment of the multitude as to what is good. None of these three thinkers questions
the essentially social constitution of created humanity. For Calvin, the scriptural
and natural law evidence are entirely united in their direction of human beings
toward one another in just and humane relations (as in the second table of the
Decalogue, or the Ten Commandments), as well as toward God in piety (as in the
first table). For Newman, to be in Christ was a social principle. The church was not
merely a philosophy or a book but actually enacted a new and living form of soci-
ety — establishing the koinonia or tellowship wherein the individual found true
fulfillment. Augustine, too, would have denied that social life was inherently an
evil: God designed humanity in the Garden of Eden to be a social being.
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What Augustine 4id argue, though, was that the Fall had corrupted that social
life of free intercourse for which humanity was created. The state, or the city, was
founded by Cain, and founded therefore on violence and robbery. At this point
there enters the more critical side of what the mainstream Christian tradition has
had to say about the state. As we saw in Chapter Four, Augustine drew a contrast
between the City of God and the earthly city. They are not strictly speaking cities
or even states, but realms of allegiance. But these two “cities,” according to
Augustine, do have representatives, whom in concrete terms he tended to treat as
the Roman state (for the earthly civitas) and the church (for the divine society).

e The heavenly city follows the laws of the earthly city insofar as they do not
hinder the service of Christ, but the condition of this is that the earthly laws
(and the earthly peace) are radically relativized in relation to the heavenly laws
and peace. The citizen of the heavenly city is primarily a pilgrim who makes
use of earthly peace and laws as appropriate (thus revealing the properly pro-
visional status of such laws), but regards heavenly peace as the only form of
peace that really deserves the name.

e Earthly peace is not accorded any merit for itself, but only for its usefulness to
the heavenly city. Indeed, there are polytheistic and pagan elements in the
earthly city that are antithetical to the heavenly city, so that the laws of reli-
gion, particularly, cannot be the same in the two cities.

Some have argued that one practical effect of this doctrine is to acquiesce in the
“fallen” injustices of the earthly city on the grounds that, as a pilgrim, it is barely
worth seeking to change them whilst passing through: “The only thing that
counts for man in this life is his relation to God: what matters it under what form
of government a man lives — man with his brief life, man under the doom of
death — provided only that he may serve his God?”

Augustine works in the tension between two traditions with scriptural roots:

1. Romans 13. Augustine is fully in the Pauline tradition that “there is no
authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been insti-
tuted by God” (Rom 13:1). In other words, God is sovereign even over the
unrighteous earthly city. Coercive government has a place both punitive and
remedial precisely to meet sin. As God used the Assyrians to punish and bring
judgment on Israel, so also “victory, even when victory falls to the wicked, is
a humiliation visited on the conquered by divine judgement, either to correct
or to punish their sins.” The godly have no place striving to change or to
reform the state and its practices at any profound or structural level. That is
God’s business: God will raise up earthly powers, and bring them down again.

2. The Book of Revelation. At the same time, Augustine ruthlessly exposes the
idolatrous pretensions of the earthly city — its vainglory, bloodthirstiness, and
impiety. This means that he is working within another key tradition stemming
from the New Testament: the Book of Revelation. Chapters 13-14 and
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17-18 deal with the symbolic figures of the beasts (who represent the devil)
and the Great Whore (who is identified with the unholy city of Babylon, a
cipher for Rome), and in these figures the capacity of the Roman state to
abuse power is displayed. In this context, Christians are warned not to get
too cozy with any one order of worldly authority.

In this tension between seeing the “powers that be” as willed by God (Romans),
and seeing them as impious (Revelation), it is again the case that much of the
tradition has followed Augustine, and here too we may take John Henry Newman
as an example. He seeks in a similar way what might be called the “perspective of
eternity” on human social order (which he regards as basically no better in one
age than in another). Earthly societies might shatter all things but they will inevi-
tably perish before God. Therefore, the church’s primary purpose in every age is
essentially the salvation of souls. Changing the material condition of humankind
does not fundamentally matter; it is a greater priority to minister to their spiritual
needs in local situations. Newman shared, moreover, Augustine’s profound pes-
simism about the roots of violence underlying the whole political order. Augustine
had relished comparing earthly rulers with robbers and pirates. Even the “Roman
virtues” of pride and the desire for glory, which he recognized as useful for the
suppression of many vices and for effective government in the world, he neverthe-
less condemned as in essence lacking all true virtue, unable to make the Romans
holy because not directed toward the highest and ultimate good of humanity.
Newman echoes Augustine vigorously:

Earthly kingdoms are founded, not in justice, but in injustice. They are created by
the sword, by robbery, cruelty, perjury, craft, and fraud. There never was a kingdom,
except Christ’s, which was not conceived and born, nurtured and educated, in sin.
There never was a State, but was committed to acts and maxims, which it is its crime
to maintain and its ruin to abandon. What monarchy is there but began in invasion
or usurpation? What revolution has been effected without self-will, violence or
hypocrisy? What popular government but is blown about by every wind as if it had
no conscience and no responsibilities? What dominion of the few but is selfish and
unscrupulous? Where is military strength without the passion for war? Where is
trade without the love of filthy lucre, which is the root of all evil?

Princeton theologian Eric Gregory (b. 1970) represents a different interpretation
of The City of God, one which argues that an Augustinian politics need not lapse
into pessimism or social disengagement. Instead, Gregory defends what he calls
an Augustinian civic liberalism, centered on love of God and neighbor, that pro-
motes a more just, egalitarian, and charitable society. For Gregory, this form of
Augustinian politics “should offer a vision of citizenship open to social transfor-
mation by attending to virtue.” He also insists on the fundamentally Christological
shape of Augustine’s thought; he maintains that the heart of Augustinian politics
is to be found not in Book XIX but in Book X of The City of God, in which
Augustine describes “the true worship of the crucified God and the charitable
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service of neighbor in collective caritas [love].” In his extension of Augustine’s
thought, Gregory offers a good example of someone whose approach weaves
together universal, subversive, and ecclesial strands. His emphasis on citizenship
in the earthly city draws on universal interests. He incorporates subversive insights
by examining feminist critiques of Augustine and using feminist political theory
to re-read Augustine’s account of love and sin. And his insistence on the
Christological character of Augustine’s political ethic, as well as his consideration
of virtue, points toward more ecclesial themes. His reading of Augustine has
important similarities with that of Oliver O’Donovan, whose thought is consid-
ered in the ecclesial section below.

Gregory and Newman illustrate how important Augustine continues to be in
modern political theory. It needs, however, to be emphasized that the Augustinian
tradition is not the only influential one in Christian thought about the nature and
role of the state, and of how Christians should relate to it.

Medieval Tradition

The medieval tradition has a generally more positive view. Its appeals to the natu-
ral law legitimized the idea of princely government, as in accordance with the
hierarchical ordering of created nature for the promotion of social good.
Monarchy, so Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) argued, accords with nature, and for
this reason offers the best form of government. But at the same time, natural law
thinking could be used to defend the independence of the church — even the
sanctioning of political resistance in exceptional circumstances. This was because
the same natural law that legitimized the state was also above the state, and was
related to divine law. (For just this reason, the authority of emperors and kings
could be constructed as subordinate to the authority of popes.) Overall, however,
there was a strong presumption in favor of political authorities unless they seemed
significantly to have forfeited their claim to legitimacy.

Reformed and Early Modern Tradition

Specific discussions of Martin Luther’s and John Calvin’s attitudes to earthly gov-
ernment can be found elsewhere in this volume (in Chapter Two and at more
length in Chapter Four). Here we will notice Calvin in particular. The mainstream
Reformed traditions did not abandon the medieval world’s optimistic view of the
state. Calvin tried to create a polity that would zot be “committed to acts and
maxims, which it [was] its crime to maintain and its ruin to abandon” (to recall
Newman’s gloomy words). To do so, he had in the first place to make his polity
exclusively Christian. This was in accord with a belief, shared by Augustine and
Newman, that a state must demonstrate the unity of commonly directed “loves.”
But Calvin had less sense than both Newman and Augustine that state and church
necessarily had different priorities. And Calvin would admit far more concern for
changing the material conditions of humankind within his polity than Newman
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ever would. For Calvin, there must be a profound harmony in the workings of
divine sovereignty, and therefore a harmony between the form of “earthly” gov-
ernment established to administer the lives of humans in society, and the require-
ments of life in the church, preparing them for heaven. We know this because of
the way in which Scripture itself lays down patterns of political behavior and
outlines the nature of fundamental social institutions.

In the early modern period, as Christendom broke up into violently competing
religious groups, a central political concern became how to manage these differences
in a way that still allowed for collective human flourishing. It seemed necessary to try
to prize people free from their deadly allegiances to religious viewpoints that could
not be reconciled because they were of too great an import for the people who held
them. So the idea of a “state of nature” was deployed, in which (it was argued)
human beings exist as individuals, prior to any allegiances. The human individual is
free. That freedom means equality with every other individual. The state of nature is
a condition untrammeled by any claim of tradition, church, class, or location.

This became a critical principle for emergent liberal political theory. Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679) developed the idea that the power of the sovereign consists
in the transfer to him (willingly, by all the people in a state) of their individual
consent to being ruled. This they did for the sake of their own defense, security,
and prosperity. John Locke (1632-1704) then developed the idea of 7ights as the
property of individuals in order reciprocally to limit the power of the sovereign
state over those individuals. (See Chapter Five for more on Hobbes and Locke.)
The emergence of the modern nation-state has followed upon these early devel-
opments with a certain relentless logic, as it has seemed increasingly necessary for
there to be strong “managerial” powers to enforce the ground rules that are
needed if the play of individual interests and rights in modern societies is to run
smoothly. Furthermore, the emergence of complex national (and, increasingly,
international) problems that require large-scale action has seemed to demand
executive authority with power to deal with them, and this power the state has
consistently taken upon itself (as have, to some extent, certain large multinational
bodies such as the League of Nations and the United Nations).

The Modern Period

Modern Protestant and Catholic traditions of ethics alike have sought to resist the
onslaught of the modern secular state’s claims for itself. Totalitarianism has left its
mark, and both Catholics and Protestants have sought theological sanction for
political resistance to tyranny more than ever before. Genocide, the crushing of
opposition by terror, and the profound diminishment of human existence have
been brought about in many parts of the world in the twentieth century through
the huge power of the modern machinery of the state. The appalling nature of
these experiences is perhaps only partially offset by attempts to turn the power and
structure of the state to help the flourishing of human life through the provision
of crucial services and systems of support to those in need.
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The particular successes of Protestant churches in resisting the encroachments
of overweening state power in modern times have in part been based on a greater
readiness to see the state as a necessary remedy for the effects of sin rather than
a positive part of an originally good creation. This has been especially true of
thinkers in the tradition of the Radical Reformation, more wary as it has been of
natural law bases for ethical judgments. At the extreme end of a radical Protestant
spectrum, there is the view that the political order has no place in the life of
redeemed freedom and is a bitter outcome of the Fall. On this account, the state
lies only in the sphere of utility, and any sense it may have of its own ultimacy
must be fiercely relativized. Although he wrote as a twentieth-century member
of the French Reformed Church, a long time after the Radical Reformation,
Jacques Ellul (1912-94) put this point of view well:

The dialogue with the sovereign ... is conducted at every level of power by the voice
and presence of each believer or group of believers so long as they are true ambas-
sadors of the Wholly Other and not just participants in the power of the sovereign.

Karl Barth (1886-1968) and Emil Brunner (1889-1966) express points of view
that are a little less stark. Brunner’s use of a certain natural theology approach
allowed him to say that the state had its place as a God-given order of creation,
although with an authority severely limited by its dependence on more basic
forms of human community like the family. While vehemently rejecting Brunner’s
use of natural theology, Barth developed his own argument that the power of the
state is “God’s ordinance for the security of the collective life of man even where
the latter provides no scope for grace.” It is God’s patience that allows the state
to exist, in order that there might be “time and freedom for the proclamation and
knowledge of grace.” And because the social life of those people who live apart
from and contrary to the grace of God still has to be made possible, “grace itself
must assume and maintain the form of a graceless order”: a provisional and penul-
timate order which does not stand in contradiction to grace, but is precisely
grace’s expression in these particular circumstances.

It may be helpful, as we turn now to our threefold typology of universal, sub-
versive, and ecclesial ethics of the state, to think of universal approaches as having
a tendency to look to the doctrine of creation for their key reference points, and
subversive attitudes as having a tendency to look to eschatology. The former
tendency is perhaps the more dominant one in Christian tradition; the latter,
however, has been a powerful voice in liberationist and other explicitly political
theologies during recent decades (and also in some radical Christian movements
in the past — like the Diggers and Levellers). In Richard Bauckham’s typology:

e “The former tendency, with its backward-looking perspective, favours a con-
servative view of politics, in which the role of government is to preserve the
good already given, though it can also support a reformist critique of corrupt
governments which neglect and pervert the standards of the past.”
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e “The future-orientated perspective of the second tendency favours a more rev-
olutionary outlook, in which the future can be expected to surpass the past and
political action can effect radical changes for the better in human society.”

There is an acknowledgment of the merit of both of these tendencies in a view
which sees the kingdom of God — toward which history is moving and to which
the church is a present and public witness —as the renewal of creation. This is typi-
cally the view of the ecclesial approach to politics.

Universal

The dominant Calvinist and Catholic approaches are universalist in their use of
natural law arguments, which assume that the best form of government is one
based on — and recognizable by — the reason and good will of all human beings,
whether or not they are Christian. God’s ordering of creation means that the
church’s pronouncements on the right ordering of society ought to be acceptable
to human beings everywhere. The “common good” which the papal encyclicals
advocate is thought to be genuinely that — the good common to all people created
by God and placed in the world God has established and arranged (a world of
harmonious proportion). This attitude underpins a remarkably sanguine Roman
Catholic approach to the idea of international government, as we see in this quo-
tation from the encyclical Pacem in Terris (On Establishing Universal Peace in
Truth, Justice, Charity, and Liberty, 1963):

Today the universal common good poses problems of world-wide dimensions which
cannot be adequately tackled or solved except by the efforts of public authorities
endowed with a breadth of powers, structure and means of the same proportions:
that is, of public authorities which are in a position to act in an effective manner on
a world-wide basis. The moral order itself, therefore, demands that such a form of
public authority be established.

The public authority of the world, Pacem in Terris argues, must tackle problems
of an economic, social, political, or cultural character that are posed by the “uni-
versal common good.” There is no suggestion that there might in practice be
problems in finding universal common assent to what the “good” zs. The Roman
Catholic Church’s interests seem to be viewed as unproblematically coextensive
with those of a world public authority.

Universalist principles also come into play, however, in seeking to limit the power
of the state over the sphere of human self-determination. We see this, for example,
in thought about Christianity’s relation to the social order in a British theological
tradition that had its heyday in the mid-twentieth century. “Human personality has
a status, worth, and dignity quite independent of the State, and superior to that of
the State itself” (William Temple). Archbishop Temple wrote Christianity and
Social Order in 1942 in the face of the totalitarian Nazi state. He articulates what
is a classically universalist ethical principle in relation to the state: that the human
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person, as intended by God, has her own intrinsic worth and dignity (characteristi-
cally expressed in her exercise of freedom and responsibility), which the state is not
to take away. It is not membership in society as such that determines the worth of
the human being, nor the requirements of the state that govern her. The action of
the state is to be directed to an end determined by this moral and spiritual character
of human nature.

The bishops at the 1948 Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion
declared, in similar vein, that society exists to serve the needs of its members, not
to enslave and possess them: “[B]oth the recognition of the responsibility of the
individual to God and the development of his personality are gravely imperilled
by any claim made either by the state or by any group within the state to control
the whole of human life.” For this reason they condemned the philosophy of
what the Anglican leader W. R. Inge (1860-1954) called “the Wolf State”: the
aggrandizement of collectivism over the individual. Moreover, they added that a
constant effort was needed to resist any encroachment by the state that might
endanger human personality. The church was perceived to have a special role, in
the modern state, as the guardian of personal freedom: a counterweight to the
natural bias of the state towards totalitarianism — “a tendency of the state to
encroach on the freedom of individuals and voluntary associations.” This seemed
to mean, among other things, that it should seek to preserve the spirit of volun-
tary social service alongside the state’s provision of welfare. The Conference
urged “Christians in all lands to guard such freedoms with vigilance and to con-
vince public opinion that their preservation is essential to the maintenance of
true democracy and personal and national wellbeing.” There is very little to
distinguish this attitude from that Roman Catholic view expressed in Pacem in
Terris: “[E]very human being is a person, that is, his nature is endowed with
intelligence and free will. By virtue of this, he has rights and duties of his own,
flowing directly and simultaneously from his very nature.” The sphere of human
freedom and responsibility must be kept open, and in practical terms this led to
arguments for various forms of what Pacem in Terris calls “intermediate groups
and bodies” that have some degree of administrative autonomy.

This is in broad outline the principle of “subsidiarity,” a precept according to
which, to quote the Protestant thinker Emil Brunner writing in 1949, “[EJvery-
thing that free groups, anterior to the state, can do ought to be done by them,
and not by the state. ... State intervention must always be the uitima ratio [the
last resort].” The principle of subsidiarity celebrates the “associative quality” of
social groupings like the family, the parish, the industrial union, and so on. They
have an inherent life of their own; they are likely to feel responsibility for those
who belong to them; those who belong to them are liable to feel and express
more responsibility in return. Provided they have an eye also to the common
interest, they should be allowed wherever possible to govern themselves.

Some modern-day Anglican thinkers, like Oliver O’Donovan, identify more with
an ecclesial approach to the state. Others, such as Luke Bretherton (b. 1968), focus
on the church’s potential to contribute to “a common life politics” in religiously
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diverse societies. Bretherton, who has taught ethics at King’s College London and
at Duke Divinity School in North Carolina, understands Christianity — and all reli-
gions — as “one of the few corporate forms of life available for mobilizing and sus-
taining the ability of individuals to act together in defense of their shared interests.”
His book Resurvecting Democracy (2015) studies the role of religious groups,
including the church, in community organizing, and he describes the potential of
community organizing to nurture a “faithful, hopeful, and neighborly politics of a
common life.”

The modern Calvinist tradition — especially in the USA — has produced a range
of thinkers who have been open to adapting social contractarian theory in ways
they see as compatible with Christianity. Max Stackhouse (b. 1935), for example,
defends modern liberalism (and human rights theory) by appeal to the biblical
notion of covenant, seeing continuities between Puritan tradition and the thought
of Locke in this regard. Richard Mouw (b. 1940) is an evangelical scholar who
has advocated the importance of Christian engagement with public life in ways
that respond to rather than dictate its terms of reference.

Subversive

It is unquestionably the case that since the Emperor Constantine’s dramatic shift
to the defense of Christianity after his victory at the battle of the Milvian Bridge
in 314 ck, the church has had a long history of “establishment” of various kinds,
in which it has been closely involved in the workings of official political authority.
It is also the case, however, that it came to birth as a minority community of faith
under a pagan power, and had its character forged in the fires of state persecution.
Something of this spirit continues to inform traditions of subversive ethical reflec-
tion on the role and limits of state power.
In 1940, Bishop George Bell (1883-1958) wrote that, in his view,

the citizen of a democratic State may be deprived of his freedom, by the subtle influ-
ence of the universal provision of social services, from ante-natal clinics to euthanasia
couches, just as effectively as the German subject is robbed of his liberty by the
system of spies and concentration camps.

His clear implication was that the democratic state is not free of all totalitarian
tendencies simply by virtue of being democratic. Individual or group liberties can
be restricted in many and various ways, and not merely the obvious ones repre-
sented by a Nazi or a communist regime. Jacques Ellul forcefully indicated the
tendency of all modern states to want to become absolute in every field. “The
state is totalitarian,” he wrote, “not because of totalitarian doctrines, but because
of the vast array of means, e.g., in planning, economic and administrative man-
agement, forecasting, investigation, control, research, inquiry, and psychological
action.” Individuals in society are inescapably bound up with a whole range of
orders of necessity, of expectation and of obligation, simply by virtue of the fact
that they are in society. Ellul was the advocate of a form of Christian anarchy
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which denied that there could be such a thing as a “theology of the state” at all.
The political order does not belong to the realm of freedom; it belongs to the
realm of necessity. That means that being a Christian will involve witness against
the pretension of any society that thinks it can “act as a whole.” The Christian will
always question the legitimacy of such actions.

It is worth noting in this context that, for all their desire to check overblown
state power, the arguments in favor of subsidiarity we looked at in the previous
section do not in themselves go so far as to deny that the state is still the ultimate
“court of appeal,” or sovereign arbiter, in human affairs. For all that the state is
prepared to give intermediary organizations a limited, subordinated, and superin-
tendent legislative and judicial power by granting them public rights, the state
nonetheless still stands over this domain of devolved responsibility, ever ready to
intervene if there are abuses to be suppressed.

It is not clear how, ultimately, such a set-up differs from totalitarianism in the
sense in which Ellul uses the term. Natural law approaches like those in Roman
Catholic tradition may be unable to resist effectively the sort of heretical claims
for “civil religion” that are made in the name of various nation-states (not least
the USA). If problems of an economic, social, political, or cultural character are
to be solved by the “public authority,” then might not these include problems of
a relygions character too? “Civil government,” or the state, will be inclined to
enlarge its remit and become arbiter in matters of what it perceives as significant
religious disagreement. This will require the churches (and indeed other religious
traditions as well as Christian ones) to relinquish to civil agencies the authority to
define God’s commands — thus avoiding any ultimate clash of loyalties. Or, to put
it another way, all churches’ balloon strings will be available for handling by gov-
ernment. Robert Bellah and Phillip Hammond have shown how in the USA, the
judicial system has assumed the right (independent of the churches) to judge their
claims. A rationalized, generalized, predictable legal system, it is argued, fosters
“better” social interaction, and therefore harmony. Bellah and Hammond dem-
onstrate just how easy it is to turn the arguments of natural theology to the ser-
vice of causes that very happily demy the church’s allegiance to the higher
sovereignty of God, and set up another god instead.

Theologies of liberation are characteristically reluctant to give endorsement to
any such homogenizing management of religion by civil authorities. As we have
noted in Chapter Six, the theology of liberation begins with a reality that confronts
millions in the poorer parts of the world — the experience of poverty, appalling liv-
ing conditions, malnutrition, and inadequate health care. What is then advocated
on the basis of this attention to context is a theology in which the circumstances of
the interpreters are given a primary importance in the articulation of an under-
standing of discipleship specifically relevant to the situation in which they find
themselves. It is rare that these concerns sit comfortably with the interests of those
in power. While on occasion, perhaps, forgetting that political activity on its own
cannot establish the kingdom of God on earth, the European political theology of
the 1960s and the theologies of liberation that sprang up in various parts of the
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less-developed world have brought to the fore a Christian imperative to oppose
unjust political structures — as well as the social and economic interests that sustain
them. North American black theology and the church-based opposition to apart-
heid in South Africa have added their voices to this chorus. The European political
theologians were strongly influenced by philosophers who were themselves adapt-
ing and responding to Marxist ideas — for example, Ernst Bloch (1880-1959),
Theodor Adorno (1903-69), Max Horkheimer (1895-1973), and Jirgen
Habermas (b. 1929). Additional theologians were especially influenced by the
Marxist emphasis on transformative praxis, including Johannes Baptist Metz (b.
1928), Jiirgen Moltmann (b. 1926), and Dorothee Solle (1929-2003). Chapter
Six examined more closely the meaning of transformative praxis.

The South African theology that found expression in the Kairos Document in
1985 rejected “the theological justification of the [political] status quo with its
racism, capitalism and totalitarianism” as a heretical “state theology.” It asserted
a “prophetic theology” in relation to the South African state; one that called for
“repentance, conversion and change.” This and other moral responses to state
authority promote the idea that to be human is not to be part of a natural order
so much as to be one who in partnership with others is engaged in shaping the
future creatively.

Ecclesial

We will consider three examples of what an ecclesial ethics of the state can look
like, in the thought of Karl Barth, William Cavanaugh (b. 1962), and Oliver
O’Donovan (b. 1945).

1. Karl Barth: Church as the basis of all true sociality. For Barth, it is clear that
Christians should participate in the work of the state, but despite this participa-
tion they retain a privileged standpoint over and against it. Their work in and for
the state is merely a part of their higher service of God (a position that is an exact
opposite of the “civil religion” position outlined by Bellah and Hammond). It is
in obedience to the command of God that the state will properly be served. The
tellowship of the church is in fact the true and real form of the world’s fellowship:
“In so far as this love is alive among Christians, in all its depth and reality, with all
the joy and sorrow it brings ... the Church is edified, the good work which God
requires takes place, not only in the inner circle of Christians, but with the crea-
tion and maintenance of this circle for everyone and for the whole world.”

Barth makes the world subsidiary to the church, rather than the other way
around. The world cannot claim a social foundation other than the
church — which is the only true fellowship, because it is established in Christ:
“The special fellowship of the Church, whose formation and preservation is the
basic divine purpose, does not mean an absolute separation [between Church
and worldly sociality], but is the basis of a worldwide fellowship.” Christians’
primary responsibility, then, is to conform to this “basic divine purpose,” not
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seeing themselves as at war with the world. On the contrary, “in the sight of all
men — whether the latter perceive it or not — they will work for the objective
grace and the common weal of all,” and this (for Barth, as for other ecclesial
ethicists) will mean being the church properly, and nothing more. Barth does not
pretend that the church and the state are separable: “The Church has a provi-
sional character and is conditioned by the form of this world which, although
it is overcome and abolished in principle, still has power over it. For this reason
alone it cannot escape solidarity with the order of the State which rests upon
the same presupposition.”

But neither does he go along with the view of natural theology that all peo-
ple are in a position to understand the proper function of the state. For him, it
is supremely Christians who know what they are doing when they think and act
as citizens. “For them it is not a matter of chance motives or personal inclina-
tions, but the service of God. But they know, too, the limits and the provisional
character of this matter.”

William Cavanaugh: Church as the out-narration of the state. A certain sort of
modern secularity sees the state’s role as simply managing conflict and keeping a
lid on potentially violent difference. An ecclesial ethics like William Cavanaugh’s
responds critically to this essentially “tragic” account of human society. Cavanaugh
argues that a belief in the Fall is actually a positive resource for Christian ethics,
because if there was a Fall there must have been something to fall from, and thus
conflictual plurality cannot have the ultimacy that some liberal accounts imply.
The church must resist setting itself up as one more political interest group, or
lobby, amongst many — which it does whenever it tries to translate its particular
reasonings (formed through particular relationship to the person of Jesus and to
his gospel) into “more universal and neutral terms.” In Augustinian vein, it must
think of itself'as “greater” and not “smaller” than the state; as catholic (universal)
and not like a territory “with boundaries that are policed.” This gives it a political
vocation that is neither total alignment with any existing political state nor with-
drawal into a “sectarian” enclave. Its task is to “out-public” the state’s claims to
define the public realm — performing the reality of God’s work of reconciliation
as the key to the purpose of history.

Oliver O’Donovan: Church as the destiny of the state. It is in just such an
Augustinian tradition that Oliver O’Donovan operates, as he evokes for his
readers an eschatological vision of ecclesial sociality as the context for all worth-
while reflections on politics. His works The Desire of the Nations (1996) and The
Ways of Judgment (2005) push beyond considerations of the penultimacy of
political institutions to the ultimate vision of the kingdom of God. The vision of
the kingdom already guides the church in the historical realm, even though the
church’s response to its vision is often compromised. Temporary instruments of
judgment are necessary, but they are provisional, and they will one day yield to
a more perfect order of things, which at their best they gesture to and at worst
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seek to substitute for. In this eschatological condition, God’s own judgment will
be enacted in the creation’s complete and uncoerced fellowship with God, so
that we can confidently defer our own judgment to the divine judgment. For the
time being, the church models this “high mark of our calling”; it shows “the
social humanity that the world is summoned by the Spirit of God to become.”
He goes on to say, “The church as the ‘end’ of political community is the matrix
within which the created shape of human sociality emerges into view.” This is
how O’Donovan makes sense in the terms of his book of the peculiar dominical
injunction “Do not judge, so that you may not be judged.” He writes:

A society that refrains from judgment [by which he means the church] does so
because it has the judgment of God to defer to. Living under God’s judgment, then,
and embracing it as the law of its life, it is free not to judge, since all human judg-
ment is merely interim, waiting for the judgment that is to come. Such an earthly
society is “unpolitical” in a helpful sense, because its politics of expectancy has gone
to the heart of the political and emerged into life beyond judgment. Through the
lens of this post-political society, political theology can view as in a mirror the pre-
political society of God’s creation, and can understand political judgment as a
moment in parenthesis between the two.

It is the Holy Spirit who “does what the rulers of the nations do in their socie-
ties.” The medium for its work of judgment, O’Donovan argues, is ultimately the

human heart.

Justice and Punishment

There are, as conventionally outlined, a number of different types of justice:

commutative justice, which refers to that which is owed between individu-
als, e.g., in conducting business transactions;

contributive justice, which refers to what individuals owe to society for the
common good;

distributive justice, which refers to what society owes to its individual mem-
bers, i.e., the just allocation of resources;

legal justice, which refers to rights and responsibilities of citizens to obey and
respect the rights of all and the laws devised to protect peace and social order;
and, consequent on this,

retributive justice, which is concerned with the enforcement of appropriate
punishment on those who have broken the law; and finally,

restorative justice, which has gained currency in recent thought on both
sides of the Atlantic, and indicates the idea that criminal sanctions should not
just punish, but serve the repair of the injury done, and in this way compen-
sate for the wrong. One of its advantages is that it retains some sense of the
importance and needs of the victim.
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See Chapter Five’s section on Right Relationships for an additional exploration of
theories of justice.

Justice

In Christian tradition, justice has been recognized as involving the normative
ordering and distribution of social benefits and obligations among citizens, but
has always also meant a norm for human moral action that has its source in the
being and action of God. Doing justice is a requirement indistinguishable from
the requirement to honor the image of God in other people and foster it in one-
self. We are to be just as God is just, and to let our justice mirror God’s. This
norm should find expression, according to mainstream Christian thought, simul-
taneously in the virtue of individual moral agents and in those socially embodied
patterns of regard for the neighbor that sustain such virtues. Especially impor-
tant in the imaging of God’s justice will be respect for the prophetic injunctions
to care for widows, orphans, strangers, and the poor. Restitution is also a key
principle, found throughout the Torah (e.g., in Exodus 22) as well as in Jesus’
own teachings (e.g., Luke 19:8).

Dominant in the Roman Catholic tradition of moral theology has been the
conception that the human doing of justice corresponds to a God-given justice
that is encoded in God’s good ordering of creation. We learn it as we see God’s
direction of all things to their proper ends. In Protestant tradition, the pattern of
God’s salvific action in imputing righteousness to the faithful has been regarded
as the primary measure of justice. Christians are subsequently to imitate this sav-
ing justice of God in their relations with one another.

There is a vigorous tradition of debate about the role of law in the Christian
understanding of justice. We saw in Chapter Four how this worked itself out in
the thought of Thomas Aquinas. Martin Luther (1483-1546) was dismissive of
the importance of law for the community of the justified. It is to John Calvin that
we have to turn for the most developed Reformation defense of law and its rela-
tion to justice.

We saw carlier how law and gospel were not, for Calvin, fundamentally opposed.

Man contains, as it were, two worlds, capable of being governed by various rulers
and various laws. This distinction will prevent what the Gospel inculcates concern-
ing spiritual liberty from being misapplied to political regulations, as though
Christians were less subject to the external government of human laws because their
consciences have been set at liberty before God, as though their freedom of spirit
necessarily exempted them from all carnal servitude.

Calvin is basically true to Paul’s injunction to be obedient to a// earthly authori-
ties as established by God. But he nevertheless retains clear ideas about what
should in fact characterize good government as opposed to bad. As we have seen,
his view that earthly government is naturally compatible with the life of sanctifica-
tion leads him to allow it the power to enforce not only matters of justice and
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humanity, but matters of piety too: “to cherish and support the external worship
of God, to preserve the true doctrine of religion, to defend the constitution of the
Church.” Civil government is not to make laws concerning religion and the wor-
ship of God, but it is to provide for the protection of such laws against violation
and blasphemy. Kings and judges are to be the patrons and protectors of “the
pious worshippers of God.” The death penalty is readily acceptable because “an
ill-advised lenity towards violent men may prove cruelty to the many who become
their victims.” Magistrates are “ministers of God to us for good.”

In fact, his description of the ministry of magistrates as well as pastors indicates
how he saw both as agents acting under instruction from God. The magistrate’s
duty was, of course, partly governed by Scripture, but the gaps in New Testament,
and distinctively Christian, teaching required supplementation from the Old
Testament and from Calvin’s own contemporary understanding of the natural
law. Magistrates are frequently left free to devise such laws and arrangements as
they judge expedient. Although the law “has no place in believers’ consciences
before the tribunal of God,” Calvin still felt it a congenial external measure of
sanctification. For this reason, he felt, civil discipline and coercion by magistrates
could be looked upon as an aid to such growth in holiness.

And the Christian’s duty must lie in a conformity to rule: a willing conformity,
certainly, but a conformity nonetheless. Rules are the proper way of concerning
oneself with the external characteristics of actions, and no church could cope with
offenses within itself without laws and arrangements to enforce them. The casuistry
in which this inevitably involved Calvin at times (see the discussion of casuistry in
Roman Catholic moral theology in Chapter Four) are an indication of the way that
many of his political views and judgments were conventional ones. This is also true
of his supplementation of these Christian “rules” from natural law sources. They
only achieved their religious significance by being associated with his larger theo-
logical vision.

The modern period has marked a profound shift in understandings about the
practice and application of the law, as about so many other areas of human activity.
The administration of justice, it can be argued, has become increasingly proce-
dural. This is because in the modern period the idea of justice as a guarantor of
rights has been preferred to the idea of justice as embodying substantive agree-
ments about what constitutes the good of both individual and community together,
including about the end or goal of human life. Another way of putting this is to say
that the idea of justice as a unitive force has receded before the idea of justice as a
distributive force —i.e., one that oversees and regulates the pursuit of private goods
or rival interests. The ascendancy of liberal political philosophies has played a key
role in bringing about this fragmentation of ideas of “common good” into an
acceptance that a plurality of competing private goods and interests is normal, and
possibly, indeed, a positive thing. The language that has come to dominate liberal
discourse about justice is not that of “the good,” but of “rights,” for which the law
functions as a sort of police force. Such ways of thinking now influence the practice
of the law in Western societies, as we saw in Chapter Five.
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The shift in understandings of justice towards a predominantly rights-based
model has provoked various Christian ethical responses, of which we identify
three types here:

1. One type of response has been to embrace the idea of a God whose doing of
justice is a promotion and protection of human rights of various kinds. The
work of Nicholas Wolterstorft (b. 1932) has been especially significant in this
vein. There is an evident implication here that justice is conceived as an exter-
nal standard to which Christianity is accountable, and as something that
makes sense apart from theological convictions and practices.

2. Some other responses accept the rights-based model of secular theories of
justice, but argue for the need for a Christian theological supplement to it
(e.g., the importance of tempering justice with mercy).

3. A third set of responses is far more critical of the whole rights-based dis-
course, and says that a recovery is needed of the idea that justice (after the
pattern of God’s own justice) is fundamentally oriented to redemption and
reconciliation: in Daniel Bell’s view, “Justice redeems; it does not enforce an
economy of debt, dominion, and strict restitution. Justice is predicated on
peace; it is not merely the regulation of conflict.”

Punishment

Along with the profound shifts in understanding of the function of law in the mod-
ern period, it is inevitable that there should also be controversy about penal sys-
tems, and whether the principles of retributive justice they express should be held
together with reformative ideals of punishment. The Western tradition has inher-
ited some of these latter ideas from monastic traditions of penitential correction
and restoration. In the early centuries of the church’s existence there was often a
marked contrast between its own penitential practices and those of its social envi-
ronment, in which prisons barely existed, blood feuds were rife, and there was
frequent recourse to torture or the death penalty. The monks preferred to use cells
for the purpose of confinement in the service of reflection and a change of heart.
This had the merit of keeping in play a concept of the good of the prisoner.
Two key approaches tend to characterize philosophies of punishment.

® One is retributive, and justifies the punishment of a wrongdoer with reference
to an objective wrong done, which an order of justice requires be punished.
The concept of desert (i.e., just desert) is central to this notion; there is noth-
ing arbitrary about what is done to the criminal on this account.

® The second approach is utilitarian. The justification for punishment is that
it will deter others, and/or reform and rehabilitate the wrongdoer. It was
shaped in large measure in reaction to the capriciousness and savagery of
many eighteenth-century criminal penalties.

Modern criminology has mainly concerned itself with the reformative ideal.
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Universal

The medieval tradition exemplified by Thomas Aquinas begins with the classical
principle “to each his [or her] due” (summ cuique). Aquinas follows the classical
model in expounding the “virtue” of justice as one with two aspects — general and
particular.

* “General” justice concerns itself with the unitive conception of the common
good, and thus serves social solidarity.

e “Particular” justice concerns itself with questions of the contractual exchange
and just distribution of goods.

So far so “universalist.” But Aquinas departs from classical models in his sugges-
tion that both sorts of justice have “charity” as their true end — and in this respect
he lays the ground for what will become a prominent emphasis in “ecclesial”
approaches to justice.

Christian approaches to justice that have adopted the modern paradigm of
“rights” (with their focus on commutative and distributive models of justice)
have usually taken statements that God is a God of justice to mean that God
upholds or defends human rights. The implication here is that justice is some
sort of pre-formed and external standard to which Christian theological ideas
simply relate themselves. Apart from being historically inattentive, this claim has
the practical effect of setting Christianity some sort of challenge to “prove itself”
at the bar of secular accounts of what justice is — accounts that it may well feel
leave certain crucial questions unanswered. Such questions might include the
following: Who or what is the source of rights? Does human flourishing require
more than the doing of social or individual justice? Does mercy have a place in
the doing of justice?

Some Christian theories of justice adopt secular theories but seek also to adapt
or supplement them, as, for example, when secular contractarian theories are
defended on the basis of the biblical notion of covenant. A belief in the transcen-
dental dignity of the human person as made in God’s image is also a key plank in
various modern theological defenses of human rights. It can be found as much in
the natural law arguments of Roman Catholic thinkers as in many strands of lib-
eration theology.

There are both deontological and consequentialist (specifically, utilitarian) the-
ories of punishment to be reckoned with in recent times. Christian ethics of a
universalist bent has tended to share the arguments of secular theorists.

*  Deontological. Retributive justifications of punishment are deontological
because of their adherence to the notion of desert. They are not so much
concerned with any benefit that might arise from the punishment as with the
simple fact that it has been imposed.
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*  Unlitarian. Justifications of punishment that focus on issues of deterrence or
the reform of the criminal are utilitarian. They look for the benefits of punish-
ment, either for the criminal or for wider society. Utilitarian approaches have
been criticized in various ways.

o Itis argued that there is no clear evidence that rehabilitation or deterrence
“work” very well.

o Such approaches use criminals as a “means” to wider societal ends in a way
that may be unjust.

o If deterrence is to be achieved by making an example of someone, then a
consequentialist argument taken to its logical extreme might advocate a
disproportionately cruel punishment, as this would make it all the more
effective as deterrence. This is where a retributivist’s notion of desert can be
helptul in safeguarding proportionality between crime and punishment.

In fact, a retributivist would say, all utilitarian arguments from deterrence actually
imply some notion of retribution anyway. It is not clear why punishment should
deter anyone frrom crime, unless it is in fact imposed for crime. Deterrence seems,
to many people, meaningless without retributive considerations of this kind.

As in its general reflections on rights, so also in the specific domain of punish-
ment the Roman Catholic Church has made important use of the principle of the
created dignity of the person (in this case, the criminal). In recent years, the prin-
ciple has provided the basis for opposition to capital punishment. Pope John Paul
IT challenged the traditional view that some crimes are commensurate with the
death penalty. In the papal encyclical Evangelium Vitae (On the Value and
Inviolability of Human Life, 1995) he acknowledged that there might be some
exceptional cases in which it is necessary for there to be a judicial killing (e.g., the
killing of unjust aggressors in cases where their death is the only way to defend
innocent lives), but such killings ought not to be argued for as part of a retributive
scheme of justice. The death penalty, on this account, is a part of a system of pun-
ishment only in the increasingly rare instances when it would not be possible
otherwise to defend society.

Subversive

It might be fair to say that many of the traditions of Christian ethics we have
broadly categorized as “subversive” for the purposes of this book in fact share
many of the attitudes to justice that characterize more universalist positions. In few
cases do they depart radically from the rights-based discourse of modern liberal
politics. An intensifying concern to secure improvements in civil rights in many
countries during the 1960s translated specifically into campaigns by minority
groups of various kinds. Many of them had Christian voices. Martin Luther King
Jr. (1929-68), called for the recognition of the civil and political rights of African
Americans — as well as other victims of discrimination — on the basis of the Christian
gospel. Feminist theology began to give a theological voice to movements for the
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equal rights of women in social, economic, and religious contexts. This included
(and still does) a critical attention to the retention of sexist language in liturgy and
church teaching. Liberation theology has used rights language forcefully to defend
those who are victims of poverty and oppression in the developing nations of the
world.

At the same time (like many universalists), subversive ethics may argue that
there need to be supplementations of liberal discourse; that justice in a Christian
sense needs to mean more than secular liberals mean by it (as, for Augustine, true
justice was not to be found in the earthly city). So, for example, Latin American
liberationists will acknowledge that forgiveness and mercy must always have the
last word for Christians, even when it is acknowledged that justice is necessary.
And feminist theologians have been increasingly critically alert to the individual-
ism latent in certain liberal theories. The “feminine” strand of feminist ethics
outlined in Chapter Six is a good example of this, in the way it affirms that wom-
en’s ethical reasoning is generally relational rather than individual.

Ecclesial

Ecclesial accounts often begin with a highly embodied account of what justice
is —and, in particular, are liable to claim that justice is displayed first and foremost
in the person and life of Jesus Christ, and then bequeathed to a church that lives
in his power. But what does it mean to say that justice is found in a person? The
answer is that this person lives out of (and re-establishes by his actions) an “order
of charity,” in which both absolute truth and absolute mercy are displayed for the
sake of the reconciliation of humans to each other and to God. This “redeemed
justice” is intrinsically about serving “right relationship,” and “right relationship”
is about a great deal more than “rights.” Atonement theories governed by
imported legal concepts like retribution, debt, and equity are distorted to the
extent that they forget this essential gearing of Christ’s doing of justice to the
restorative work of love. They separate justice and mercy. By contrast, in the
words of Daniel Bell:

making proper sense of Jesus as the justice of God entails recovering the atonement
in its correct setting, the divine order of charity. Only then can we make sense of
Augustine’s extraordinary claim that true justice is found in Christ alone, or Thomas
Aquinas’s equally striking assertion that justice has as its end, charity, which is noth-
ing less than friendship with God. Only such a repositioning promises not to pit
justice against mercy but instead confirms that the beauty of justice is in complete
accord with grace (Augustine), that mercy implements perfect justice (Aquinas), and
the rule of God’s justice is mercy (Anselm).

The reason it makes sense for Christians to speak of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross
as perfectly “just,” therefore, is because it made it possible once again for human
beings to render to God what was due (praise and worship), renewing the com-
munion of humanity with God (and, in God, with each other). This is the basic
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connection between justice and justification. Because the church is the place
where this justified life comes to expression, it is in the church that we should
expect to find the “just” community — the community that knows what justice is
because it has experienced it. This is why Augustine locates true justice in the City
of God and not the earthly city.

Daniel Bell argues that medieval Christianity’s traditional “works of mercy” are
profound examples of how such justice can be expanded transformatively into the
world.

e The seven corporal works involve caring for the hungry, the thirsty, the naked,
the stranger, the sick, the prisoner, and the remains of the dead. They derive
principally from the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25.

* The seven spiritual works involve the admonition of sinners, the instruction of
the ignorant, the counseling of those who are doubting, the comfort of the
afflicted, the patient bearing of wrongs, the forgiveness of injuries, and prayer
for others (including the dead).

The sixth spiritual work in particular raises important issues for penitential prac-
tice; to conceive of forgiveness as a work of mercy is to seek to change a situation
by doing something about it — “to liberate the offender from sin and effect recon-
ciliation and the renewal of communion by means of confession, repentance, and
satisfaction /reparation.”

So here we turn to the question of punishment. One who does not believe that
a criminal can repent and be reformed is likely to use punishment differently from
one who does. Capital punishment and mandatory sentencing both express a
mode of despair (though it might dress itself up as realism) about the possibilities
for the reconciliation of criminals, and their reincorporation into the community.
An ecclesial approach would argue that Christians who gather in the Eucharistic
community — which is a community of radical reconciliation — have reasons to
hope for more. They will be more equipped to re-envision punishment as a step
on the way to the restoration of relationship. This is not to deny any place to ideas
of penance. Christian ideas of justice generally require that, where possible, the
offender make some form of reparation for her sin. This might involve returning
someone’s goods to him, or clearing his reputation, or paying some appropriate
level of compensation for a loss. Conceived in the framework of reconcilia-
tion — which, it is argued here, is the proper framework for any Christian idea of
justice — these sorts of reparation are called “satisfaction” or penance.

The ecclesial approach to punishment sees itself as in continuity with a classical
Christian approach that has, in John Berkman’s words, tended to focus on “the
integral good (i.e., the reformation) of offenders with the specific victims of their
offenses and/or the community which has been harmed.” This reconciliation-
based approach is seen as common to a tradition running through Augustine,
Aquinas, Benedict, and others, and is wholly lost in “contemporary accounts of
punishment, which emphasize ‘deterrence’ or ‘a desire to protect society.””
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Retributive justifications of punishment may have receded in the modern period,
but so too have reformative ones. Christians have too often ended up echoing this
focus on deterrence and protection, and, it could be argued, need to recover a
richer theological vision.

War

We saw in Chapter Two that in the earliest centuries of the church’s life, Christian
communities were notable for their commitment to peace. In addition to any
aversion they may have had to taking the oaths of allegiance to Rome that were
required of a soldier, it was widely taught that Christians should not fight or shed
blood. The tradition contains within it the idea that the Christian is a “soldier of
Christ” (miles Christi) within the “army of Christ” (mlitin Christi), but this
metaphorical militancy functioned as an alternative to actual military service on
behalf of the state rather than a justification for it. To be engaged in spiritual
combat against the forces of evil may involve precisely a refusal to take up literal
arms against other human beings. The case was made that praying for the emperor
was indirect participation in the defense of the empire (indeed, it was justified as
an even more effective form of service than fighting), but direct military service
was shunned. Nonetheless, many Christians down the centuries have reconciled
themselves to the need for armed conflicts in a fallen world that continues to
await its full redemption — and some have positively advocated the vocation of
Christians to take up arms and fight in causes that have been defined as “holy.”
For most of Christian history, the majority view has been that it is justifiable in
Christian terms to fight in a just cause, out of concern for the peace, safety, or just
treatment of others. Pacifism has thus been a minority view.

It is hard not to perceive some significant variation between Old Testament
and New Testament attitudes to war. The writers of many Old Testament books
are willing to claim that God not only enjoins the children of Israel to fight
against their enemies, but actually fights alongside them. Paradigm cases of this
include conflict with the Amalekites (see Exodus 17:8-16) and the conquest of
Canaan narrated in the book of Joshua. In the New Testament, by contrast, Jesus
Christ models an example of suffering love, and a call to forgive at radical personal
cost that extends to the loss of one’s life. This seems to imply that pacifism would
be a better form of the imitatio Christs (imitation of Christ) than any endorse-
ment of war could be. Having said that, even the New Testament is ambiguous
on the carrying and use of arms. Jesus’ admiration of the Roman centurion’s faith
in Luke 7 does not seem to suggest that his military status was a bar to his inclu-
sion in the kingdom. And even though he tells Simon Peter to put away his sword
in the garden of Gethsemane (John 18:11 and parallels), in Luke’s Gospel he tells
his disciples to equip themselves with arms (Luke 22:36-8). Meanwhile Paul
defends the rights of government in Romans 13 — government that wields the
sword both internally and externally.
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Writing in 1960, Roland Bainton developed a threefold typology to try to cap-
ture these various stances: pacifism, crusade, and just war. They are not watertight
categories, and some twelfth- and early thirteenth-century defenders of the
Crusades clearly saw those violent adventures in just-war terms (and even as a sort
of pilgrimage) on account of their authorization by popes. But in general, the
concerns of the just-war tradition have been to limit and restrain the prosecution
of conflicts while seeing them as (perhaps unavoidable) evils, whereas holy war
ideas have positively justified conflicts as having a holy cause, divine participation
(through guidance and aid of one side), and thus a clear demarcation between the
godly and ungodly sides in the contflict.

Developing Bainton’s categories we can speak of six kinds of war in ancient and
modern guise.

Pacifism

(1) (a) Theological pacifism is rooted in the life, death, and risen life of Jesus, and
the revelation Jesus thereby offers of the peaceful origins and ends of the whole
creation. It understands creation as designed for the harmonious interplay of differ-
ence. In the light of Jesus’ example, we see that the most powertul forces in history
are not military, economic, or political forces but cross and resurrection. And so for
Christians, the problem with the weapons of war is fundamentally not that they are
too strong but that they are too weak — an argument developed by John Howard
Yoder (1927-97) in The Politics of Jesus. (See also Chapter One’s discussion of
Jesus’ passion and death as normative.) The way God redeems evil and makes dif-
ferences not violently competitive but beautifully complementary is not by respond-
ing in kind but through self-giving, patient, open-hearted, non-resistant love.

The weakness of this position is that it is better at identifying what Christians
should not do than what they actively should do. Moreover, a position that main-
tains its truth regardless of consequences is always going to be assaulted with a
host of potentially dire consequences.

(b) Pragmatic pacifism is somewhat different. It often points to Jesus’
injunctions to love our enemies, pray for those who persecute us, and turn the
other cheek. But its commitments contrast subtly with those of theological
pacifism. Pragmatic pacifism believes nonviolence is more effective than war as
a means of attaining justice. Holding up figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and
Martin Luther King Jr., it refuses to attain nonviolent ends through violent
means, always seeking to make the means used worthy of the ends pursued.
Whereas theological pacifism has a tendency to separate itself off from the
world, renouncing the worldly structures and temptations of power, pragmatic
pacifism is much more inclined to be active in seeking peace through conven-
tional political arrangements; the work of the Quakers would be one example.
Its weakness is that it assumes the oppressor has a moral conscience to appeal
to, as Gandhi assumed in relation to the British in India. Where the opponent
is ruthless, pragmatic pacifism is powerless.
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Crusade

(2) If the pacifist tradition looks squarely to the New Testament, and specifi-
cally to the circumstances of Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection, the crusad-
ing tradition draws from the warring narratives in the story of Israel, particularly
the battles against great odds recorded in Joshua and Judges. Here what matters
is that the battle is fought on God’s behalf; the question of casualties and methods
is secondary. Again we may suggest there are two forms of the crusade — the
historic and the contemporary.

(a) The most notorious historic examples are the eight Crusades that fol-
lowed the seizure of Jerusalem by the Turks in 1072, concluding in 1270. While
in the Middle Ages these endeavors were considered formative for chivalry,
today they are invariably cited as nadirs of Christian brutality.

(b) Nonetheless the contemporary era has seen many wars fought with similar
conviction, wars in which the cause involved goes significantly beyond self-
defense and assumes some desire to impose or introduce one’s own culture to
the party against whom one is at war. Some of these wars have shared the brutal-
ity of the historic Crusades, notably those fought when religious and ethnic
hostility have also been in play. To introduce one’s own culture by peaceful
means to a people that has not sought it or requested it is generally described as
colonialism. To do the same by forcible means may be described as a modern-day
version of a crusade. Any contemporary war that is not simply a defensive
response to an unprovoked attack could come under this broad definition.

Before we too quickly dismiss the crusade tradition as part of the misguided
thinking of the medieval period, we might pause to consider recent examples of
Western democratic countries justifying the invasion of other countries with the
claim that they were bringing more advanced culture and values, such as democ-
racy or the free market. The crusade is still a live option wherever people believe
a war is a tool they can use to achieve the cultural enhancement of the body of
people with whom they are at war. It is also a significant factor when the leaders
of a country implore their people to strain every sinew to resist the attacker — as
has been the rhetoric of the “war on terror.” The language of crusade could be
regarded as referring today to any war that is not restricted to members of the
armed forces but requires wholesale civilian attention.

Just War

(3) The third tradition, that of the just war, can be seen as the way the pacifism
of the early centuries of the church became adapted to the circumstances of the
Christian empire and its successors. There had already been theories of just war in
Greek and Roman times, but the crucial figure is Augustine, at the end of the
fourth and the beginning of the fifth centuries. As we saw earlier in this chapter
and in Chapter Four, Augustine talked of the earthly city in relation to the heavenly
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city. While the church’s ideals of pacifism made sense in the realm of the heavenly,
eternal city, it was nevertheless currently living in the earthly, transient city. So it

als
gu

o had to come to terms with war as a part of human life. Augustine distin-
ished between unjustifiable individual acts of violence and killing, and those of

collective or lawful authority:

[T]he natural order which seeks the peace of mankind, ordains that the monarch
should have the power of undertaking war if he thinks it advisable, and that the
soldiers should perform their military duties on behalf of the peace and security of
the community.

Just war tradition looks back to Augustine’s formulation, but within it we may
consider two versions of the theory, calling them just war and qualified just war
respectively.

(a) The first systematization of just-war principles came with the Decretum of
the Italian canon lawyer Gratian in 1148, which combined concern for the rights
and wrongs of going to war in the first place (jus ad bellum — Augustine’s main
interest) with concern for the rights and wrongs of what is done within war (jus
in bello). The former concern had as its hallmarks the need for war to be made
only in a just cause, out of a right intention and authority, having a reasonable
hope of success and a peaceful outcome, and doing a minimum amount of harm.
The latter concern incorporated the desire to protect the immunity of the inno-
cent. Just war theory then passed through the hands of a number of key figures.
Another key twelfth-century thinker in this area was the Parisian Peter Lombard
(ca. 1100-60). Thomas Aquinas then stressed the need for proportion between
the means used and the ends intended, and introduced the notion of double
effect into the tradition. Double effect acknowledges that when the principal
intention and end of an action are good, then bad secondary effects of that action
(sincerely unintended even if foreseen) are morally tolerable. (The section on
consequentialism in Chapter Five explains the principle of double eftect in greater
depth.) With further important contributions from Martin Luther and the seven-
teenth-century Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Christian just-war the-
ory emerged with around six or seven criteria for embarking upon a war.
®  Jusad bellum. The conventional criteria require a legitimate authority (i.e., a
government, or in modern times the United Nations), a right intention (i.e.,
restoration of a suffered harm, such as a territorial invasion, or response to a
grave public evil, such as the massive violation of the basic human rights of a
whole population), and an overwhelming balance of injustice on one side. In
such circumstances, such an authority, waging war as a last resort (i.e., having
exhausted all diplomatic avenues) with a strong probability of success and a
high expectation that the good to be achieved will outweigh the inevitable
damage to be done may consider the declaration of a war to be just.

®  Jus in bello. As to the conduct of a war, a just war should be pursued with
due discrimination (i.e., avoiding non-combatants), with due proportionality
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(i.e., avoiding reckless damage), and with minimum force. Some would argue
that the greatest moral achievement of the modern era has been the accords
through which since 1864 the international community has regulated the
conduct of war, such as the four Geneva conventions concerning treatment of
the shipwrecked, sick, and wounded, of prisoners of war, and of civilians; the
Geneva protocol of 1925 banning biological weapons; and the Hague
Conventions of 1899 and 1907 concerning military and naval conflict.
As to the ending of such wars, a more contemporary concern, just-war criteria
seek to avoid revenge, restrain vindictive treatment of those not responsible
for the hostilities, and prevent their exclusion from the international commu-
nity. The criteria also promote processes such as apology, compensation, and
war crimes trials.
(b) What is here called qualified just war is perhaps most famously expressed
by the late Methodist theologian Paul Ramsey (1913-88). This is how he
makes the case for just war:

The western theory of the just war originated, not primarily from considera-
tions of abstract or “natural” justice, but from the interior of the ethics of
Christian love, or what John XXIII termed “social charity.” It was a work of
charity for the Good Samaritan to give help to the man who fell among thieves.
But one step more, it may have been a work of charity for the inn-keeper to hold
himself ready to receive beaten and wounded men, and for him to have con-
ducted his business so that he was solvent enough to extend credit to the Good
Samaritan. By another step it would have been a work of charity, and not of
justice alone, to maintain and serve in a police patrol on the Jericho road to
prevent such things from happening. By yet another step, it might well be a
work of charity to resist, by force of arms, any external aggression against the
social order that maintains the police patrol along the road to Jericho. This
means that, where the enforcement of an ordered community is not effectively
present, it may be a work of justice and a work of social charity to resort to other
available and effective means of resisting injustice: what do you think Jesus
would have made the Samaritan do if he had come upon the scene while the
robbers were still at their fell work?

On this account, delivering other human beings from subjection to tyranny
or protecting them from oppression are properly to be understood as merci-
ful, loving actions. In certain situations, the only available means of coming
to the aid of victims of injustice is to take action against the perpetrators:
there is no choice. Sometimes this requires the use of force. So for a thinker
like Ramsey it is possible to say that the justice of occasional uses of armed
conflict originates from within the ethics of Christian love.

In his 2013 book In Defence of War, ethicist Nigel Biggar largely follows
Ramsey’s logic, accusing pacifism of “wishful thinking” and arguing that war,
while always morally flawed, is sometimes necessary in order to punish grave
injustice. In fact, moral demands can sometimes trump legal ones, such that
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a just (or justified) war may sometimes even transgress international law, as in
the case of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) intervention in
Kosovo in 1999.

A war justly undertaken, however, must be conducted justly. If it is only in
the cause of the innocent that Christians can have a rationale for the use of
armed force at all, then they would be rendering that rationale senseless by
deliberately killing innocents as a means of attacking the enemy. They must
never resort to means that directly target non-combatants. So the principle
that underpins the justification of war also underpins the restriction on cer-
tain military objectives. It enables a distinction between legitimate and ille-
gitimate targets. Those “not closely cooperating in or directly engaged in the
force that ought to be repelled” are amongst the innocent and helpless of the
earth to whom Christians have a sacred responsibility.

On these grounds, there can be an unequivocal rejection of certain kinds
of warfare as immoral. These would include:

e the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima; and by extension
e nuclear war against the civil centers of an enemy population; and
¢ the obliteration bombing perpetrated by both sides in World War II.

The Western tradition of restricted warfare, governed by limitations on the means
and ends of war alike, is a product of reflection on the Christian calling to com-
passion. Christian compassion “always seeks if possible to wound none whom by
His wounds Christ died to save,” as Ramsey puts it. From his qualified just war
point of view, the acts of war listed above are incompatible with all regulative
norms in nineteen centuries of Western warfare.

All today’s weapons of mass destruction fall foul of the same principle. This is
because weapons of mass destruction are weapons that involve civilian populations
in large numbers, and thus cannot fall within any traditional notion of a just war.
In their guise modern people have to face the possibility of total war and of “mutu-
ally assured destruction.” Modern methods of warfare have added biological and
chemical weapons to nuclear ones, and the horror of war has increased in propor-
tion to their massive destructive power. This enables the argument that because the
destructive capacity of today’s weapons is too great to be able to discriminate
between military and civilian targets, they make the ill-effects of war dispropor-
tionate to any good end that could possibly be achieved, and in the face of them
all the terms of reference of just war thinking fall apart. On the other hand, Ramsey
himself (and some Catholic ethicists in recent decades) have held out some hope
that technological advances that increase the precision of weapons-targeting, and
a more developed capacity to control the collateral effects of weapons damage,
could mean that just war principles will again make some sense in the context of
modern warfare.

Another significant modern development is that warfare has become an activity
that is far less the preserve of nation-states. Modern nomenclature includes the
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notion of rogue states, such as North Korea, pariah states such as Burma
(Myanmar) and Zimbabwe, and failed (or fragile) states such as Somalia and
Yemen. Other bodies have claimed to be engaged in fighting wars, in sometimes
controversial ways. These have included rebel and terrorist groups, some of which
operate international networks, such as the group that calls itself Islamic State or
ISIS. International bodies like the United Nations also sponsor military activity
and intervention, and it is harder than ever to define theoretically exactly what
constitutes a war. The conventional categories of pacifism, just war, and crusade
are not always helpful here. As the US and British intervention in Iraq showed, a
foreign invasion can simply catalyze an inter-ethnic, inter-tribal, or inter-religious
conflict with a host of warring parties that is hard to fit into any of the conven-
tional approaches to war and peace.

Universal

There are a variety of pro- and anti-war stances in Christian ethics that can be iden-
tified as deontological. Typical of the anti-war strain is the view that war is wrong
because it violates the commandment against killing. A Christian who participates
in it, therefore, is committing a species of murder. He or she is also transgressing
the command to love the neighbor. A key principle here is that it is never right to
use force, even for good ends. By contrast, it is argued (by Paul Ramsey and
Reinhold Niebuhr [1892-1971]) that involvement in one’s country’s defense and
security is as much the domain of the responsible Christian citizen as it is of any
other citizen until the eschaton is fully realized. If Christians participate in any
aspect of the life of their society (including politics, trade, systems of education and
health care, and so on), then on what grounds may they opt out of its warfare?
Also, as we have seen, the just-war tradition has strong appeal to universalists as a
means to draw both Christian and non-Christian perspectives into a common
frame of reference when assessing the justice of particular wars or forms of warfare.
In this sense, it is a paradigm example of universal ethics.

Consequentinlist attitudes to war are equally universalist, but argue differently.
A key principle here — as in relation to theories of punishment — is that of deter-
rence. Deterrence is the name given to the practice of discouraging aggressive
action from another quarter by instilling fear of the retaliation that might follow.
It is thus quintessentially consequentialist. The notion of deterrence has had its
most developed use in relation to nuclear weapons, and was appealed to especially
in the period of the Cold War between the USSR and the Western powers amongst
whom the USA was foremost. Another consequentialist argument would argue
that a pacifist policy on the part of one nation-state is irresponsible because the
state in question thereby abandons any obligation to defend its values, and
empowers less scrupulous states or parties to operate unchecked (thus making
destructive military aggression more and not less likely).

A consequentialist defense of pacifism, on the other hand, asserts on the basis
of an optimistic view of human nature that adherence to nonviolence, whether at
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an individual, group, or national level, will in the long run produce net good
effects that outweigh bad effects.

Many would say that in the modern era the nature of weaponry itself (in par-
ticular, weapons of mass destruction) makes it insupportable to give any moral
justification for their possession. Their enormous destructive power represents
too great and uncontrollable a threat to human life on earth to be countenanced
in any form, and the only moral course of action is disarmament. Others might
argue that there is a moral distinction to be drawn between threatening a particu-
lar moral action (but not in fact intending to do it), and genuinely intending it
when threatening it. In the context of deterrence, the decoupling of threat from
intent (deterrence by “bluffing”) may be considered acceptable, even if an actual
strike would be immoral. There are also those who ground just war theory in the
need for human life to have a basic order and structure, in the belief that justice
cannot exist without such order, and that the order of justice must be protected
through force. As we have seen, Ramsey argued that this is itself a form of love of
one’s neighbor.

Subversive

Subversive ethics, in its rejection of any claim to have identified a universal ground
for moral argument or action, owes something to the revolutionary imagination
that awoke in Europe in the late eighteenth century. If universal ethics sees military
action against a background of fundamental continuity and stability — asserting, for
example, the normal legitimacy of political institutions, and assuming that stable
and benign government is a “natural” state — then political strife and violence
(whether war, civil disobedience, or resistance to tyranny) have to be understood
as temporary suspensions of the norm. Moreover, they occur precisely in ovder to
reinstate the previously established but temporarily lost condition of legitimacy.
But a genuinely revolutionary mindset denies the universalist pretensions of the
“normal state of things,” and can sometimes imagine a violent intervention that is
not merely restoration or correction but the radical transformation both of indi-
vidual consciousnesses and of social order — the creation of something genuinely
new. Subversive ethics in this vein might appeal to Jesus himself as a figure of revo-
lutionary resistance. As the philosopher and theologian James Childress (b. 1940)
points out, “Jesus’ use of ‘force’ in cleansing the temple, his entry into Jerusalem,
the response of the people, the response of Jewish and Roman authorities, the
mode of his execution, and the sign over the cross all have political overtones.”
In borrowing the concepts of revolutionary praxis as the conscious and deliber-
ate creation of new human institutions and patterns of relation, subversive ethics
may also be open to borrowing some of the justifications of violent intervention
that go with them. The use of force may be seen as an unavoidable way for politi-
cally passive peoples to be transformed into active political participants. Liberation
theologians have pointed out that it is too easy to condemn revolutionary violence
while overlooking the violence of the systems they oppose: the structural forms of
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violence that keep poor people poor, and uneducated people disempowered. The
violence of the oppressed, on this account, is justified counter-violence.

Ecclesial

For John Milbank (b. 1952), the Augustinian commitment to the ontological
priority of peace is enshrined in the practices of the church. Peace is embodied
among Christians in the sacrament of the Eucharist. It is not simply the absence
of conflict, nor should it be defined by reference to some notionally equal and
opposite force (violence, or sacrifice), for this would be precisely to take away its
character as genuine peace.

An ecclesial approach to the question of whether Christians may support or par-
ticipate in violence might argue that it is inconceivable that a Christian could both
share in the dynamics of the triune life through the sacraments of baptism and
Eucharist and through the fellowship of the church, and at the same time fight and
kill other human beings. The whole character of Christ’s life is marked by his refusal
to play the games of competitive aggression and fearful self-regard that mark the
fallen human condition. He does not live by frantic attempts to shore up his own
security or prolong his own existence at all costs. On the contrary, “[i]nstead of
demonizing foreigners, he loved enemies. He offered security through generosity
not hoarding, through risk but not through fear ... [T]o eat from thistable ... and to
call this life the very life of the triune God ... is to implicate [oneself] in God’s way of
non-violent love” (so writes Gerald Schlabach). A Christian who fights is failing in the
imitation of Christ, and in the requirement to be part of the suffering community in
the world. Christ’s death (conceived as exemplary) absolutely forbids the Christian to
use coercion — let alone to take human life. The Christian’s allegiance to the new
kingdom inaugurated by Christ (a kingdom “not of this world,” as Jesus says in John
18:36) precludes involvement in the military business of earthly kingdom:s.

The faithful practices of Christian communities from day to day ought to instill
in them a default preference for nonviolent approaches to personal or political
threat — or so an ecclesial approach like that of John Howard Yoder or Stanley
Hauerwas (b. 1940) would argue. This places the burden of proof on the shoul-
ders of those who would justify warfare. In contrast to some strands of liberation
theology, the ecclesial ethicist is more likely to contend that the conviction that
God - and not us — is the one who “makes history come out right” should equip
the Christian not to resort to violence in order to ensure that goodness and justice
will prevail. Military options usually represent shortcuts to the solution of prob-
lems, which cannot ultimately work because they reinstate the practices of vio-
lence and fear that made them necessary in the first place.

Ecclesial ethics does not necessarily forfeit all sense of the tragic realities of the
world in this confident affirmation of God’s good purpose in God’s good time.
Indeed, it may well highlight the function of ecclesial practices (like the Eucharist)
to display all the more painfully, acutely, and by stark contrast, the world’s wounds
and entrapment, and to make Christians more hungry for transformation.
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Summary

This chapter has covered a good deal of ground, but its uniting theme
has been how human life is to be framed in well-governed, well-disci-
plined, and well-protected political societies. In a tradition in which
Augustine stands as a figure of towering influence, Christian ethics has
tended to accept that the obligations of earthly government are unavoid-
able, including those that require the use of force to restrain evil, defend
against threat, and enforce laws. But at the same time it has sought to
refer such tasks to a higher measure: that of God’s ultimate rule. More
positive and often Catholic appreciations of the role of human govern-
ment tend to see it as one of the orderings given by God in the creation
of the world. More negative and often Protestant evaluations of the role
of human government tend to see it as a mark of the Fall, which along
with all other aspects of the created order must look for its redemption
in a radical transformation at the end of days. Subversive traditions of
ethics have been particularly good at sustaining an interrogation of the
pretensions and complacency that tempt political power-mongers. We
have seen that there is a lively and ongoing debate underway about
whether states can claim the authority to “manage” complex and plural
multi-religious societies, and whether religious traditions should accept
such patronage.

In discussing justice, we have seen how Christian traditions are more
ready to articulate issues of justice in #nitive terms than merely distributive
ones. The latter often reflect the individualistic tendencies of modern
Western societies that are based on proprietorship and personal liberty. We
have observed the creative influence that Christian practices and beliefs have
had on the making and enforcing of laws. These have included a promotion
of certain restorative forms of penal practice, as well as an influence upon
international regulations like those that now govern conflict and coopera-
tion between nations.

Finally, this chapter has looked at the fraught issue of how wars are cate-
gorized, authorized, and conducted. It has explored the implications of a
radical theological appeal to the ultimacy of peace as the governing frame-
work for human action. It has also looked at a variety of examples of Christian
“realism” that advocate the use of regrettable but necessary instruments of
human force to ensure a safe passage through the world of the penultimate
on the way to God’s kingdom.
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Chapter Nine
Good Life

esus proclaimed, “I have come that they may have life, and that they may have

it abundantly” (John 10:10). But to ask about the character of a well-lived life
1s necessarily to ask about the networks of relations in which that life is held and
by which it is sustained. These include the many forms of exchange and commu-
nication that constitute social life, and are developing at often dizzying speed in
the modern world. This chapter deals with some of the aspects of such complex
relational life, with special attention to money, work, and the media.

Economics, Wealth, and Poverty

Scripture and Tradition

Poverty is given a positive meaning in the New Testament as a mark of those who,
in following Jesus, renounce earthly possessions. We might think of the rich
young man whom Jesus tells to sell all he has (Mark 10:17-22), and Jesus’ own
statement that the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head (Luke 9:58). Paul
claims himself to be an example of apostolic poverty in this tradition (2 Cor
11:7-9, 26-27; Phil 4:16-18).

Nonetheless, this affirmation of poverty as a form of discipleship — though it
was to be enshrined in the rules of life of many religious orders — does not over-
ride the general biblical view that unwilled poverty is neither desirable nor good.
This view is particularly clear in the Old Testament. There is a great deal of con-
cern about poverty in the Bible, and especially in the prophetic literature (cf.
Amos 2:6-7; 4:1; Isa 3:15; Jer 2:34). Indeed, the prophets regarded the treat-
ment of the poor and the weak as the test of a just society. The withholding of
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wages, and the failure to defend those who cannot maintain their own rights, are
consistently condemned. Jesus’ own message is presented as “good news for the
poor,” and there is an expectation that the kingdom he is initiating will transform
the existing order so that the hungry may be fed and those without anything may
be invested with much. In Christian history, there is a long and venerable tradi-
tion of voluntary poverty: we can see it in practices of Christian asceticism (or
self-denying austerity), charity, and almsgiving. None of these things, however,
detracts from Christianity’s continued insistence that the poor must not be over-
looked, as manifest in its historical condemnation of usury (the lending of money
for interest) and its advocacy of just wages.

Wealth is also a perennial concern in Christian thought from the very begin-
ning, and how property is used and distributed is generally seen as one of the tests
of the command to love one’s neighbor. Jesus’ parable of judgment in which the
righteous are welcomed by a king with the words “I was hungry and you gave me
food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was naked and you gave
me clothing” (Matt 25:31-46) is often cited as a basis for a Christian ethic of
philanthropy — along with the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).
Just as in the Old Testament it is understood that the land belongs ultimately to
God, and the people are merely tenants, so in the Christian tradition it is a funda-
mental conviction that the goods of the earth are God’s, and are to be used on
God’s behalf for the promotion of the common good. This belief that money is
to be used for the collective good, and not merely for one’s own benefit, is one of
the reasons why for centuries the church maintained the unlawfulness of usury —in
the same way as Jews obeyed Torah by refusing to lend to other Jews for interest.
The church reinforced its condemnation of usury further by drawing on Aristotle’s
argument that mere money was barren; it could not by any agency of its own be
a maker of more money. The obligations of charity led strands of the patristic,
medieval, and Reformed traditions to the strong assertion that those who have
the means to give to the needy, yet do not do so, deserve the name “thief” as
much as those who steal. (This has a tone to it that anticipates some of the con-
cerns of subversive ethicists in the modern period; see Chapter Six.) And in paral-
lel with these traditions of instruction about how wealth is positively to be used,
there is also in constant play a negative concern about its power to corrupt. Thus,
in the New Testament concept of Mammon (Matt 6:24), wealth is personified as
an idol vying for allegiance with the Christian God.

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) taught that private property ownership could be a
part of positive human law even if not of natural law (these categories of law in
Aquinas’ thought are explained in Chapter Four), and saw in it certain advantages
if rightly used (e.g., in practicing the virtues of almsgiving and generosity). Most
mainstream Protestant tradition has shared this affirmative evaluation of ownership,
with the exception of some of the radical sects like the Diggers and the Hutterites.
On the whole, it has not preserved any equivalent to the outright renunciation of
possessions that continued in the Roman Catholic monastic tradition. In general,
Protestantism has preferred to think in terms of good stewardship of wealth rather
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than of radical religious poverty. At intervals, however, it has shared with medieval
monastic orders the need to come to terms with the problems generated by pros-
perity. Eighteenth-century Quakers and nineteenth-century Methodists each faced
the challenges (and acknowledged the spiritual dangers) of wealth.

John Locke (1632-1704) developed the idea that private property was a right
that justified the possession of anything appropriated from the “abundance of
nature” by one’s own labor, regardless of whether it had any social usefulness or
value for the common good. Taking its cue from this, early liberal capitalism
exalted the freedom of individuals to pursue their own interests in a free market,
in the expectation that the pursuit of self-interest could yield prosperity for all
(this has come to be known as the “hidden hand” theory of market economics).
It was only in this period (i.e., in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries) that
Western Christendom finally and formally abandoned its historic condemnation
of usury, although in the meantime many actual forms of interest payment in
trade had come to be accepted. Christian thinking in modern times has generally
accepted the fact that interest is an established part of the machinery of modern
life, though arguing frequently for controls on excessive borrowing and lending,
and expressing concern for the damage done to vulnerable debtors by cynical
lending practices.

Contemporary Debate

There are various ways in which trades unions, nationalized companies, different
forms of welfare state, and the shift of control from capital to management have
qualified the character of capitalist economies in the modern era. Nevertheless the
ideology of capitalism generally resists government interventions in the economy,
and many companies continue to operate with a high degree of freedom in the
international arena.

The Christian socialist economic theorist R. H. Tawney (1880-1962) argued
that such capitalist economics should be re-envisioned. “The rise of modern eco-
nomic relations,” he wrote, “which may be dated in England from the latter half of
the seventeenth century, was coincident with the growth of a political theory which
replaced the conception of purpose by that of mechanism.” He meant that eco-
nomic exchange was no longer seen as existing for some higher good, but was an
enclosed system that simply needed to be allowed to function in as smooth a way as
possible. This in its turn, he argued, could not have happened except for the fact
that such a self-justifying economic system was accepted by certain strands of
Reformation theology (especially Calvinism). In the thought of the Reformers and
Puritans, he believed (following in the steps of Max Weber [1864-1920]), there
was an unhealthy dichotomy set up between the earthly and the heavenly spheres.
This was, in effect, a freeing of the earthly sphere to pursue its own interests, with a
consequently diminished reference to a heavenly end or zelos for the material goods
it handled and owned. So for Tawney and others, the regaining of a proper telos in
the economic sphere was a priority, and he called for a reappraisal of what economics
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and the social order were there for. He demanded a relativizing of its processes and
a curbing of its assumed autonomy, attacking the philosophy of an industrial civili-
zation which “assures men that there are no ends other than their ends, no law
other than their desires, no limit other than that which they think advisable.”

Tawney is thus a typically “left-wing” voice in Christian thought about eco-
nomics in the modern period. Such a view is a counterpoint to influential “right-
wing” defenses of capitalist economics like those of Friedrich Hayek (1899-1992),
who claimed that now that human beings have moved beyond tribalism they can
never again have shared or common ends. Hayek proposed a laissez-faire econ-
omy as the solution to this — believing that the market is a self-adjusting mecha-
nism. Tawney, on the other hand, refused to abandon the principle that “free
rights” to wealth and property should be subordinated to concerns for communal
justice and well-being. When he argued that a purpose or zelosis effectively a prin-
ciple of unity, his point seems strikingly similar to that of Augustine, who (as we
saw in the last chapter) defines a republic as “an assemblage of reasonable beings
bound together by a common agreement concerning the objects of their love.”
A telos of this kind supplies a common end to which efforts can be directed, and
it submits interests which would otherwise conflict with the judgment of an over-
ruling aim. The pagan values of Mammon worship, Tawney claims, are the ones
that dominate capitalist society. In the face of them he espouses an equality of
consideration — in other words, the idea that every human being has an equal
claim to respect. Society, as a consequence, should seek to cultivate this common
humanity by putting stress on institutions and procedures that meet common
needs, and are a source of common enlightenment and common enjoyment.

The vision of a genuine welfare state flourished at the time Tawney was writing,
and especially in the immediate aftermath of World War II. The term probably
originated with the English Archbishop William Temple (1881-1944), but the
concept had been evolving for some time in reaction to a philosophy of possessive
individualism derived from the thought of Adam Smith (1723-90). Its supporters
believed that poverty was too often blamed on the poor themselves, and that pri-
vate benevolence was not a reliable mechanism for its alleviation. In the words of
Ronald Preston (1913-2001), who was in the middle years of the twentieth cen-
tury one of the Church of England’s leading voices on social ethics:

A welfare state means that the community makes corporate provisions for its citizens
by guaranteeing them a minimum standard of life as of right, below which they will
not be allowed to fall. It is not a matter of merit or desert.

He argued that this should be made possible, even in cases of unemployment, by
payments that guarantee subsistence, and by the provision of free education,
health care, and sometimes housing. It is still insisted upon by its supporters that
the welfare state embodies a more organic view of human society than free-market
approaches, which dissolve social relationships into individual contracts and
require the state simply to police those contracts.
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The idea of comprehensive welfare provision by the state now seems to many
to be less sustainable than it once did. There has been a renewed concern with
how people can be encouraged to be more active in safeguarding their own well-
being and that of their local communities, rather than passing all responsibility
upwards to the instruments of government, and losing touch with any face-to-
face sense of personal investment in the well-being of their neighbors.

Recent decades have witnessed the dramatic collapse of the communist experi-
ment in most parts of the world. This too has given new impetus to questions
about social justice in a contemporary context, and in particular about whether
there is any viable alternative to economic systems based on self-interest. William
F. May (1915-2011), the contemporary American moral philosopher who for
two decades held the chair in Christian ethics at Southern Methodist University,
points out that when self-interest is given free rein, then the weak person’s only
defense is to try to acquire more knowledge, shrewdness, and purchasing power.
This flies in the face of the biblical notion of covenant (which, for him, founds
true justice): for covenant relationships “oblige the more powerful to accept some
responsibility for the more vulnerable and powerless of the two partners.”

Universal

Christian economists working in a universalist mode have usually tried to commend
their vision by finding terms that will be shared by a largely secular economic dis-
course on either left or right. The values and visions of justice of Tawney (and others
in the same “left-wing” tradition) seemed to reconcile socialist principles with
Christi