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Introduction to Four Theories of Christian Ethics

			
STEVE WILKENS



			As far as we can tell, humans alone are endowed with a conceptual category inhabited by words like duty, evil, justice, rights, law, mercy, and virtue. In fact, we seem incapable of thinking about our world apart from the vocabulary of fairness, goodness, crime, love, guilt, and blame—terms loaded with moral meaning. Moreover, ethical terms and the concepts behind them perform a unique task. They do not simply describe a state of affairs; they go beyond the declarative world of “is” and speak in the language of should and ought. A particular action may be accurately described as theft or a murder, but these labels are more than just the observation of fact. Theft and murder are prescriptive words; they refer to that which ought not be and take us into the universe of standards, responsibility, and obligation.

			Another notable observation about our moral impulse is that we often prefer to act contrary to its direction. We believe that we ought to think and behave in a certain manner and simultaneously desire to do something quite different. This battle between moral beliefs and actual inclinations is the dark side of the ethical mystery, and it is never too far from the surface throughout our discussion. However, embedded in the tension between our desire and our sense of duty is a related puzzle. What is the source of this moral sense? Since ethical beliefs impose demands on us that often run contrary to our desire and behaviors, these obligations seem to originate in some external authority. But what is this authority?

			The quest to discover the origin of moral authority launches us into an ongoing conversation that offers a broad array of options. Some have concluded that the conflict between our inclinations and our sense of duty can be explained in purely psychological or sociological terms. Thus, Thrasymachus declares that the pull of justice is nothing more than “the interest of the stronger party,” a linguistic lever by which the powerful control the weak.1 Nietzsche reverses the order and argues that moral prohibition is the means by which the weak mitigate the power of the master class.2 Evolutionary psychology believes that the moral tug is a genetic development from our prehuman past. Prosocial attributes such as sharing, mutual defense, and individual sacrifice increase the prospects of group survival and are thus traits “selected” by the evolutionary process.3

			While these theories reduce the moral impulse to purely psychological, social, or biological origins, this should not obscure the reality that most thinkers throughout history have concluded that our sense of moral duty cannot be explained apart from an external and transcendent reality. In the ancient world the metaphysical foundation was known by names like the Good, Logos, the Decrees of Heaven, Pure Being, or the One. Christian intellectuals often borrowed heavily from these ancient sources in framing their own ethical ideas. However, Christianity’s concept of a good and personal God who becomes flesh in Jesus Christ is very different from an impersonal Form of the Good or the Greek Logos. Likewise, while classical Greek thought generally doesn’t have a concept of creation ex nihilo (from nothing), this Christian doctrine tends to cement the connection between God and goodness. If God creates all things, this also seems to include the moral status of all things. Thus, belief in God as a personal and moral being who is responsible for and involved in creation seems to eliminate the possibility of separating God and goodness.

			Christianity and Ethics

			Despite broad agreement within Christianity that moral goodness is a divine attribute and is revealed in God’s work within history, particularly in the person and work of Jesus Christ, Christians are often divided on moral theory. Several reasons exist for these divisions. First, we are shaped by different theological traditions that place different accents on, or offer contrasting interpretations of, the divine attributes. Thus, the texture and direction of our moral considerations will be influenced by whether we begin from divine justice, reason, goodness, or sovereignty, and they will be further shaped by specific notions of what is entailed by these attributes.

			Second, Christians differ about how God communicates moral knowledge. Is it mediated solely via Scripture, through the ongoing story of God’s formation of a people, through experience and reason, or by some combination of these elements? These factors will also inform the extent that Christian ethicists look to sources beyond Scripture and theology for guidance. To what degree is it permissible to allow philosophy, science, social theory, and other disciplines to inform our moral conclusions?

			Variations in Christian ethical approaches also arise from differing anthropological conclusions. How is human reason related to our volitional capacities? To what extent does sin dull our God-given capacities, and does grace enable us to respond to God’s moral and spiritual demands prior to or after justification? Is sin and evil to be viewed primarily as an individual issue, or is it manifest most distinctly in the disruption and perversion of social structures and relations? Should we expect the moral Christian individual or community to exhibit continuity with general moral expectations, or is Christian ethics characterized by contrast and discontinuity with conventional morality?

			Finally, while ethical discussion often focuses on the individual’s decisions about moral questions, Christian ethics encompasses social life as well. Thus, we will encounter divergences about the place and role of the body of Christ in ethical formation and how the believer is properly related to communities and institutions outside of faith’s sphere. Does faith call Christian communities to stand apart as a contrast model to fallen systems? Do ethical demands drive us into conversation and grassroots engagement with the social problems of one’s culture? Is it legitimate to form coalitions with those who do not share our Christian faith to combat social ills, or is the Christian worldview so distinct that partnerships with nonbelievers ultimately dilute or denature Christian motivations and modes of social action and witness? All these factors influence how Christians move from doctrine to formulate a Christian approach to ethical matters.

			
Ethical Systems

			When ideas are designated as “systems,” “paradigms,” or some other synonym, we inevitably create distortions. Thus, we admit to a certain degree of necessary misrepresentation in the categorizations within this book. First, this process will often join under one heading thinkers who will differ sharply at important junctures. Second, just as reality is often too messy to keep everything in its designated compartments, ideas from one system often overlap in significant ways with others. Thus, for example, various commentators designate Aquinas as an exemplar of divine command theory, virtue ethics, or natural law theory, and do so with some justification. As a result, we admit that those familiar with the field will be justified in questioning whether specific groups and individuals have been properly identified.

			Three of our systems—divine command theory, virtue ethics, and natural law—have been and remain viable options within Christian ethics for centuries. Excluding any of them would be almost unthinkable. However, because each ethical tradition has a long history and multiple ongoing intramural disagreements, some familiar with these debates may disagree that our advocates represent the most robust or viable variation within the theory. This is unavoidable, and we will attempt to mitigate this by acknowledging some of the different strains and emphases of each theory in this chapter. Finally, what we have called prophetic ethics is not, unlike the other three, a conventional or easily identifiable label. Indeed, it includes groups not necessarily thought to be natural bedfellows. Nevertheless, we find it a necessary addition to the book since it represents an ethical perspective that clearly does not fit within the other three models and exhibits enough family resemblance to justify a single heading encompassing the diverse groups represented within it. In short, labels are blunt instruments that often do violence to the nuances and particularities of any system. Since the text is directed toward a general audience, our aim is that the benefit of using broad categories, characteristics, and theological associations will offset the potential damage in the specifics that are glossed over or remain unmentioned.

			Finally, by focusing attention on Christian ethics, we have omitted paradigms commonly found in surveys of ethical theory. For example, utilitarianism is a major force in contemporary ethics but lacks a large following among Christian ethicists.4 While Kantian ethics influences many Christian thinkers, his attempt to ground the ethical enterprise on purely rational basis is viewed as problematic by many. Emotivist/positivist approaches encounter a double complication in pronouncing both ethical and religious language as nonsensical. Moral relativism in its various forms does not fit easily into Christian systems that look to the divine nature as the foundation of moral goodness. In short, by limiting our scope to Christian ethics, we will ignore many ethical models that have a significant number of advocates today.

			The remainder of this chapter will focus on three main tasks for each of the ethical theories. First, a brief overview will provide some of the salient characteristics of each theory. This will be followed by a glimpse at historical developments in each ethical paradigm, with examples of variations within each model. Finally, since attention will be focused on Christian iterations of these theories, each section will end with scriptural passages that are commonly cited as supportive of each ethical approach. Although elements of each of these theories can be found in Scripture and from the earliest days of the church, they are presented here and in the body of the book in the order they first receive extended systematic treatment within Christian scholarship. 

			Virtue Ethics

			The premise of this book is that ethical theories differ in significant ways, but this often obscures another observation that is equally true: competing theories often lead to similar actions. Decisions about whether we should lie about trivial matters or engage in unprovoked physical assault rarely hang on whether we embrace a particular ethical theory. Conversely, individuals who share the same moral theory often arrive at different responses to specific situations. These observations help explain why virtue theorists argue that, while the outcomes of our choices are not inconsequential, the more significant moral activity occurs at the motivational level. In other words, the main goal of ethics is not to get the right actions but to mold people who possess the right character qualities or virtues.

			Virtue comes from the Greek aretē, often translated as “excellence.” Thus, virtue ethics is concerned primarily with developing our various capacities toward their ideal. This teleological orientation signals that anthropological questions will quickly surface; we cannot move to ethics until we give an account of the sorts of beings we are, the potentials we possess, and the internal and external hindrances that inhibit progress toward excellence. While it does not discount reason, virtue ethics places a more intense gaze on human dispositions, motivations, emotions, relationships, and affections. Because of this, virtue ethics often emphasizes imitation and enculturation into habits and durable dispositions as the primary means of moral growth. Thus, this process assumes a community responsible for moral development.

			Virtue ethics is deeply indebted to the ancient philosophers, especially Plato (c. 427–347 BCE) and Aristotle (384–322 BCE). Plato argued that moral ideals such as justice and courage are Forms, the eternal and unchanging archetypes of all specific and imperfect acts of justice and courage. The highest Form is the Form of the Good, which stands at the apex of a hierarchy of Forms. This location indicates that ethics is not simply one facet of reality alongside others. Instead, all reality is derived from and conditioned by goodness. Second, Plato believed that the Forms are known by reason. However, as we ascend toward the Good its exalted status makes direct knowledge difficult, and we are forced to resort to analogies. Plato’s preferred analogy is to compare the Good to the sun. As with the sun, we cannot “look at” the Good directly for more than a fleeting moment, but its light enables us to “see” (i.e., know) all other things.5 Thus, true knowledge transcends the mere accumulation of facts and skills. Knowing, rightly defined, always has a moral/spiritual component, an idea that Christian virtue ethics later finds attractive.

			While the Forms provide an otherworldly foundation for Plato’s ethics, he is also interested in virtue’s this-worldly benefits. The Republic envisions a society composed of various functions: artisans, soldiers, and rulers. Each group functions best (i.e., excellently) when governed by its corresponding virtue. Thus, the artisans should possess the virtue of moderation, the auxiliary/soldier class should exhibit courage, and the philosopher-kings must acquire wisdom.6 When all classes function harmoniously and in the proper order, society manifests justice. This collection of virtues—moderation, courage, prudence, and justice—is known collectively as the “cardinal [fundamental] virtues” and exerts great influence on later ethics.7

			The teleological component of Plato’s ethics becomes more pronounced in Aristotle. Humans, like plants, have a nutritive capacity and, like animals, are capable of physical movement and sensation. However, reason, which includes both the capacity for intellect and volition, is unique to human beings and our most exalted capacity.8 Thus, to become a good human (i.e., to achieve our telos), we must develop both intellectual and moral virtues.9

			The virtues are acquired by a process that begins with obedience to rules and authorities until certain behaviors become habitual. As we mature, we recognize that intellectual rigor and moral moderation are qualities that allow individuals to flourish, and thus seek to internalize them through discipline and repeated practice. However, the apex of moral development is when we do not simply will ourselves to act in accordance with virtue but when we intellectually grasp the importance of virtue for ourselves, the city, and the universe since “not only is reason the best thing in us, but the objects of reason are the best of knowable objects.”10	

			Virtue ethics was the dominant approach in Christianity through the early medieval period, but it underwent modification to make it more compatible to the new context. The church, not the polis, becomes the new setting for moral development. Moreover, acquisition of and growth in the virtues was not envisioned as an intellectual pursuit but as one that results from the imitation of Christ. In view of these new goals, while Christianity readily adopted Plato’s four cardinal virtues, it also adds the three theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. The latter orient us in our relationship to God, while the cardinal (or human) virtues facilitate peaceful and just human relationships. However, while they are distinct in this way, “the human virtues are rooted in the theological virtues” and are dependent on them.11

			One strand of early Christian virtue ethics found a home within the monastic tradition and took on a pastoral emphasis. Here, the seven virtues (four cardinal virtues and three theological virtues) were often juxtaposed to lists of vices or “deadly sins.”12 An early list of eight sins comes from Evagrius (346–399) and was modified by Gregory I (c. 540–604), who reduces the number to seven and identifies pride as “the queen of sins,”13 which, after taking possession of a “conquered heart, surrenders it immediately to seven principal sins, as if to some of her generals, to lay it waste.”14 In this pastoral context, virtues and the practices by which they are gained are viewed as antidotes to the deadly sins.

			Virtue ethics also found more intellectual expressions in medieval Christianity.15 Augustine (354–430), for example, refers to the seven virtues throughout his massive writings, and builds his Enchiridion around an exposition of the three theological virtues. While each virtue allows us to bring different dimensions of our being into accord with God’s will, they are ultimately all unified in love, “For when there is a question as to whether a man is good, one does not ask what he believes [faith], or what he hopes for, but what he loves.”16 The unity of all virtue in love is so foundational for Augustine that no matter how much our dispositions conform to virtuous ideals, these dispositions “are rather vices than virtues so long as there is no reference to God in the matter . . . [because] they are inflated with pride.”17 Thus, the question of true virtue is, for Augustine, inescapably linked with salvation.

			Although Aquinas (1225–1274) is often linked to natural law, he also makes a major contribution to virtue ethics. Drawing on Aristotle’s teleological approach, Aquinas argues that a virtue is the proper use of the power of a capacity.18 Aristotle’s influence is also seen in Aquinas’s reference to the intellectual virtues (understanding, science, and wisdom) alongside the moral and theological virtues. Although the intellectual virtues allow reason to contemplate the divine and the perfect, the moral virtues are superior since they make us good and are not susceptible to evil uses.19 The moral virtues are the means by which we discipline our appetitive powers. Of the cardinal virtues, Aquinas assigns a unique role to prudence because “moral virtue cannot be without prudence, because prudence is the habit of choosing, i.e., making us choose well.”20 Aquinas argues that the moral virtues may be acquired by habituation, but they may also be divinely infused. The latter prepare us not for the imperfect forms of happiness in this life but for the perfect beatitude of heaven. Of the theological virtues, love is the highest because it brings us nearer to God than all others.21

			Virtue ethics remained popular in the modern period but assumed new forms. Numerous Renaissance scholars, especially in the Italian Renaissance, reacted to the corruption of the medieval church by returning to the classical philosophers to advance secular (though not necessarily non-Christian) rulers whose governance is shaped by intellectual prowess and moral character.22 A related turn, or perhaps a detour, appears in Machiavelli’s (1469–1527) philosophy. He maintains the focus on preparing secular rulers for governance, but virtue morphs into virtù, the skills and dispositions of the warrior. Whereas virtue ethics strives for the human ideal, virtù aspires to the pragmatic strategies necessary for gaining and maintaining political power.23

			Virtue and statecraft are linked also in Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), who takes the additional step of combining empirical science’s methods to moral and political thought. He views the state of nature as war “of all men against all men,” which renders life “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”24 In this state, good and evil were not natural characteristics but refer instead to one’s capacity for survival.25 This transforms virtue from a means of emulating transcendent ideals to a tool of preservation. As a result, Hobbes argues that “the sum of virtue is to be sociable with them that will be sociable, and formidable to them that will not.”26

			Lord Shaftesbury (1671–1713) maintains classical virtue theory’s emphasis on teleology and the notion that all properly functioning (i.e., virtuous) entities contribute to a greater good. However, he argues that it is “by affection merely that a creature is esteemed good or ill, natural or unnatural.”27 Thus, Shaftesbury is usually viewed as the originator of the moral sense approach (or sentimentalism), in which sentiment arising from concrete experience, rather than discursive reason, is the foundation of moral judgment. The moral sense approach is adopted by David Hume (1711–1776), who argued that we commit the “naturalistic fallacy” if we attempt to move from a factual state of affairs (Jane shot Ralph without provocation) to a moral claim (murder is evil). Thus, “morality is determined by sentiment. It defines virtue to be whatever mental action or quality gives to a spectator the pleasing sentiment of approbation; and vice the contrary.”28 By connecting pleasure and sentiment, Hume nudges virtue ethics toward utilitarianism, which reserves a place for the virtue but usually defines it either as a means to or form of pleasure.29

			The Enlightenment sought a more scientific ethical approach and granted ultimate intellectual authority to the rational autonomous individual, which undermined the communities and traditions that were central to virtue ethics. However, recent years have seen renewed interest in our social and historical contexts and have cast doubt on whether reason, as understood by the Enlightenment, was capable of discerning moral truth. Many trace the revival of virtue ethics to Elizabeth Anscombe’s 1958 article “Modern Moral Philosophy.” She argued that the dominance of Christian thought after the classical period nudged thinkers toward “a law conception of ethics” in which moral standards are determined by divine mandate.30 When scholars later abandoned transcendent foundations for law, deontological ethical systems became indefensible.31 Anscombe concluded that a return to the Aristotelian tradition offered the only defensible position for ethics.

			Alasdair MacIntyre echoes much of Anscombe’s criticism of the Enlightenment project, arguing that the ultimate outcome of autonomous moral rationality was emotivism, the notion that “all moral judgments are nothing but expressions of preference . . . attitude or feeling.”32 He also agrees that Aristotle’s teleological orientation should be recovered. What he adds is the idea that teleology assumes a communal narrative that provides a shared definition of virtue and prescribes the practices necessary to pursue it. Thus, for MacIntyre, “A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and the exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods.”33

			Stanley Hauerwas picks up the narrative element by pointing out that the church is constituted by the story of God’s work among his people. This narrative should not be viewed as an ethical to-do list that summarizes our duties. Instead, “ethics is first a way of seeing before it is a matter of doing. The ethical task is not to tell you what is right or wrong but rather to train you to see.”34 Because the Christian narrative is countercultural, the community in which we hone our moral skills is the worshiping church, which teaches us what it means to be a humble, patient, and hopeful people, virtues one fails to find in ethical systems informed by different narratives.

			Finally, Linda Zagzebski offers a version of virtue ethics that is distinct from divine command theory and natural law by arguing that “God is essential to morality, not because it comes from either his intellect or his will, but because it comes from his motives.35 Grounding goodness in divine motivation rather than sovereignty avoids the charge that ethical values are arbitrary commands. Because goodness originates from God’s character, “All valuable properties of states of persons get their value for their similarity to the properties of states of God.” 36 This situates the incarnation at the center of the moral task because in Jesus Christ we see more clearly the divine motives as well as the “central paradigmatic good person.”37

			While one rarely finds the word virtue in translations of Hebrew Scripture, ḥokmâ, usually rendered “wisdom,” provides numerous parallels with virtue ethics. For example, we are informed that the Proverbs are


			For learning about wisdom [ḥokmâ] and instruction,

			for understanding words of insight,

			for gaining instruction in wise dealing,

			righteousness, justice, and equity;

			to teach shrewdness to the simple,

			knowledge and prudence to the young. (Prov 1:2-4 NRSV)



			Embedded in this is the view that the virtuous life encompasses our intellectual, moral, and spiritual capacities, that it has a teleological orientation, and that it is a communal process that passes on values to the young. A more narrative intersection with virtue ethics is found in the story of Daniel, whose wisdom (virtue) allowed for success in secular affairs and sustained him in faithfulness to God. Virtue theorists also note that diaspora Judaism is strongly influenced by Greek virtue tradition. Particularly striking are passages in Wisdom of Solomon and 4 Maccabees that explicitly refer to the four cardinal virtues.38

			When virtue theorists look to the New Testament, advocates often direct our attention to Philippians 4:8: “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (cf. Lk 6:43-45). In the same book, the “kenosis hymn” of Philippians 2:5-11 stresses the humility of Christ, with the admonition to “let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” Also central to virtue ethics is the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal 5:22-23), which parallel virtues critical to a healthy Christian life.

			Natural Law

			Natural law theory believes that moral precepts exist independently of our judgments, are binding on all people, and are knowable by reason. Indeed, natural law’s Christian proponents say that moral law exists and is accessible, though not perfectly known, even prior to God’s revelation of it through Scripture. Otherwise, why would moral precepts like truth-telling, respect for others, or the right to self-defense be found in every culture? Moreover, empirical evidence reveals that violations of natural law bring harm while living according to it yields flourishing. Thus, advocates argue that it is odd to conclude that God’s moral will is beyond our mind’s mental capacity.39 While these rational moral precepts are also embedded in Scripture, they would reflect God’s will and carry divine authority even if absent from Scripture. Therefore, these laws are not simply obligatory for Christians. Since all are subject to God and have knowledge of these laws, natural law is obligatory for all.

			A second critical element is the belief that human beings have a nature. In this definition, nature is a teleological term that refers to our proper end or goal. To function “naturally,” then, means to obey rational principles that allow attainment of our moral ideal, both individually and collectively. In other words, the moral principles of the natural law are not simply guidelines for individual conduct but are the standards against which we should judge the validity of all civil and international law. Thus, just as natural law argues that there is objectivity in the moral laws governing individual action, social structures such as nations, communities, and marriage are not simply arbitrary entities conjured up by human beings but are ordained by God and possess a divinely given purpose.

			Natural law has its origins in classical philosophy. Aristotle speaks of a “law of nature” and says that “every one to some extent divines a natural justice and injustice that is binding on all men, even on those who have no association or covenant with each other.”40 While Aristotle’s references to natural law are sparse, a robust version of this theory arose in Stoicism. The Stoics believed that the entire universe is a single interconnected organism, one that could be called either Nature or God, governed by Logos (or reason). This resulted in a deterministic metaphysics in which every event was necessitated by the logic that permeated the universe. Because all that occurs manifests the perfect reason governing the cosmos, each thing happens as it should and is good.41 Although all events are predetermined, our moral task is to attune our mind, which is a “spark” of the rational Logos, to rational principles, strive for an emotional detachment (apatheia) from events that appear to be evil, and learn self-control.42

			Stoicism’s influence on early Christianity manifested itself more in its emphasis on self-control, while its natural law foundation receded into the background. Moreover, even though numerous early Christians referred to natural law, it plays a different role than for natural lawyers. Augustine, for example, refers to “a law in the reason of a human being who already uses free choice, a law naturally written in his heart, by which he is warned that he should not do anything to anyone else that he himself does not want to suffer, all are transgressors according to this law, even those who have not received the law given through Moses.”43 The last part reveals a significant departure from natural law ethics since he, like most early Christian thinkers, viewed natural law as convicting us of wrongdoing but insufficient to move us toward salvation.

			The rediscovery of Aristotle’s philosophy by medieval Christianity led to a natural law revival, which receives its classic articulation in Thomas Aquinas. For Aristotle, the highest good was happiness, a telos achievable only when a person lives according to one’s nature. Aquinas adapts this idea to Christian doctrine by arguing that God draws us to goodness and salvation (the ultimate form of happiness) via laws that govern the various dimensions of human life.44

			Law must originate from a proper authority if it is to be legitimate. God, as the creator and governor of all that is, has rightful authority to be the lawgiver over every dimension of creation. In addition, the function of law is to “command or forbid,” and since reason’s proper function is to command, “law is something pertaining to reason.”45 Thus, God’s laws are products of the divine logic and are comprehensible to human reason. Finally, since happiness is what rational activity strives for when used properly, legitimate laws serve the common good.46

			Because humans are multidimensional beings, God’s laws pertain to different aspects of our existence. Eternal law refers to God’s governance of the entire universe, both rational and nonrational. The nonrational world participates in eternal law from necessity. Thus, eternal law governs and describes the physical universe’s regularities. Natural law is the participation of rational beings in eternal law, which provides humanity with our “inclination toward [our] proper act and end.”47 Rational beings alone know our end and are free to resist the laws that facilitate its attainment. Thus, natural law ushers us into the realm of moral activity since it prescribes what we ought to do. Human (or positive) law is derived from natural law and governs our social and political affairs. It should be congruent with natural law, but how it is expressed will be determined by local factors. Good human law prepares individuals for the higher moral demands of natural law and is intended to restrain evil within society so that those who want to live ethically can do so. These three forms of law are accessible to reason and are known by general revelation. Finally, divine law is given to us to achieve the ultimate happiness of salvation. Because salvation is a supernatural end, the means by which we attain knowledge of it are beyond (but not contrary to) the reason’s natural scope.48 Thus, divine law is known by special revelation.

			Concerning natural law specifically, since God has endowed all humans with reason, the primary precepts of moral laws are universally known, are binding on all, and contribute to the community’s benefit. The four foundational precepts of natural law are that we should pursue good and avoid evil, preserve life and combat that which threatens it, reproduce and care for our offspring, and seek knowledge and live together with others.49 Secondary precepts follow logically from the moral first principles. Some, such as “do not take innocent life,” are known by all and are always binding. Other precepts, such as “do not steal,” are not known by all but are nonetheless obligatory for all.50 Finally, some secondary precepts may not be known to all and allow for exceptions. For example, Aquinas argues that, as a general principle, property ought to be restored to its rightful owner. However, when returning property may result in a greater harm, such as when restoration of a weapon may result in one fighting against one’s own country, preservation of innocent life takes priority.51 Aquinas emphasizes that natural law itself is insufficient for salvation, but it prepares us for the salvific knowledge available in divine law. In this way, nature is perfected by grace.

			While Aquinas raised the profile of natural law in the late medieval period, the early modern period moved it in new directions. For example, Francisco Suárez (1548–1617) argues that natural law originates in God’s will rather than in divine reason.52 While Aquinas draws a closer connection between God’s will and reason, Suárez says that reason’s proper role is cognition while it is God’s will that makes law obligatory. Nevertheless, reason allows us to discern moral law and to guide our will toward obedience.

			A second notable modification to natural law during this period was the movement toward political theory and international law. In large part, application of natural law, viewed as a source of universal and rational truth, was proposed to resolve the doctrinal and political differences that followed the Reformation. Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), for example, bypasses theological or biblical justifications for natural law and focuses on common human sociability as a foundation. Evidence for natural law thus relies only on “shewing the necessary Fitness or Unfitness of any Thing, with a reasonable and sociable Nature.”53 Since all humans manifest reason and are social beings, Grotius argues, international law grounded in natural law should take precedence in authority over local rules and customs in matters of war.

			John Locke (1632–1704) also provides a ready illustration of natural law’s influence on political philosophy. He argues that prior to the institution of government, “the state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges everyone: And reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind . . . that all being equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions.”54 These natural rights, which Locke views as the logical extension of natural law, shape the Declaration of Independence’s assertion that “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” are “inalienable rights” granted by our Creator and “self-evident” to rational beings.55

			While many contemporary scholars continue to advocate natural law along Thomistic lines, a more recent development is the “new natural law.” This approach sidesteps potential problems of constructing ethics on a theoretical foundation, particularly the idea that all things have a “nature.” Instead, it focuses on practical reason and thus begins the moral inquiry from the logic embedded in human practices. Germain Grisez, usually designated as new natural law’s founder, says that “the first practical principle [do good and avoid evil] is like a basic tool which is inseparable from the job in which the tool is used; it is the implement for making all the other tools to be used on the job, but none of them is equivalent to it, and so the basic tool permeates all the work done in that job.”56 John Finnis expands this by arguing that life’s good-making features—beauty, the pursuit of knowledge, friendship, and religion—are obvious from the patterns of human life and that the primary moral principle is that rationality “ought to choose and otherwise will those and only those possibilities whose willing is compatible with integral human fulfilment.”57

			The go-to biblical passage for natural lawyers is Romans 2:14-15: 

			When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness; and their conflicting thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them. (NRSV)

			Numerous Old Testament passages assume that non-Jews know their moral duty and are justifiably punished for violations of it (e.g., Amos 1:2–2:3). Finally, Psalm 19:1 views the created order as evidence of God’s activity—“The heavens are telling the glory of God; / and the firmament proclaims his handiwork”—and moves seamlessly to language about God’s laws.


			The law of the LORD is perfect,

			reviving the soul;

			the decrees of the LORD are sure,

			making wise the simple;

			the precepts of the LORD are right,

			rejoicing the heart;

			the commandment of the LORD is clear,

			enlightening the eyes;

			the fear of the LORD is pure,

			enduring forever;

			the ordinances of the LORD are true

			and righteous altogether. (Ps 19:7-9 NRSV) 



Divine Command Theory

			Janine Marie Idziak defines a divine command moralist as “one who maintains that the content of morality (i.e., what is right and wrong, good and evil, just and unjust, and the like) is directly and solely dependent on the commands and prohibitions of God.”58 This definition rests on three critical pillars. First, divine command theory starts from volition rather than reason (natural law) or affection (virtue ethics). God’s commands are a product of the divine will, and correspondingly the proper human response is obedience (i.e., adjustment of the will) to these requirements. Second, since these directives originate in God’s will, they may be opaque to reason and thus are known, or at least most clearly known, by revelation. Advocates argue that these two elements fit nicely with Scripture’s emphasis on faith as the condition for favor with God and the fact that human nature has been denatured in the fall, and reason along with it, rendering our cognitive capacities unreliable moral or theological guides.59 Finally, since God is a sovereign being, no external standards determine what God will or must command. Otherwise, such a standard imposes a limitation on God’s freedom or power.60

			Once we digest the implications of these three elements, we might anticipate that divine command theory will draw fire from critics, especially nontheists. After all, both natural law and virtue theory have a more positive view of general revelation and thus find more common ground with secular counterparts. And while prophetic ethics, like divine command theory, relies more heavily on special revelation, it frequently builds broad alliances with secular counterparts to work toward healing social wounds. Thus, the particularity of divine command theory almost immediately brings questions from outsiders.

			At the center of these criticisms is the Euthyphro dilemma. In his dialogue with Euthyphro, Socrates asks, “Is the holy approved by the gods because it’s holy, or is it holy because it’s approved [by the gods]?”61 A Christianized version that replaces “the gods” with God, asks, Does God command the good because it is good, or does something become good because God commands it? The first option says that God’s commands point toward the good, which implies that some moral standard exists independently of God, a view in tension with divine command theory. The second option says that good things are good because God makes them so. This seems to make it possible for God to have made anything (torturing children seems to be the favorite example) morally honorable (the “arbitrariness problem”) and to drain the word good of meaning (the “vacuity problem”) since good simply means “God-commanded.” Other questions follow quickly: Doesn’t divine command imply that only theists can be moral? Since different religions have different gods who issue often-contradictory commands, how do we determine which mandates are authoritative?62 Doesn’t a moral approach that advocates obedience to rules infantilize us, reducing us to passive responders rather than encouraging moral autonomy?

			Responses to these challenges usually take us to metaethics, which studies ultimate ethical foundations. Divine command theorists note that common ethical ideas and activities become incoherent if we discover that they lack a trustworthy foundation. For example, most individuals, theists and nontheists, agree that keeping promises is a basic moral rule and that this and other ethical principles are objective and obligatory rather than culturally dependent, optional, or invented. Advocates of divine command theory argue that without some transcendent foundation63 it is difficult to envision an adequate and objective ground for the binding nature of these rules.64 In contrast, Christianity’s God, a sovereign, personal, and moral being, provides explanatory power for our sense of the universality of, and obligation to, moral rules.65

			The previous sentence is pivotal because divine command theory does not simply say that God gives commands. Instead, it argues that the divine attributes provide the necessary authority and cause those commands to be characterized as both good and binding. However, while divine command theorists generally agree which characteristics apply to God, different understandings of these attributes account for nuanced versions of this theory. Two examples are found in the later medieval period, where divine command theory finds its earliest systematic expressions.

			Duns Scotus’s (1266–1308) view of goodness’s origin is clear: “Everything other than God is good because it is willed by God and not vice versa.”66 However, he does say that the Decalogue’s first four commandments are natural law; they are “first practical principles known from their terms or as conclusions necessarily entailed by them.”67 Thus, duties to God are necessary instantiations of the divine logic that cannot be otherwise. However, the “second table” of the Decalogue, which regulates human interaction, can be changed by God since these commandments “contain no goodness such as is necessarily prescribed for attaining the goodness of the ultimate end.”68 Since there is no necessity with regard to the created order and its contingent ends, God can freely determine the moral rules governing human-to-human relationships and has the liberty to include any commandment desired, even one that would make stealing or lying a moral good. By contrast, William of Occam (c. 1285–1347) allows greater latitude for divine freedom by stating that God’s sovereignty entails that even the “first table” of the Ten Commandments is subject to God’s will alone. “There is no act which God is obligated to bring about; therefore He can bring about any act as such without any wrongdoing, as well as its contrary . . . [thus God can] totally cause the act of hating God without any moral evil.”69

			In places, Martin Luther (1483–1546) can sound like an ardent advocate of natural law. In discussing how secular authorities should adjudicate disputes, he states, “But it is love and natural law, with which all reason is filled, that confer . . . good judgment.”70 However, sin’s influence has distorted our original nature and made virtue impossible apart from faith. Thus, Luther’s opening words of his Treatise on Good Works state, “We ought first to know that there are no good works except those which God has commanded, and there is no sin except that which God has forbidden. Therefore, whoever wishes to know and to do good works needs nothing else than to know God’s commandments.”71

			Many contemporary philosophers have offered variations that are responsive to criticisms previously noted. One response comes from Richard Mouw, who shifts from the question of whether the divine imperatives are “right-making” and emphasizes instead that God’s commands are “right-indicating”; they provide the means by which we know the good. Thus, while he leaves open the possibility that divine commands are also right-making, “we can confidently accept God’s commands as reliable moral guidelines.”72 In this way, he sidesteps the metaethical question while defending the Reformed notion that only special revelation provides a reliable ethical guide.

			Robert Adams, on the other hand, is committed to the view that God’s commands are “right-making,” but his “modified divine command theory” argues that ethics is not grounded in God’s commands per se but in the divine character and God’s gracious actions toward us.73 In this manner, Adams avoids the criticism that God’s commands are arbitrary. A loving God would not command us to act cruelly. And since moral law is the natural implication of an eternally loving God, we avoid the criticism that an external standard of goodness limits God’s freedom. Moral goodness is God’s nature, not something external to God. Thus, God’s sovereignty remains intact, but its definition focuses more on love than freedom or coercive power.

			In the Genesis 2 creation account, the first words God addresses to the humans is a command: “You may freely eat of any tree in the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen 2:16-17 NRSV). Scripture supplies a plethora of commands that originate from God, and it is obvious that these directives are authoritative. Moreover, numerous passages in Scripture emphasize God’s ability and authority to do all things (e.g., Gen 18:14; Phil 3:21), even to the extent that we see God commanding individuals to do things that are typically viewed as immoral, such as the directive to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. Divine command advocates also note that Scripture stresses obedience (e.g., Deut 4:37-40; Lev 18:4; Mt 28:20), even without any guarantee that reason can grasp why God imposes particular obligations. Finally, divine command theorists point out that most Christians, when asked to identify the essence of Christian ethics, go directly to the Ten Commandments, all couched in imperatives. Thus, the moral mandate of God’s people may be summarized in the words “Be careful to obey all these words that I command you today, so that it may go well with you and with your children after you forever, because you will be doing what is good and right in the sight of the LORD your God” (Deut 12:28 NRSV).

			Prophetic Ethics

			Of the ethical paradigms in this volume, prophetic ethics may have the broadest range of expressions. However, several shared characteristics set it apart. First, prophetic ethics finds its foundation in ecclesiology and mission rather than the divine attributes (divine command theory) or a vision of human flourishing (natural law and virtue ethics). This ecclesial model means that, while the other models find their primary expression in individual ethics (although all are certainly adaptable to a social ethic), the starting point for prophetic ethics is social justice, which is understood to be the visible reflection of the values of God’s kingdom.

			Because the church has a unique character and calling, Christian ethics cannot simply supplement or fine-tune secular models in order to devise a moral paradigm. James William McClendon likens the latter to offering a Kantian defense of utilitarianism which, if valid, would refute the very argument one intends to justify.74 Instead, prophetic ethics directly challenges and critiques all other theories, presenting Christian ethics as “off the spectrum” of conventional moral theories rather than occupying some point on a continuum alongside other paradigms. Thus, prophetic ethics is usually critical of Christian virtue ethics and natural law for adopting preexisting moral systems and attempting to sanctify them.

			The particularistic nature of this approach generates its prophetic element. An ethics grounded in kingdom ideals provides an alternative vision of a society built on love rather than dependence on military, political, or economic power. However, this prophetic witness is not just outward to the world but stands as a reminder to the church that is has often been seduced by worldly levers of power. As Walter Rauschenbusch puts it, “The Church, which was founded on brotherhood and democracy, had, in its higher levels, become an organization controlled by its upper classes for parasitic ends, a religious duplicate of the coercive State, and a chief check on the advance of brotherhood and democracy.”75 Thus, prophetic ethics often has restorationist tendencies. It seeks to go behind a history of church-state alliances to recover more primitive models of Christian community that avoided complex ecclesiastical hierarchies, expected persecution, shared a common life of simplicity, and served the oppressed.

			An additional characteristic of prophetic ethics is its emphasis on the corporate dimension of sin. Forms of Christian ethics that focus attention on individual behaviors and decisions fail to recognize the “principalities and powers,” organized systems established by the powerful who are the primary beneficiaries. As a result, those outside the circles of social and economic power are excluded and unheard. The prophetic model argues that Christian ethics must name and combat the systems that perpetuate enslavement and oppression if it is to get at the root of sin.

			A final general characteristic of prophetic ethics is criticism of approaches that fix attention on theory and doctrine while failing to engage the world on behalf of the silenced and the poor. Instead of grounding ethics on theoretical foundations, some segments of prophetic ethics emphasize praxis, the activity of the community in constant conversation with the narrative that sustains the community.76 The language of praxis recognizes that social structures and traditions embed ways of life that transcend rational analysis and even determine what is considered rational. Thus, we are called to immerse ourselves in the world through engagement, not distanced analysis.

			The Anabaptist movement is an early corporate manifestation of the prophetic model.77 Its origins are in the Radical Reformation, which argued that the Magisterial Reformation wrongly diagnosed the church’s root problem as theological rather than structural and ethical. As a result, the emergent Protestant groups failed to erase Christianity’s entanglements with political structures, which inevitably led to the latter co-opting Christianity for its own ends. The Anabaptists saw the church as distinct from any other type of human association, a “contrast model” with alternative notions of power and security. Thus, they eschewed military might and adopted pacifism, proclaiming confidence in the power of peace and love. Likewise, they opted for the Believer’s Church model in which baptism stood as the public witness of affirming adults who consciously embraced the way of Christ and renounced all other allegiances. As a visible witness to an alternative community, they sought consensus in church and life decisions; stressed simplicity of life, dress, and speech; and often lived communally.

			In more recent forms of prophetic ethics, two new characteristics emerge. While Anabaptism originated among dispossessed and persecuted people, later advocates of prophetic ethics often come from positions of power and privilege, especially within the universities. Second, while early Anabaptists (and some current groups) had isolationist tendencies due to concerns about the corrupting influences of culture, more recent manifestations of prophetic ethics emphasize cultural engagement.

			The Social Gospel movement of the early twentieth century vividly illustrates these shifts. Finding its impetus in the Second Great Awakening, which combined its call for personal repentance with a rejection of slavery, care for the poor, and confrontation of the rampant alcohol abuse, the Social Gospel of the early twentieth century ministered to those in the growing urban areas of the United States and Canada.

			At the heart of the Social Gospel is an emphasis on the corporate dimension of sin. As Rauschenbusch expresses it, “The individualistic gospel . . . has not given us an adequate understanding of the sinfulness of the social order and its share in the sins of all individuals within it.”78 For many in this movement, postmillennialism, which anticipated the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth, created the overarching vision for bringing this world’s social structures into conformity with kingdom ideals. For this to occur, Washington Gladden says, we must recognize that “the law of love governs the whole of life; that it defines our relations to men not only in the home or in the church, but in industry and commerce and politics.”79 Thus, the Social Gospel moved from the church to the streets, often aligning itself with labor movements in seeking the right to organize, better wages, and humane working conditions. It adopted populist political agendas, and many advocated Christian socialism as a necessary step toward economic justice. The YMCA became a vehicle for helping rootless young men transition to urban centers. Schools were founded to allow the poor to escape illiteracy, and transition centers helped new immigrants adapt to their new country. The best-known popular expression of the Social Gospel is Charles Sheldon’s novel In His Steps, which frames its signature question, “What would Jesus do?,” against the background of this age’s social ills.

			Liberation theology retains the Social Gospel’s concern for the poor and engagement with the social dimension of sin, but spreads in new directions. While the Social Gospel was a Protestant phenomenon, Liberationist thought originates in the Catholic context and only later finds a Protestant audience. Second, liberationist thought transcends the Social Gospel’s North American context to encompass Latin American, feminist, African, Asian, and black theologies, just to mention a few of its various forms.

			Liberation theology argues, as the name signals, that the gospel message is one of liberation. As Gustavo Gutiérrez puts it, “The theological meaning of liberation is . . . a question about the very meaning of Christianity and about the mission of the Church.”80 However, he argues that the theme of deliverance has been perverted by the financially comfortable and empowered, who “spiritualize” liberation. Thus, liberationists are critical of those who read the Exodus story, for example, as deliverance from bad habits and individual sins while ignoring the physical, financial, and political enslavement experienced by the majority in the world yet today.

			Because today’s poor and oppressed are in the same circumstances as those to whom Scripture was originally addressed, liberation thought seeks a “theology from below,” an understanding of God’s narrative as viewed through the eyes of the marginalized. Indeed, their status puts them in a better position to hear the gospel clearly than the empowered. Thus, liberation theology speaks frequently of the “preferential option for the poor,” in which we are exhorted to interpret Christianity through the experience of those impoverished and to hear Scripture’s message as a mandate to overturn the unjust systems that perpetuate poverty, normalize racism and sexism, and render the majority invisible.81

			Postcolonial thought shares many of the concerns of liberation theology with a couple of exceptions. First, its wariness about the influences of colonizing metanarratives cast suspicion on doing theology from below. As Edward Said notes in his pioneering book on colonization and the Orient, Orientalism was not a fact but a constructed reality based on power, in which the powerful shape the images for both themselves and those who are dominated.82 Thus, it is not simply the oppressor who falls prey to distorted views of Scripture’s message but also those under the sway of the colonizer’s metanarrative.

			Christianity itself frequently comes in for severe criticism by postcolonial scholars because of alliances made with colonizers. As Aimé Césaire says, the primary culprit in distorting the view of those colonized “is Christian pedantry, which laid down the dishonest equations Christianity = civilization, paganism = savagery.”83 Thus, Christian advocates of postcolonial theology argue that we need to apply a rigorous “hermeneutics of suspicion” that reveals how cultural, racial, and gender stereotypes have been used to subjugate others and continue to shape postcolonial consciousness. Particularly critical in this process is a thorough reexamination of biblical interpretation since “the Bible was used in the colonial past not only to save but also to ‘civilize’ native peoples and thus to legitimate the claims made by the colonizers that their dominance over the colonized was justified.”84 

			Prophetic ethics frequently refers to Jubilee as a pivotal ethical passage in the Old Testament. The command that slaves are to be freed and all property returned to its original owner or heirs on the fiftieth year (Lev 25:10) is viewed as a model for erasing structural economic inequities within the community.85 The practice of leaving the edges or corners of the field for the benefit of the orphaned and widowed (e.g., Lev 19:9-10; 23:22; Deut 24:19) is also used as a template for the church’s duties to provide for the poor. Amos 5:21-24 and Micah 6:8 are paradigmatic passages for condemning religious practices that neglect justice.

			In the New Testament, the words and activities of Jesus take center stage in prophetic ethics. In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus states that the standard by which we will be judged is determined by our response to those in need. At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus closely ties his messianic identity to the prophetic message of justice, liberation, and healing for the poor, captive, blind, and oppressed (Is 61:1-2). Perhaps more than any other scriptural passage, however, prophetic ethics cites the Beatitudes (Mt 5:3-12; cf. Lk 6:20-22) and its message of hope and blessing for the persecuted and dispossessed.

			



		


OEBPS/Images/IVPAcademic.png
~
IVP Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OEBPS/Images/bg_bar.jpg






OEBPS/Images/9780830891573.jpg
epiTEb By STEVE WILKENS

CHRISTIAN
ETHICS

FOUR VIEWS

CONTRIBUTIONS BY
Brad J. Kallenberg, John Hare,
Claire Brown Peterson, and Peter Goodwin Heltzel






OEBPS/Images/tp_art.png
SPECTRUM MULTIVIEW BOOKS

CHRISTIAN
ETHICS

FOUR VIEWS

epitepey STEVE WILKENS

CONTRIBUTIONS BY
Brad J. Kallenberg, Claire Brown Peterson,
John Hare, and Peter Goodwin Heltzel





