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Preface


In him we were also chosen . . . in order that we . . . might be for the praise of his glory.

(EPHESIANS 1:11-12)





When I entered the fifth grade in the fall of 1960, I encountered a major ethical problem: gym class included a unit on square dancing. The dilemma was quickly resolved when my father (who was also my pastor) sent a note to my teacher requesting that I be exempted on the basis that such worldly practices were “against our religion.” Being privileged to watch comfortably from the sidelines as the other children awkwardly learned how to “swing yer partner” made me the envy of all the boys in my class.

In high school, however, I was the one doing the envying. The religious ban meant that I couldn’t accompany my friends to the school dances. And even if I had, I wouldn’t have known what to do when I got there. Fortunately for my social life, the prohibitions did get lifted in another area. Unlike my older brother, who’d had to content himself with the television set, I could go to movies.

Maybe it was that early quandary over dancing that did it; in any case, from childhood on I have engaged in ethical reflection. Even before I knew what the word ethics meant, I was asking the central ethical questions: What does it mean to live as Jesus’ disciple? Are Christians to be known by what we don’t do? For as long as I can remember, I have always thought about, and talked about, the moral issues of the day. Yet it wasn’t until I was in my twenties that a more conscious interest in the subject itself was sparked. My philosophy major included a course in the history of ethics. And the M.Div. program at Denver Seminary contained a similar requirement in Christian ethics.

Five years after graduating from seminary, I joined the faculty at the North American Baptist Seminary in Sioux Falls, South Dakota (1981). Just before I arrived, the school voted a new requirement: all M.Div. students were to take an ethics course. But no one on the faculty was academically qualified to teach the subject. Because I had at least a limited background in the field—“and after all, your doctorate was in systematic theology,” the dean added—the task fell to me. Now for the first time I began to take ethics seriously as a discipline within the theological curriculum. The Moral Quest is the result of the subsequent fifteen-plus years of teaching ethics.

So this book is an ethics text. More specifically, it is a statement of theological ethics. As such, it attempts to lay a foundation for Christian ethical living.

At first glance, exploring the realm of ethics may appear daunting. In a sense, however, the subject of the volume is as much of an “old friend” to you as it is to me. To live here below is to face questions of ethics continually. And to be human entails engaging in the moral quest. But more important, as those who participate in the Christian community, we are concerned to be a holy people, those whose lives are pleasing to our God and Savior. This concern lies behind the writing of The Moral Quest and, I hope, your interest in reading it as well.

The embeddedness of this book in the Christian community explains the unabashedly Christian focus found in its pages. My overarching goal is to develop a foundation for the specifically Christian vision of the moral life, but to do so conscious of the traditional dialogue of Christian ethics with philosophy, as well as the contemporary context in which we seek to live as God’s people. My basic conclusion is that the Christian ethic is the outworking in life of the theological vision disclosed in and through the narrative given to us in Scripture. This narrative speaks about the triune God of love who stands as the transcendent foundation for human living. The Bible calls us to imitate Christ, who is the revelation of the loving God, because in so doing we fulfill our purpose, which is to be the image of God. And the biblical narrative speaks about the Holy Spirit, who as the concretization of the divine love is poured out on the believing community to transform us into Christlikeness, and hence leads us to embody the comprehensive love that characterizes God’s own life.

As this book finds its way into print, I realize again the great debt of gratitude I owe to many people: to the folks at InterVarsity Press, who over the last decade have become not only professional associates but also personal friends; to Professor Steve Wilkens for his helpful comments arising out of a careful reading of an earlier draft; to the administration and staff at Carey Theological College, who since 1990 have given me a supportive context for teaching and writing; to my excellent teaching assistant Paul Chapman for his helpful work on the project, especially in checking bibliographic references and completing the index; to students at NABS (where I taught from 1981 to 1990), at Carey/Regent College (my academic home since 1990) and more recently at Northern Baptist Seminary in Lombard, Illinois, for offering a challenging forum for the ideas presented here; and to my family, who are not only spouse and children to me but also sisters and brother in Christ and copilgrims in the quest to live out the Christian ethical life.

Vernon Grounds was president of Denver Conservative Baptist Seminary during my student days in the 1970s. Since my graduation he has been an ongoing supporter of my work. Yet my experience with Dr. Grounds is not unique. A vast number of people—students, colleagues and friends—bear witness to his keen interest in their lives. But most of all, Dr. Grounds has stood as an example to us all of the deeply felt piety and uncompromising integrity that lie at the apex of the Christian moral quest. Therefore, out of a deep sense of personal gratitude but also on behalf of the many others who have been touched by this modern-day saint, I joyously dedicate this book to Dr. Vernon Grounds.

Soon after joining the NABS faculty, I was privileged to meet Professor James Gustafson at the midwest regional meeting of the American Academy of Religion. Feeling that I lacked the educational credentials to teach ethics alongside of systematic theology, I approached Professor Gustafson with the idea of doing a second doctorate with him. In response, he matter-of-factly stated that I should write a book instead. At long last, I have been able to act on his advice.

Soli Deo Gloria






Introduction

CHRISTIAN
ETHICS IN A
TRANSITIONAL AGE


As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.” 

(1 PETER 1:14-16)





We are all ethicists. Each day of our lives we face decisions about how we should live. As we do so, we realize that many of the choices we make are not devoid of significance. Rather, we know that somehow and in some way what we do matters. In short, we are continually making decisions that are ethical in nature.

Not only do we sense that we are ethicists, we often feel as if we are being swamped with ethical questions coming at us from every direction. We can’t look at the “news” without being bombarded with stories of situations that are ultimately ethical. A recent front page of the local newspaper in a large North American city featured stories about elected officials receiving two pensions, a former evangelical pastor who was dying of AIDS, a political party that had to decide whether to nominate a self-proclaimed witch to run for public office and a scandal involving a well-known sports figure.

Often more excruciating than the “big” issues of the day, however, are the multitudes of ethical questions we must personally process. We are inundated with situations that raise questions about our own lives and our own selves. We continually ask, What should I do in this situation? How should I act? How will this affect who I am? Am I pleased with who I am becoming?

Indeed, to live is to face ethical challenges. So widespread today is the sense that ethical orientations matter that how we respond to moral questions has become the concern of the pollsters. For example, the November 1994 Maclean’s/CTV poll of Canadians, published in the January 2, 1995, issue of the magazine, included a section on ethics. Readers were quizzed about a gamut of issues, ranging from cheating on exams to cheating on taxes and cheating on one’s spouse. The findings appeared to bring out the moralist sentiments of even the reporter. In the overline to his article he cited one expert who bemoaned that “Canada . . . is becoming ‘a nation of greedy, amoral self-promoters.’”1

The ethical questions we raise are not always easy to answer. Recently an Anglican priest quipped, “We are bombarded with a host of problems. Every problem that comes our way has an answer which is simple, easy to understand, and wrong.”

Knowing this, we can sympathize with Charlie Brown. The baseball game was nearly over. The comic-strip character was getting ready to pitch the final “out.” Then Lucy sauntered to the mound. “If you strike out this last guy, Charlie Brown,” she said, “you’re going to make him very, very unhappy.”

By this time, Linus had joined the party. “That’s right,” he agreed. “Are you sure you want to bring unexpected grief into that poor kid’s life?”

Faced with the burden posed by these questions, the hapless pitcher sighed, “Just what I need—ninth inning ethics.”

So often we sense that it is the ninth inning. We find ourselves tossed to and fro, pulled here and there by the barrage of questions coming our way. We are burdened by the quandaries life poses. We grow weary from the situations we face. All we want to do is strike out the last player and go home. But once again we are confronted by “ninth inning ethics.”


The Ethical Challenge and the Contemporary World

In some respects, the challenge we face is not new. Throughout history people have struggled with ethical questions. In fact, certain ethical issues are perennial. Some of these arise out of social life itself. Humans have always asked, How can we get along with each other? How should we conduct ourselves as we live together? What constitutes proper behavior in social groupings or societies? Other issues are connected with the purpose of life. Since ancient times humans have wondered, What is the “good life”? And how do we best pursue it?

In this sense, then, we are no different from people in other times and other places. To be human means to be confronted by the ethical challenge. Yet, in another sense, we do face a unique challenge. We live at a time in which the ethical life is especially difficult to determine, let alone follow. There is something urgent about our situation.

Our difficulty arises in part from the nature of our contemporary situation. Under the banner of the Enlightenment project, modern science has placed in our hands capabilities that have aggravated long-standing ethical problems as well as introduced new quandaries. Take abortion, for example. Rather than being invented in the late twentieth century, as some people assume, abortion was practiced in the ancient Roman Empire. But modern medical advances have added new moral spins to this practice. Our ability to alert a pregnant woman to the presence of certain fetal disorders prior to birth has augmented the contexts in which would-be parents might consider the “abortion option.”

A few years ago, a friend of mine learned through amniocentesis that the child his wife was expecting would be born with spinal bifida. Several members of the medical team immediately advised them to abort the fetus. These people could not understand the couple’s decision to give birth to and then raise the child.

Euthanasia provides another example. The idea of “death with dignity” was not coined in our day. But this ancient discussion carries weighty implications when the majority of deaths occur in health-care institutions, when the population is aging rapidly and when politicians are confronted with the limits of funding for health care. We can only wonder if the day is quickly coming when the specter of scarce medical resources will preclude both the choice of giving birth to a child with major medical problems and the possibility of electing to stay alive after being diagnosed with a terminal illness.

Genetic engineering, which forms a third example, was catapulted into the public limelight several years ago by the box-office hit “Jurassic Park.” Of course, selective breeding is as old as Jacob’s experimentation with Laban’s flocks. Yet the mapping of the genetic structures of plants, animals and even humans places a new complexity on old ethical questions. Hailed as a solution for childless couples and promising to eradicate genetic diseases, mastery over the human genetic structure has also introduced new dilemmas—fetal experimentation, to name only one. And imminent discoveries in the field now raise the specter of a super race, for they offer the potential to accomplish what Hitler could only dream about.

The ethical challenge is acute today for a second reason. We are being confronted with a host of questions that our forebears simply did not face. The list is endless. They range from “Who legally owns genetic material once it has been donated for scientific research?”2 to “Should postmenopausal women be allowed to give birth?”

The nuclear age provides a perhaps even more obvious example. When it was developed in the 1940s, nuclear weaponry was hailed as a way of cutting short a lengthy and costly war. But after the “war to make the world safe for democracy” was won, an entire generation endured the threat of a nuclear Armageddon. In the postwar era, nuclear energy was marketed to a consumer-driven society as the answer to dwindling energy supplies. Since then, however, we have been alerted to the disconcerting truth that nuclear technology produces waste products which will pose health and environmental threats for generations to come.

These situations suggest that the uniqueness of our situation is largely linked to technology. We live in a technological world. Technology has been hailed as a new god, as the key that will unlock human happiness and usher in the utopian society. But while technological advances have given us an unparalleled standard of living, we are also discovering that technology also has a downside—to the extent that its misuse carries the potential of jeopardizing life itself on this planet.

One additional factor contributes to the uniqueness of our situation. We are living in the midst of a crisis in morality. These grave ethical questions challenge us at a time when our society seems to have lost its ethical moorings. Since the Enlightenment, Western society has never been able to boast ethical unanimity. Nevertheless, in the past—until a generation or so ago—some semblance of agreement over certain guiding principles reigned, at least within the wider population. And this “agreement” was based, however loosely, on the ethical traditions of the Bible. That moral consensus, however, has been thoroughly eroded.

The erosion of the older consensus roughly parallels another phenomenon that Christians must take seriously: the declining influence of the church in Western society. So widespread is this decline that many people speak of a “post-Christian” world, perhaps better called a “post-Christendom” world.3 No longer does Christianity—whether in its doctrinal content or its ethical principles—exercise an all-pervasive influence on society’s self-understanding or sense of purpose.4

In addition, we appear to be in the throes of a broader cultural transition. We are forsaking the modern era, embedded as it was in the quest for the one, overarching, supracultural truth, including the search for the one, universal ethic. We are embarking on the uncharted waters of postmodernism. In this changing sea, the modern goal no longer provides a fixed point of reference—even if only theoretically—from which to track our course.

In short, we are confronted by the greatest issues humankind has ever faced at a time when the moral fiber of our society appears to be at its weakest. Ethical questions are assaulting us at breakneck speed at a time when people have lost their sense of mooring, their sense of stability and their sense of possessing some platform on which to stand as they make moral decisions.

Yet even when the sky is the darkest a ray of light emerges. Although clouds threaten the moral stability of our society, there are signs that people are beginning to yearn for an ethical foundation for life. For many the quest for an ethic amidst the moral morass has gained a new sense of urgency.




The Ethical Challenge and the Christian

We are all ethicists. We all face ethical questions, and these questions are of grave importance. As Christians, we know why this is so: We live out our days in the presence of God. And this God has preferences. God desires that we live a certain way, while disapproving of other ways in which we might choose to live.

Although everyone lives “before God,” many people are either ignorant of or chose to ignore this situation. As Christians, in contrast, we readily acknowledge our standing before God. We know that we are responsible to a God who is holy. Not only can God have no part in sin, the God of the Bible must banish sinful creatures from his presence. Knowing this, we approach life as the serious matter that it is. How we live is important. Our choices and actions make a difference; they count for eternity! Therefore, we realize that seeking to live as ethical Christians is no small task.

Nor can we treat the ethical life merely as an individual project. As Christians, we know that we cannot live in isolation from each other. On the contrary, the New Testament clearly teaches that each of us is part of the other. We are a community. More specifically, we are a community under God. This means that together we are responsible to be “holy unto the Lord.” We know that our life together ought to reflect the divine character. We are to show what it means to be a fellowship of people whose relationships have been transformed by God’s own power. For this reason, not only the decisions we make but the very people we are becoming and the way we live as Christ’s disciples is crucial.

We are also a community in the world. Of course, we are responsible before God to be a distinctive community—the people of God. But in our quest to be “separate from the world” we dare not hide in a little Christian enclave. Instead, God calls us to live out our community life in the midst of the world around us. Our mission includes reaching out to and in the name of Christ ministering to people outside our fellowship.

This, then, is our ethical challenge: to be Christians individually and corporately in the specific context in which God has placed us. Our task is to declare the word of God by what we say and how we live. We are to announce and to embody God’s will and purposes in the various situations that come our way. This means responding to the crucial issues we face by drawing upon the resources of the Christian faith, so that God might be glorified in our world.

To live as Christians in the contemporary situation requires that we engage with that situation. Such engagement involves a threefold activity that we might summarize with the words attuning, analyzing and applying.

Engagement with our contemporary situation begins with attuning. To speak and embody the word of God in our world, we must become aware of the ethical dimensions of the context in which we live. To this end, we must be a people who listen. We cannot stick our heads ostrich-style into some “holy sand,” thinking the world will go away. Instead, we must put our ear to the ground. We must become aware of the depth of the ethical challenges we—and people in our world—face. This listening, however, must engage minds and hearts that are not merely attuned to the world. They must also be attuned to Christ. We must listen to our world through the ears of our Master.

Attuning naturally leads to analyzing. To analyze means to seek out the central issue. It involves burrowing beneath the periphery of each situation so as to pierce to its core. When we analyze, we raise the question, What moral principle is at stake here? This requires that we differentiate between the genuine ethical problem that demands our attention and what may merely be our own negative emotional reaction to certain aspects of the situation, a reaction that may be culturally determined.

I remember the day when our thirteen-year-old son declared, “I want to get my ear pierced.” When I was a teenager, a pierced ear carried a certain message involving ethical overtones. But because this is not the case in my son’s world, to respond to his request I needed to set aside my initial emotional reaction. The crucial question was: Is there an actual ethical issue at stake here?

To engage in genuine analysis, we need the wisdom and discernment that God provides in response to our prayers.

The process of attuning and analyzing ought to inaugurate the dynamic of applying. Our goal is to apply the resources of the faith to the situation at hand. To this end, we must constantly ask, How do the insights we glean from the heritage of our Christian community, as well as the various aspects of our commitment as Christians, assist us in living in this specific context? How do these resources provide direction to us today?

This focus on applying leads to a foundational thesis: Ethics is theology in action. Or to turn the statement around, theology is the foundational resource for ethics. Ultimately, ethical living means ordering our steps in every situation of life according to the fundamental faith commitments we share as Christians. It involves putting into practice—living out in the day-to-day realities of our lives—our foundational Christian commitments. And in the end, these commitments are theological.

Ethical living, therefore, entails being conscious of what we have come to believe about God, ourselves and our world, and then acting on the basis of these convictions. It means living conscious of who the triune God is, who I am, who we are as God’s people, and what God’s program for creation is. Therefore, as we are challenged by ethical questions—what should I (or we) be or do? how should I (or we) live?—we must return to the foundational question—what does it mean to live according to our Christian faith commitments in this situation? what response in this context would be most in keeping with who God is, who we are, and what God’s purposes are? To show why this is the case and what this means is the goal of the following chapters.

The first chapter places our search for the Christian ethic in the context of the broader human ethical quest. Our goal here is to summarize the discussion of ethics found within the broader Western philosophical tradition and to show that inaugurating the human ethical quest with reason leads us inevitably back to our starting point. While foundational to all that follows, chapter one is perhaps the most difficult to comprehend. If you find this to be the case, take heart, knowing that many of the difficulties will be illuminated and clarified as you move through subsequent chapters. You may even want to breeze through chapter one quickly at first and then return to it after you have completed reading the book.

The second chapter outlines five major Greek ethical systems that have been influential not only on the Western philosophical tradition in general but also on Christian ethics. In chapter three we turn our attention to the central themes of the biblical vision of the ethical life before perusing three paradigmatic ethical proposals found within the Christian tradition (chapter four) and seven trajectories of contemporary Christian ethical thought (chapter five).

This historical groundwork provides the foundation for setting forth a proposal for a Christian theological ethic. Chapter six moves us more explicitly into the postmodern context, calling for an ethic of integrity while raising the question as to how the revealed ethic of the Christian faith intersects with the moral quest of people around us. With chapter seven we come, as it were, to the heart of the book. Here we lay out the theological foundations upon which the Christian vision of the moral quest is built. This leads us finally to chapter eight, which presents the actual content of the Christian vision—comprehensive love. In the end, therefore, the moral quest leads to the task of reflecting in our relationships the love that lies at the heart of the biblical God. To show why this is the case is the task of the following chapters.











Chapter 1

CHRISTIAN
ETHICS & THE
ETHICAL TASK


So do not worry, saying “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

(MATTHEW 6:31-33)





A man sits in the holding cell on death row. Once a revered teacher, he has fallen into official public disgrace, for he has been convicted of corrupting the minds of the youth of the city and of not believing in the gods the city acknowledges.1 While waiting for the day when he will be required to carry out the sentence of the court—suicide by drinking poison—the convicted felon receives a visit from a dear friend. The visitor reveals a bold rescue plan several of his supporters have hatched. The conspirators will bribe the guards, free their beloved teacher from the prison cell and whisk him off to a foreign city where he can continue his career. The visitor pleads with the condemned man to cooperate with their scheme. But the teacher remains adamant: He will not support the plan.

The deliberations of this man mark the beginning of the intellectual discipline we now call “moral philosophy” or simply “ethics.”2 And through his illustrious student, Plato, this teacher, Socrates, became perhaps the single greatest influence on the tradition of philosophical ethics that radiated out of ancient Greece.


The Ethical Task

What is ethics? Viewed from the Christian perspective, we could answer, “Ethics is the study of how humans ought to live as informed by the Bible and Christian convictions.” Yet ethics itself is a broader concept. The English word is the anglicized form of the Greek ethica, which comes from etheos, meaning “what relates to character.”3 The ancient Greek ethicist, Aristotle, suggested that ethica is derived directly from ethos, which means “custom” or “habit.”4

In its more general sense, ethics is often viewed as one major branch of the broader discipline of philosophy.5 So understood, ethics is regularly defined as “moral philosophy.” The origin of the term moral is the Latin mos (adjective moralis), which like its Greek counterpart means “custom” or “usage.”6

Some people differentiate between ethics and morality (or morals). They see the former as more theoretical or general—hence the study of the right and the good—and the latter as more specific and practical, that is, the practice or living out of what one believes to be right and good.7 Hence morality involves the actual living out of one’s beliefs that such things as lying and murder are wrong, whereas ethics entails the study of why it is that these practices are immoral. In keeping with this distinction, Wayne Meeks describes ethics as a reflective, second-order activity, as “morality rendered self-conscious.”8

Although ethics and morality may not be completely synonymous, to set up too strict a distinction between the two is probably arbitrary.9 As we noted above, the presence of two terms in our language reflects our dual Greek and Latin heritage. Most people tend to use the words somewhat interchangeably.

The tradition of philosophical ethics as we know it arose through the deliberations of Greek thinkers in the fifth century B.C., the age of Socrates, who pursued the question of the “good.”10 Specifically, they sought to determine what constitutes a good person. And in this connection they explored what ought to be considered “right.” Since Socrates’ day generations of philosophers have reflected on morality, moral problems and moral judgments.

The standard textbook definitions of ethics tend to combine these features. Jack Glickman, for example, describes “moral philosophy” as “a consideration of the various kinds of questions that arise in thinking about how one ought to live one’s life.” Glickman then explains: “We want to know, for example, which actions are right and which are wrong, which activities and goals are worthwhile and which are not, and which actions and institutions are just and which are unjust. At the same time, we especially want to find out how one can justify judgments about what is right, good, worthwhile, or just, and precisely what such judgments mean. We also want to know how all these various questions are interrelated. These are some of the main issues of moral philosophy.”11 In addition, moral philosophers throughout history have struggled with the issue of whether or not there is a universal morality that is binding on everyone. And they have sought to discover some wider principle on the basis of which we can justify the correctness of our moral judgments, especially in the face of differing opinions.

Viewed as “moral philosophy”—as the pursuit of questions such as these—ethics is not an exclusively Christian endeavor. One does not need to be a Christian to engage in philosophical reflection on morality. Nor does this endeavor necessarily draw primarily from Scripture or the Christian tradition. Rather, human reason stands at the center of the philosophical ethical enterprise. Ethics as moral philosophy seeks to develop a conception of the ethical life in which all humans (or humans in general) could participate and to which all humans could have access through the use of human reason. And it is especially concerned to provide a rational justification for morality,12 perhaps in a somewhat scientific manner.13 We call this broader project “general ethics.”

In this chapter we look more closely at general ethics. Our goal is to discover whether the philosophical approach can lead us to a satisfying ethic. Can human reason provide us with a valid conception of the ethical life? And is there a universal ethic to which all people have access through reason?




Aspects of General Ethics

Many ethicists divide general ethics into three major dimensions—empirical, normative and analytical.14 The first aspect, empirical ethics or “descriptive morals,” as the enterprise is sometimes called,15 involves the observation of the moral decision-making process with a goal of description or explanation of the phenomena. The empirical ethicist studies how people actually make ethical decisions. This program is not of great interest to us here. We must, however, take a closer look at the other two.

Normative ethics. When we hear or use the word ethics we more likely have the second dimension of the ethical enterprise—normative ethics—in view. Normative, of course, comes from the word norm, which in this context means “standard” or “principle.” So normative ethics is connected with the formulation of standards or principles for living. It involves assertions as to what is or is not worth pursuing and what is or is not to be done. We engage in normative ethics whenever we form opinions or judgments about what is right, good or obligatory, and whenever we offer reasons for such judgments. Such discussions lead us to what ethicists label theories of obligation. We also enter the realm of normative ethics when we describe persons, things or acts as “good” or “evil,” “admirable” or “despicable.” In the language of ethicists, such discussions are about theories of value.16

Each day we make judgments of various types. Many of these fall under the concern of normative ethics, for they reflect what we consider to be the norms or standards for human conduct.17

Judgments of moral obligation, for example, state what someone is morally obliged to do or be. These may be quite particular, referring to a specific person in a specific situation. Thus a counselor might say, “Because your duties repeatedly require you to violate your personal standards, as difficult as it may be, you really ought to resign your employment.” Or such judgments may be more general, encompassing a broad range of people or situations. Hence when we say, “Honesty is the best policy,” what we are likely asserting is, “People are morally obligated to tell the truth.”

Unlike judgments of moral obligation, judgments of moral value do not declare what someone ought to do or be; rather they express what we value. If in the context of ethics I say, “My father was a good man,” I am stating my conviction that he was morally upright. My declaration is an example of a particular statement of moral value. The old adage, “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” in contrast, forms a general statement of moral value. The speaker thinks that people ought to be concerned with personal hygiene and that they are morally culpable if they do not.

In addition to moral judgments like these, we all make a host of nonmoral judgments each day. They are normative; they set forth what we see as the standard. But they don’t express specifically moral sensitivities.

Some of these statements are judgments of nonmoral obligation. Repeatedly we articulate particular admonitions of this type. We tell others what movies they should view (“You just have to see Shine!”), what clothes they should buy (“Don’t wear that style; it doesn’t look good on you”) and so on. Or we offer judgments of a more general type. In teaching the game of football to a group of children, for example, the coach may announce, “When it’s fourth down and thirty-five yards to go, you ought to punt!” In each of these cases violating the norm does not entail a moral failure. Nor does slavish obedience to it merit a medal for outstanding moral conduct. Their nonmoral nature means that such statements, while perhaps interesting, are generally not germane to ethics.

Finally we also make judgments of nonmoral value. I happen to own a vintage 1966 Mustang. Were I to say, “My Mustang is a good car!” this would be particular judgment of nonmoral value. Regardless of the opinions of others, I value this car. But in contrast to the worthiness of my father, who was an example of moral uprightness, the car’s value is of a nonmoral type.

I also own a 1966 Oldsmobile convertible. Without being especially concerned about the year and make of the automobile, I might declare, “Real living is a convertible on a warm summer afternoon.” This statement is a general judgment of nonmoral value, in contrast to our earlier declaration, “Cleanliness is next to godliness.”

At first glance it appears that such statements, like judgments of nonmoral obligation, have nothing to do with ethics. However judgments of nonmoral value are of interest to us in ethics. They are connected to what people consider to be “the good life.” And as we will see, the concept of the good life is crucial in ethical decision-making.

Analytical ethics. The third aspect of the ethical discipline is analytical ethics. Analytical derives from analyze, which means “to take things apart,” “to look at the constituent pieces of something.” Analytical ethics, therefore, “takes ethics apart,” as it were. It explores the nature of morality itself. It attempts to develop a theory as to what value judgments mean and how they can be justified.18

To this end analytical ethicists pursue questions of definition: What is the distinction between moral and nonmoral? What do words such as right, good and ought mean?19 What are we asserting when we say a person is “free” or “responsible”? Hence analytical ethicists explore questions such as: What does it mean to say something is good? On what basis can I say that the judgment “X is good” is true? But they also seek to determine how such ethical judgements can be established or justified. They raise the question, What forms the foundation for making value judgments? That is, to cite one example, on what basis can we say that the Holocaust was morally reprehensible?




Constructing a Normative Ethic of Doing

With these three aspects of the ethical discipline in view, let us now return to the second, that of normative ethics. Many ethicists see the primary focus of their work as lying here. Some are even more specific. They understand ethics primarily as the attempt to develop standards of conduct. Ethics, they argue, is concerned above all with determining what we should do. Consequently they propose what we might call an “ethic of doing.”

Proponents of an ethic of doing often sharpen the tools of their trade by seeking the resolution of ethical quandaries. They look for “boundary situations” that seem to present the decision-maker with no ethically justifiable course of action. These situations provide the crucible in the midst of which ethicists can hone their skills.20 This approach to ethics is sometimes called “casuistry.”21

*
*     *

In Europe a woman was near death from a rare kind of cancer. The doctors knew of one drug that might save her. It had recently been discovered by a pharmacist in the same town, who was charging ten times what the drug cost him to manufacture. Although the sick woman’s husband, Heinz, borrowed money from everyone he knew, he was able to bring together only half of the purchase price. He even went to the pharmacist and requested that he sell him the drug at half price or let him pay the difference later. But the pharmacist was adamant. “I discovered the drug, and I’m going to make all I can from it,” he said. In his desperation, Heinz is considering breaking into the drugstore and stealing the drug.

What should Heinz do?22

*
*     *

One person who did not merely talk about boundary situations but actually faced an ethical quandary was Socrates. In his dialogue Crito, Socrates’ pupil Plato portrayed the incident we cited at the beginning of the chapter in which the condemned philosopher converses with his friend, Crito. Socrates’ response to Crito’s overture set the stage for centuries of ethical reflection.

Socrates made three points. First, in response to Crito’s largely emotional entreaty, he declared that ethical questions must be settled by reason alone. Second, he countered Crito’s appeal to popular support for the conspiracy by asserting that ethical questions are to be answered according to the standards of the person involved, not by consideration for what others think. Third, he rejected Crito’s enumeration of the good that would ensue from the conspiracy and the evils that would follow from Socrates’ death, declaring that the outcome of an act is irrelevant. The only consideration is whether it is intrinsically right or wrong.

In this declaration Socrates delineated what has become a fundamental watershed in ethics, the differentiation between the deontological and teleological (or consequentialist) approaches to ethical decision-making. He set forth the divide between those who declare that the “right” should be done for its own sake and those who base moral duty on some “good” to be thereby attained.23

We may use the contemporary question of abortion to highlight the difference between deontological and teleological types of moral reasoning. A couple is in the throes of decision because amniocentesis has determined that the developing fetus has spina bifida. A first person counsels them to go to term and raise the child. “Abortion constitutes murder, and murder is wrong,” she argues. A second counselor, in contrast, advises the couple to abort the fetus. “Think about what your baby can anticipate,” his argument asserts. “The child will face a series of operations for the first two years of her life. She will always be confined to a wheelchair and will require constant attention. And after all this, she may only live to age six. Consider as well the amount of medical attention that will be expended on this special-needs child, medical resources that could better be spent on someone who could live a normal life.”

The first counselor, following Socrates’ example, has argued on the basis of a deontological understanding of ethical decision-making. The deontological approach, whose name is derived from the Greek deon, meaning “what is due,” asks only about the intrinsic rightness or wrongness of an act. Our duty is to do that act which is intrinsically right. The second adviser followed a teleological approach (telos means “purpose,” “goal”). Teleological reasoning focuses on the consequences of the act. Our duty is to do that act which will bring about the greatest amount of good and the least amount of evil—that act which will result in the greatest balance of good over evil.

Whenever we engage in ethical reflection ourselves or in discussions with others, we should pinpoint whether we (and those with whom we are speaking) are citing deontological or teleological arguments. Although following one approach or the other does not guarantee the outcome of one’s deliberations,24 people on opposing sides of ethical questions often talk past each other because they do not realize they are using different foundational ways of reasoning. Voices on each side of the debate find their opponents’ arguments so outlandish that they wonder how any reasonable person could be persuaded by them, while their own arguments, in contrast, are almost self-evidently true. No wonder ethical issues carry the potential to polarize!

The deontological approach. Some people argue that in seeking to make judgments about the moral propriety of acts we need look no farther than the acts themselves. Morality is objective. The morality of any act resides entirely in the act; it is intrinsic and essential to the act. In this view, then, the morality of an act is in no way dependent on the intention or motive of the doer.25 Instead, the intrinsic nature of each act determines its moral rightness or wrongness. Theories that point to something intrinsic to human actions follow what ethicists call the deontological approach to moral decision-making.

The deontological approach raises a foundational question: How can we know what aspect of the intrinsic nature of an act determines whether it is right or wrong? Although some philosophers have advocated what is often called “act-deontologism,”26 “rule deontologism” is far more popular. This theory declares that certain rules or principles determine the rightness and wrongness of moral acts. Consequently the ethical life consists in obedience to these rules, whereas unethical conduct is whatever violates them.

Defined in this manner, many Christians embrace rule deontologism. Indeed, they find the rule(s) in the pages of the Bible, the “rule book of life.” Yet a person need not appeal to an external authority like the Bible to follow rule deontologism. Instead, philosophical ethicists invoke human reason as the foundation for determining the rules that ought to govern conduct.

Rule deontologism immediately confronts us with a crucial question: How many rules ought to govern ethical actions? How many foundational, ultimate, absolute and universal principles of conduct are either revealed in Scripture or discovered through human reason?

One obvious answer is “one rule.” Ethicists sometimes label this position principle monism.27 The principle monist asserts that the whole of morality can be founded on one supreme principle. But what is this one, absolute, foundational principle?

A prominent philosopher who struggled with this question was Immanuel Kant. In fact, so forthright was he in this enterprise that one later commentator asserted that Kant was “the first philosopher to make deontological concepts central in ethics in a clear and uncompromising way.”28 This great German thinker’s reflections led him to an ethical proposal at the heart of which was one guiding consideration governing all actions without exception. He called this principle “the categorical imperative.” His descriptions of the concept leave no doubt that Kant was proposing a strictly deontological approach to ethics: “A categorical imperative would be one which represented an action as objectively necessary in itself apart from its relation to a further end.”29

In one of several formulations of the categorical imperative, Kant described it in this way: “Act as if the maxim of thy action were to become by thy will a Universal Law of Nature.”30 Lying behind Kant’s statement is his assumption that all our actions arise out of general principles of conduct (maxims) that we accept and that commit us to acting in the described way in every similar situation. For Kant, then, the moral rightness of an act is dependent on our willingness to universalize the rule of action which generates it.31 Universalizing a maxim entails suggesting that this principle of conduct ought to motivate the action of anyone confronted with a similar choice. Consequently in Kant’s view we ought to do only those acts that arise out of maxims that we would be willing to set forth as universal principles of conduct.

In several other contexts Kant reformulated the categorical imperative in a manner that focused more on our treatment of other persons than on maxims or principles of conduct. “Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.”32 Kant’s point, of course, is quite straightforward. Other people are not merely the steppingstones for our own personal fulfillment. Instead they are ends in themselves, that is, they are valuable for their own sakes. Therefore we must always treat others as such and never merely as means toward advancing our own personal ends.

Kant offered yet a third version of the categorical imperative, cast in terms of what he called the principle of the autonomy of the will: “Act always on the maxim of such a will in us as can at the same time look upon itself as making universal law.”33 Through this principle Kant was rejecting as morally worthless every act done out of “inclination,” that is, every act motivated by the desire for such benefits as pleasure, power and respect, or out of fear of such perceived evils as injury or death. Of moral value is the act that springs from a firm conviction that it is simply the right thing to do. In short, ethical acts are those that arise solely from our sense of duty.34

Perhaps this statement provides the umbrella under which we can subsume Kant’s entire ethic. He developed a thoroughgoing deontological ethical theory that focused on one imperative: Always do the act that is motivated by the sincere belief that what you are doing is the right thing to do, right not merely for you but for anybody seeking to act properly in any similar situation.

Although monistic deontologism appears to be an easy ethical system to follow, many people wonder how helpful it actually is in practice. Is the ethical life so simple that we can reduce it to obedience to one rule? In the end Kant proposed an ethic of duty. Ultimately, the categorical imperative states: “Do your duty.” Hence in each situation we merely determine what our duty is and do it. But critics reply, Isn’t this precisely our difficulty? We cannot always be sure what constitutes our duty.35 Kant believed that the categorical imperative provides the means to discover what our duty is in each situation. But his critics are not persuaded that he has provided the key to the ethical life.

As Christians we might attempt to improve on Kant’s monistic deontologism by introducing what to us seems to be a more serviceable foundational rule: the biblical command to love.36 We might respond with Joseph Fletcher, “Do the loving thing.”37 But this does not necessarily solve the problem. Just as we cannot always be sure what our duty is, we are not always certain what the “loving” act is. We need instruction—sometimes even boundaries—to help us determine what it means to love.

Perhaps rather than a single principle of conduct there are several rules that determine the ethical life. We might label this alternative pluralistic deontologism.38 Christians who follow pluralistic deontologism generally invoke the Ten Commandments or Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount as comprising the variety of absolute laws which we are bound to obey.39

This approach, whether it be the philosophical or the religious variety, raises a perplexing question: How should we act when two or more of our foundational moral principles seem to be at odds with each other? Ideally, of course, these rules never actually conflict. And some ethicists argue that in fact our fundamental moral obligations never collide (nonconflicting absolutism).40 Yet most of us would admit from personal experience that in actual situations of life we sometimes find ourselves unable to obey all the rules simultaneously. Or we find situations in which exceptions to one or another rule seem to emerge.41 What do we do when the rules conflict in this manner? What happens when obedience to one rule requires us to violate or claim exception to another rule?

*
*     *

Suppose you were a member of the resistance movement in Holland during the Second World War. Your role was to provide sanctuary for Jews (and possibly others) by harboring them in the “hiding place” in your house. But you have aroused the suspicion of the secret police. So one day the Gestapo arrives at your door. “We are looking for ‘enemies of the Third Reich.’ Are you harboring anyone?” they demand.

What principle do you follow in this conflict situation? Do you tell the truth and endanger the lives of all concerned? Or do you lie on the basis of your commitment to protect the innocent, perhaps invoking the precedence of Rahab (see Josh 2:1-7)?42

*
*     *

Conflict situations have led some ethicists to suggest that the rules may not all be equal. They attempt to arrange ethical principles according to a scale of priority. With such an arrangement in place, making ethical decisions becomes easier: when a “lower” rule comes into conflict with a “higher” rule, simply suspend the lower and obey the higher. We may call this suggestion hierarchicalism43 or perhaps “graded absolutism.”44

At first glance hierarchicalism appears to offer the way out of our problem. It allows us to gather a set of rules that can then govern all aspects of our behavior. And it provides a means of coping with whatever conflict situations may arise. Upon further reflection, however, a crucial question surfaces. Is not this talk about “suspending” a lower rule merely a less onerous way of saying “disobeying” or “violating” that rule? And if under certain circumstances a rule can be “suspended” (read “disobeyed”), in what sense can we speak of it as an ethical norm? Aren’t norms just that: standards which are to govern all human behavior?45

The teleological approach. The perceived difficulties of the deontological approach lead some ethicists to pursue an alternative route. Rather than being bound up with something intrinsic to the act, they propose that the rightness or wrongness of an act is determined by its outcome. In each situation, they advise, determine which course of action will result in the greatest balance of good over evil. These theorists are advocating the teleological (from the Greek telos, meaning goal or end) or consequentialist approach to moral reasoning. Teleological theories are built on the assumption that the only ground of moral obligation is the good produced or the evil prevented.46 The goal of conduct, therefore, is to produce the greatest balance of good over evil.

But, we ask, the greatest balance of good over evil for whom? Whose good should I seek to advance?

One possible answer is: “For you, of course. Seek to advance your own good.”47 We may call this response “ethical egoism.” Ethical egoism declares that each person’s sole moral obligation is to advance the agent’s own welfare. Hence the dictum of ethical egoism is quite simple: Always act in such a manner so as to bring about the greatest amount of good over evil for yourself.

Philosophers often draw a distinction between ethical egoism and what many call “psychological egoism.” The latter label refers to the assertion that people are in fact always motivated to act in what they perceive to be their best interest.48 Defined in this manner, psychological egoism is not an ethical theory—a declaration that people ought to act in their perceived best interest—but a statement of purported empirical fact.49 We will look at the move from “is” to “ought” later in this chapter.

Our initial reaction might be to dismiss ethical egoism as sub-Christian and unworthy of further consideration. We anticipate that this theory would lead to a society in which each individual is out to get all he or she can. Contrary to what may be our preconceived stereotype, however, ethical egoists may actually live what by all outward appearances are respectable moral lives. They do not necessarily turn out to be the “let’s-live-for-the-pleasure-of-the-moment” types. They may not display the “you-only-go-around-once-so-grab-all-the-gusto-you-can” mentality of the old beer commercial.

On the contrary, ethical egoists could quite possibly think first of their own long-term rather than short-term interests. For example, they may slavishly adhere to all the principles of sound capitalist economics, hoping thereby to enjoy a financially secure retirement. They may turn out to be upright citizens who always obey the laws of the land, because they are convinced that this is the way to bring about the greatest balance of good over evil in the long term for themselves.

Ethical egoists may even respond to the gospel invitation and carefully seek to live by the Bible, because they believe that doing so will insure for them the greatest balance of good over evil in the longest term imaginable—eternity. Indeed, ethical egoism might turn out to be quite compatible with Christian teaching. Knowing that a judgment day is coming and knowing that Christ promises rewards to his faithful followers, should we not give our lives to Christ and seek to live as obedient disciples? In so doing, we can make sure that we participate in the best eternal destiny, as we thereby avoid the fires of hell and lay up rewards for ourselves in heaven (e.g., Mt 6:19-20).

Despite these caveats, at one important point ethical egoism does offend Christian sympathies.50 Our chief consideration in life cannot be to make sure that our actions bring about the greatest balance of good over evil in the long term for ourselves. So doing too easily leads us to use people as means to our own ends. And it eventually lets even altruism degenerate into self-promotion: “I’ll help you because in some way doing so will help me.”51

Perhaps we can avoid this problem by reorienting the focus. Maybe our ethical duty is to act in such a way so as to seek to bring about the greatest balance of good over evil in the world as a whole. This theory is often called “utilitarianism.”52 Its classic statement was penned by John Stuart Mill in his book Utilitarianism: “Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.”53

Strictly speaking, “utilitarianism” is the position that looks to the principle of utility to determine the rightness and wrongness of an act. An act is right or wrong depending on the degree to which it is useful or harmful.54 In this sense ethical egoism is also utilitarian. Yet proponents of what ethicists call “utilitarianism,” such as Mill and Jeremy Bentham, declare that the utility of everyone, and not merely of the agent, forms the criterion for judging whether an act is right or wrong. Hence utilitarians exhort us to do that act which produces the most good or the least evil possible in the given situation.

Since the Enlightenment, utilitarianism has enjoyed wide (albeit not universal) acknowledgment among ethicists. Rightly so, we might think, for the idea that each person ought to seek the good of others rather than focusing on oneself sounds very “Christian.” Yet the view is not without problems.55 Perhaps no difficulty is more debilitating than the potential loss of justice for the individual this theory entails. Acting on behalf of the interests of the greatest number of people seems to provide moral sanction for overriding the concern for justice for each.

A. C. Ewing illustrated the philosophical problem by posing a series of rhetorical questions: “Suppose we could slightly increase the collective happiness of ten men by taking away all happiness from one of them, would it be right to do so? . . . ought an innocent man to be punished, if it would on the balance cause less pain with an equal deterrent effect to punish him than it would to punish the guilty?”56 This latter question suggests another: Taken by itself, would not the theory of utility justify the conclusion of the high priest Caiaphas, when he advocated that Jesus be crucified in order to forestall the Romans massacring the nation (Jn 11:49-50)?

The potential problems surrounding the focus on acts implicit in utilitarianism has led some ethicists to reintroduce the deontological interest in rules into this basically teleological theory.57 The resultant hybrid view, rule utilitarianism, does not ask which act but which rule has the greatest utility.58 Hence proponents of this position seek to set forth that body of rules which if followed would maximize utility. Thus the rules are not to be obeyed because they denote which acts are intrinsically right (rule deontologism), but because they indicate which acts have the greater utility.59

Regardless of the relative merit of each of these theories in comparison with the others, all teleological theories evoke one telling criticism. They are dependent on our ability to anticipate the results of our actions. Of course we can generally predict with a fair amount of accuracy much of the good and evil that would result from our proposed actions. But, critics reply, can we anticipate all that will result from every act? How well can we accurately forecast the future? Do we really know what balance of good over evil will ensue from our moral choices?60




Ethics and Theories of Value

Teleological theories of obligation (and to some extent deontological theories as well) introduce an additional sticky question. If we are to do those acts which result in good (and avoid evil), then we must determine what “good” means. The quest to discover the good leads us to the second dimension of normative ethics, which we introduced briefly earlier, namely, theories of value. Ethicists tell us that to say something is “good” is to acknowledge that we value it. Or stated in other words, we call “good” whatever we have come to value. In this context, the ethical question becomes, What ought we to value and hence call “good”?

Extrinsic and intrinsic value. Before we can speak to this question, we must note a distinction between two types of value61 that dates at least to Aristotle in the fourth century B.C.

We value certain things and disvalue others not for themselves but because of their relationship to some value external to them. They may assist in bringing that external value into existence for us. I value my 1966 Mustang, for example, because it continues to provide dependable, economic transportation. Ethicists refer to this as extrinsic value. Something has extrinsic value when the ground of its value lies in its relationship to another value, that is, when it is valued for its effects.

We value other things, in contrast, because of something intrinsic to them. For example, some people value pleasurable experiences simply because they are pleasurable experiences. Ethicists refer to these things as having intrinsic value. Hence, something has intrinsic value when the ground of its value lies within its own nature, that is, when it is valued for itself rather than for its effects.

Obviously judgments about extrinsic value are based on other judgments about intrinsic value. And discussions about value eventually must arrive at the question of what has intrinsic value. For this reason, philosophers have been chiefly concerned about this topic.

The question of the foundational intrinsic value. In the history of Western ethics, coming to a consensus on exactly what has intrinsic value has not been an easy task. Yet the candidates for this lofty honor have been surprisingly few.

Perhaps the most controversial answer to the question, What has intrinsic value? is “pleasure.”62 Philosophers have repeatedly shied away from this proposal, which is generally called hedonism, but often with limited success. Hedonism entails two essential assertions: First, pleasure is always good for its own sake, and pain is always bad. And second, pleasure is the only thing good for its own sake, and pain is the only thing intrinsically bad.63

Although our stereotypical image is that of a despicable, rowdy, carousing, sexually indulgent “party animal,” a hedonist need not necessarily be sold out to debauchery. Hedonists may in fact be law-abiding citizens. Indeed, Christians may even be hedonists.64 They may eschew the pleasures of the “worldly” life, but this does not mean that they eschew pleasure itself. Perhaps the life of devotion to God brings them pleasure. Or perhaps they are “eternal hedonists” who eagerly await the unsurpassable pleasure of eternity. En route to the celestial city, they purposefully do what is necessary to insure a pleasurable eternity for themselves. And this goal motivates all their acts, or it determines their moral quest. Like “worldly” hedonists, their ultimate goal is pleasure. They merely have a quite different understanding of what constitutes it.

While thinkers have offered several other theories of value,65 none has gained the perennial following hedonism enjoys. A second proposal is the so-called interest theory of value. This theory asserts that something is good when it is an object of positive interest, that is, when we have a mental disposition of being “for” it. Something is bad, in contrast, when our disposition is to be “against” it. One variety of this theory suggests that the good is what we perceive as satisfying our desires and aims.66

A third theory of value asserts that the only intrinsic good is self-actualization or self-realization. To be human, this theory suggests, is to have some goal or purpose (a telos) for existence. The good life, in turn, occurs as we realize this goal.

Many of the ancient Greek philosophers and the medieval scholastics traveled this route. They viewed the human telos from what we might call an “essentialist” perspective: the purpose of our existence determines our nature. Just as the telos of an acorn is the oak tree, and therefore the good of the acorn is the mature oak which is its true essence, so also our human telos is our good. One classical proposal invokes happiness as the goal of human existence and hence the sole intrinsic value. This understanding of happiness ought to be distinguished sharply from the hedonist view of the good. Rather than the enjoyment of pleasure, in this context, happiness is more akin to the peaceful satisfaction connected with the attainment of harmony in life. J. H. Muirhead succinctly stated the point: “Pleasure is the feeling which accompanies the satisfaction of particular desires; happiness is the feeling which accompanies the sense that, apart from the satisfaction of momentary desires, and even in spite of the pain of refusal or failure to satisfy them, the self as a whole is being realised.”67

An intriguing alternative essentialist understanding takes on a modern evolutionary tone and places the individual person in a wider social and even cosmic context. Hence Henry W. Wright declared that self-realization involves “the attainment of a progression of ends, each of which includes and supersedes the one before, until the supreme and all-comprehensive ideal is reached.”68 The ends Wright enumerates include (in ascending order): pleasure, culture, altruism, humanitarianism and finally universal progress. And according to Wright the supreme ideal arrives as the person “subordinates his interest to the Universal or Divine Purpose, adopting the latter, so far as it can be known, as his own good.”69

In contrast to this “essentialist” understanding, certain modern philosophers have given the “self-actualization” theory a decidedly existentialist twist. We have no innate nature, given us at conception. Rather we must decide what we wish to become, and as we integrate our variegated desires we become a self. This, and this alone, is good for its own sake.70

A variation of this existentialist approach views the human person as characterized by freedom and hence speaks of the fundamental human purpose as self-determination. “Full personhood” emerges—in the words of Germain Grisez—as we create ourselves “by giving reality to aspects of the self which were previously only possibilities.”71 Yet this is no mere self-centered egotism. Instead, “persons committed to the fullest realization of their personhood,” he adds, “will choose in a way that leaves open the possibility of still further self-realization for themselves and others.”72 Similarly, John Wild eschewed shear existentialist relativism and called instead for an “authentic” existence which seeks a “global meaning” which can guide “meaningful action in the concrete world.”73

Some philosophers offer a third candidate for the highest value. They assert that virtue is the only intrinsic good. As we will see in the next chapter, many of the ancient Greeks offered this proposal in conjunction with their emphasis on the excellence of human reason. The virtuous life, they declared, involves living according to reason. Virtue occurs as reason acts as master over our passions.

The quest for virtue as the highest good very quickly moves us beyond the realm of obligation. It suggests that the goal of the ethicist is not so much that of determining the rightness and wrongness of acts, but more importantly that of discovering the ingredients in the life of virtue.




Constructing a Normative Ethic of Being

Our discussion to this point, climaxing with the question of value, leaves us with the gnawing sense that the quest for a normative ethic of doing may in fact not get us to our goal. The focus on actions leaves us wondering if there is yet another, perhaps even more crucial aspect of ethics. What about the attitudes and motivations from which our actions spring?74

Perhaps our uneasiness at this point indicates that our quest initially moved in the wrong direction. So far we have attempted to construct a theory of moral obligation by focusing on human action. This has led us to look at attempts to develop a normative ethic of doing. But supposing the focus of ethics lies elsewhere—in who we are (or ought to be)—rather than what we do? Perhaps the ethical life is not primarily a function of the actions that people engage in but a function of the kind of people that engage in the actions. Maybe we should turn our focus away from action and become concerned about character and virtue, and only then speak about the actions that emerge from the virtuous person.75 In short, maybe we should abandon the search for an ethic of doing and seek instead to devise an ethic of being (or of virtue).76

Doing versus being. To see whether or not you resonate with this proposal, let us take a little test, drawing out and updating a situation Aristotle envisioned in the fourth century before Christ.77

A man lived in fidelity to his marriage vow throughout their thirty years of marriage. In complete fidelity, that is, except for one night. He was away from home on an extended business trip. In the midst of his loneliness, he met a woman in the bar at the hotel where he was staying. One thing led to another, and the night resulted in a sexual encounter in his hotel suite. Is this man an adulterer?

Your initial response might be to interpret the query as calling for an ethical judgment about the man’s action. If you reason according to rule-deontologism, you might then rephrase the question: Did the man through this act violate some ethical norm, such as the seventh commandment (Ex 20:14)? That is, is the man guilty of adultery? Or, if you prefer the teleological method, you might ask, Did his act produce a greater amount of evil than of good? Either question could lead to a similar conclusion: the businessman’s act was unethical, and consequently he is an adulterer.

But supposing we interpret the question in a different manner. Let us try to understand “Is the man an adulterer?” as inquiring about the character of the man: “Is the man a faithful or unfaithful husband?” Posing the question in this manner may lead to a quite different answer. We might reply, “No one act determines a person’s character. Indeed, one act of adultery does not mark an otherwise faithful spouse as an adulterer. On the contrary, through thirty years of marriage the man had carefully developed the virtue of fidelity. He is a faithful husband who on one occasion acted against his character and against the virtue of faithfulness he had cultivated.”

The first response reflects a commitment to an ethic of doing. The second, in contrast, illustrates a focus on being.

An ethic of being is concerned with what we should be or what we should prefer. Of course it doesn’t ignore conduct. But it places conduct secondary to character. Conduct is important both as an expression of character and as a means in its development. For example, suppose that you conclude that courage is a virtue. You want to be a person of courage. Then in each situation of life you will seek to act in a courageous manner and to do whatever contributes to becoming a courageous person.

As this example indicates, an ethic of being gives primacy to value judgments. Whatever place there may be for judgments of moral obligation, they are secondary and are to be derived from judgments about the motives, traits or virtues of moral agents. David Hume may have been expressing sympathy for the quest for an ethic of being when he asserted, “When we praise any actions, we regard only the motives that produced them. . . . The external performance has no merit. . . . all virtuous actions derive their merit only from virtuous motives.”78

Deontological versus teleological approaches. Just as theorists who advocate an ethic of doing cannot agree as to how to judge acts, so also proponents of the ethic of being differ as to how we are to judge traits. They too disagree as to whether deontological or teleological reasoning is more appropriate.

Some ethicists propose what we may call trait deontologism. They argue that certain character traits are intrinsically good. These traits are the virtues that we are all duty bound to develop. Other ethicists are trait teleologists. Rather than being intrinsically virtuous, traits are to be measured by their results. The ethical imperative, therefore, lies in developing those traits that produce good rather than evil effects. Here again we must ask, “Whose good?” Some respond: “Your own.” Hence trait egoism declares that the basic moral virtue is careful concern for your own good. And the attendant virtues include those traits that are the most conducive to your own welfare. Others respond: “The good of all, or at least of the greatest number.” Thus trait utilitarianism suggests that the basic virtue is the desire to promote the general good.

Recent years have witnessed a marked shift toward concern for an ethic of being among philosophical ethicists. With this shift have arisen reformulations as to the nature and role of virtue in the ethical life. For example, increased awareness of the specifically feminine approach to the moral life led Nel Noddings to advance an ethic of caring. In her proposal, “caring” functions as the wellspring of all attendant virtues and the foundation for actions in specific circumstances. Caring, she argues, is both the expression of our ideal selves and intrinsically good.79 In a sense Noddings offers an updated trait-deontologism.80 And in a way that is reminiscent of Kant, she concludes that ethical living ultimately depends on the “will to be good,” which she interprets as the will “to remain in caring relation to the other.”81

Alasdair MacIntyre, in contrast, provides an updated trait-teleological approach. For him the virtues are instrumental to a higher goal, namely, bringing unity to our lives. This unity, in turn, is related to the telos of our existence. Consequently, the virtues are “those dispositions which will sustain us in the . . . quest for the good . . . and which will furnish us with increasing self-knowledge and increasing knowledge of the good.”82

Normative ethics and the pursuit of the good. At each bend in the road, our journey through normative ethics—whether we prefer an ethic of doing or seek to construct an ethic of being—has raised the same haunting question: What is the ultimate foundation for morality?

If we turn to deontological theories, we discover our ethic is dependent on some authority that can declare what is intrinsically right. We require some source for the rule(s) that govern actions or for traits that we should deem virtuous. If our journey leads to teleological theories, we discover that our ethic is dependent on a prior determination of nonmoral value. It raises the question of what we value or what we consider to be the good we want to promote. Ultimately, the quest to determine what we value confronts us with the question of the “good life.” For in the end all our values are connected to what we value the most. They contribute to or are aspects of what we ultimately desire. And what we value or desire most defines our conception of the good life.

At first glance it appears that the deontological approach, with its focus on the “right” (whether it be “the right act” or “the right traits”), and the teleological approach, with its focus on the “good” (especially, the final “good” we ought to pursue), are hopelessly divergent.83 Each seems to subordinate the concern of the other under its own pursuit. If we begin with the right as the key ethical concept, the good becomes descriptive either of the “will” from which duty springs or the reward that follows the performance of duty. If instead we begin with the good, the right in turn becomes the means to maximize the good. Consequently, many philosophical ethicists suggest that the final quest of normative ethics is the search for a convergence between these seemingly opposing directions of ethical reflection.84

Often the quest for the good life becomes the point where the approaches converge. Hence, Friedrich Schleiermacher declared that the true order is: the good, duty and virtue. The good, the German theologian asserted, has value in itself. From our perception of the good springs the duty or obligation to strive for it. And when we recognize and perform this duty, habitually virtuous character emerges.85

This focus on the good life as the foundational principle is understandable. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that no matter what it may be, our conception of ethical living is connected to our perspective on the good life. This is obviously true of teleological ethicists, who tell us to do those acts or cultivate those traits that promote the good as we understand it. But this is also true of deontological ethicists. Ultimately they desire to engage in those actions or cultivate those traits that are intrinsically good simply because doing so is the proper way to live as they understand it. Doing what is intrinsically right or being characterized by the right is not only the “right” way of living, it fulfills their vision of the good life: The good life is the life of obedience to one’s duty.

In this manner, normative ethics unavoidably leads to the question of the good life: What is the ultimate good toward which we are striving? What is our understanding of the good life? Consequently normative ethics cannot stand alone. It confronts us with the question, How we can justify our ethical judgments? What is the ultimate criterion for normative statements? And finally, what is the “good”? In short, normative ethics leads us to analytical ethics.




Constructing a Justification for Ethics

We have viewed the two major approaches to normative ethics: the ethic of doing and the ethic of being. And we have looked at the two major ways of pursuing questions of normative ethics: the deontological and the teleological patterns of moral reasoning. Our discussion of normative ethics points to a deeper question, the question of analytical ethics: What is the basis for ethical judgments? What is the final court of appeal for making ethical assertions? And what is the “good”? In this manner, normative ethics brings us face to face with analytical ethics.

To the first question, What is the foundation for ethical judgments? ethicists have proposed three major responses. We may call these “naturalism,” “intuitionism” and “noncognitivism.”

Naturalism. A first possible path to follow in the quest to discover a final court of appeal in ethics is to assume a connection between ethical judgments and what actually “is.” Perhaps we can justify normative ethical statements by an appeal to “what is.” Perhaps our ethical judgements are somehow rooted in “fact,” in the nature of reality or in “the way things are.”

The appeal to “the way things are” suggests that ethical concepts can be defined by replacing them with nonethical terms. Ethical judgments, in turn, can be translated into nonethical statements, that is, into assertions of a factual kind.86 And as pronouncements of fact, these propositions can in some way be empirically verified. In this manner, “goodness” and “the right” come to be viewed as natural properties, which are connected to observable reality. Ethicists refer to this approach as ethical naturalism.

For example, when we say “good” we may really mean “what most people desire, favor, like, approve of, or admire.” Or when we say “right” we may actually be referring to “what is conducive to harmonious happiness.”87 At least in theory, such statements can be empirically verified. We can take a poll to find out if people truly desire what the ethicist has declared to be good. And we can survey human social interactions to determine if what the ethicist declared to be right actually does contribute to harmonious happiness.

As a philosophical theory, ethical naturalism as we defined it here is a relatively recent contender. However, a less philosophically reflective variety of naturalism enjoys wide use in society. How often do people say, “Honesty is the best policy,” meaning, “Truth-telling promotes harmony”—that is, “The world is built in such a way that when people are honest and truthful with one another everybody is better off.”

The architects of capitalism, such as Adam Smith, appealed to a wider, cosmic naturalism when they spoke of an overarching harmony built into the fabric of the world. If all members of society seek their own best economic interests, the early capitalists optimistically asserted, the best interests of everyone will be served. Smith believed that in seeking their own economic advantage, people will be led by “an invisible hand” to contribute to the general welfare, even though this goal was not part of their original intentions.88

Other popular expressions of naturalism focus the appeal on human nature, rather than the world as a whole. “Humans are just made that way,” they declare. Or, “Humans naturally seek their own personal benefit.” In all such expressions, the basic idea is the same: We can justify ethical judgments on the basis of “the way things are,” and the way things are is in some sense open to empirical observation.

Understood in this sense, naturalism may refer to any approach that couples judgments about the right or the good to what is purported to be “natural.” Its proponents assume that we can discover universal principles of obligation, for these are lodged in the very nature of the human psyche and the universe.89 Or advocates might speak about a fundamental ethical way of being in the world or in relation with others on the basis of what they believe to be a part of our own true nature or what is innate to us (or at least to our ideal self).90

One form of this wider naturalism, which is sometimes called teleological naturalism,91 can boast a long pedigree in the history of Western ethics, dating to Aristotle92 and enjoying prominence in the Middle Ages. Teleological naturalism builds from the assumption that everything is endowed with an innate tendency to grow toward its own ideal, which it therefore possesses in “embryonic” form. “Good” then signifies whatever enables it to fulfill this inborn ideal.

Classical naturalism often comes to expression in what is generally called “natural law.”93 Consider this statement from the pen of a twentieth-century Thomist: “The actions of plants and animals are determined by . . . the law of their nature, or the original determination given to them by the fact of the Creator having endowed them with their specific natures. They must follow their natural tendencies or appetites. This fact leads us to suspect that in man also there must be a law of nature necessitating his actions in a manner consonant with his nature. If so, we shall have found a basis for moral obligation.”94 The author asserts that the foundation for ethical judgments lies in a distinctive feature of human nature and this distinctive feature acts as a type of law that is meant to govern human conduct.

For proponents of this view, natural law is both a scientifically based description of how things normally do behave and a set of precepts as to how they ought to behave.95 This connection has made natural law theory a perennial favorite among conservative Christian ethicists.96

Despite its prominence in the Western tradition, naturalism in its various forms has not enjoyed universal acceptance. Critics maintain that it is beset with one seemingly fatal flaw, the so-called naturalistic fallacy.97 Ethical naturalism is erroneous, they argue, because it entails moving from natural qualities that things possess to ethical statements about right and goodness. Stated pointedly, ethical naturalism moves from what is to what is good, and hence what ought to be. But, its critics demur, how can we derive “good,” and thus an “ought,” from an “is”?98 This question may be read as a problem of logic. The rules of logical discourse will not allow us to deduce an “ought” statement from any number of “is” statements. For example, the observation “Snow is white” does not logically lead to the conclusion that it is good that snow is white or to the judgment “Snow ought to be white.”

Lurking within the critique of ethical naturalism is a philosophical or theological problem as well. Can we indeed argue from the “is-ness” to the goodness of this world? Can we move directly from the world as it is (or the world as it potentially is within itself) to the world as it should be? Likewise, can we rightly appeal to human nature as a basis for speaking about human goodness and how humans ought to live? It would seem that we can only do so if we assume that ours is “the best of all possible worlds”99 or that human nature—or at least the human potential—is untainted by the Fall.

Christians, however, believe that the world is not what it ought to be; rather, humans are fallen creatures living in a fallen world. Indeed, our hope is that neither humankind nor the world is now what will one day be. (We will develop these themes in chapters six and seven.) Consequently, what may appear to be quite natural may also be quite wrong.

Despite what at least on the surface appears to be a debilitating flaw, many Christians do find the appeal to natural law helpful. Ethical naturalism pops up in a variety of discussions. Take, for example, the debate over homosexuality. Some people welcome any scientific evidence which suggests that the homosexual “orientation” may be genetically determined, for they claim that such evidence justifies homosexual activity. Their argument appeals to naturalism: because the homosexual person was born that way—that is, because in this case homosexuality is “natural”—homosexual activity is right.

An interesting variant of naturalism, metaphysical moralism, appeals not to the natural but to the supernatural world.100 According to this view, ethical statements can be translated into assertions of metaphysical or theological fact. Thus right does not primarily mean “what is conducive to harmonious happiness” but “what is commanded by God.” And “Honesty is the best policy” ought to be translated “God commands that we tell the truth.” In other words, the reality to which these ethicists appeal includes more than the natural world. These thinkers look as well to the metaphysical realm of God’s preferences.

Metaphysical moralism raises an intriguing theological-ethical question: Is something right because God commands it? Or does God command something because it is right?101 If we opt for the first alternative, we risk making God a capricious despot. Even if his commands violate our sense of right, the sovereign God is still right. In the end this sounds similar to the old dictum “might makes right,” and we risk transforming God into a cosmic bully.102

*
*     *

The neighborhood bully has taken a truck belonging to Calvin (of Calvin and Hobbes fame). Calvin, looking wistfully on in the distance, remarks to himself, “That no good rotten Mo! He won’t give my truck back to me. The oaf will probably break it, too.” He then contemplates his course of action: “Should I steal it back? I know stealing is wrong, but he stole it from me. And if I don’t steal it back, Mo will just keep it, and that’s not fair.”

At this point the boy begins to pontificate on ethics. “They say two wrongs don’t make a right. But what are you supposed to do then? Just let the biggest guy make his own rules all the time? Let might make right?” Finally, a dejected Calvin announces his answer. “That sounds reasonable,” he says as he sits on the ground, reconciling himself to the loss of his truck.

*
*     *

Many philosophers find the other alternative, that God commands something because it is right, equally unacceptable. We then risk introducing a standard to which God must conform. And to do so is to deny God’s sovereign deity.103 This dilemma has led certain ethicists to reject metaphysical moralism out of hand.104

Some Christian ethicists offer a “softer” type of metaphysical moralism. Rather than appealing to God’s commands, they draw from God’s own example. Hence, we might argue, “Because God is love we ought to love as well.” We will return to this possibility in chapters six through eight.

Intuitionism. A second alternative, “intuitionism” (or “nonnaturalism”), can be introduced in a few sentences.105 The simplest definition declares that ethical terms such as good are names of objects or qualities observable by intuition, rather than by sense perception or scientific observation.106 In other words, an intuitionist claims that we know ethical truth by direct intuition107 rather than by deductive reasoning. Ethical truth, therefore, is self-evident.

Intuitionists generally point to our reason as the locus of the power of intuition. Hence, they speak of “intuitive reason” or “rational intuition.” Obviously the process of intuitive reasoning differs significantly from what we usually mean by “reason.” In this latter use of the word, what we have in view is discursive reasoning, that is, the process of moving step by step from premises to conclusions. Intuitive reasoning, in contrast, involves recognizing a particular truth immediately, that is, without observing how it arises from some other truth. Rather than logically deducing it from any other assertions, a self-evident proposition “is evident or true, by itself alone . . . it is not an inference from some proposition other than itself.”108 Putting the matter simply: with ethics as with many other dimensions of life, “either you see it or you don’t.”

Perhaps we can better grasp the point when we consider a parallel discussion about the best method for propagating the gospel. Some Christians maintain that the good news is self-evident. The Christian faith, they argue, requires no elaborate rationale or apologetic. We do not convince others to accept our message by bolstering it with “proofs” showing that Christian teaching is compatible with, or can even be confirmed by, what we know about God, the world and ourselves by empirical observation and the scientific method. We simply announce the good news. And the hearer either grasps its truth intuitively or rejects it as nonsense. So also in the realm of ethics. We simply “see” certain things.

But what exactly ought we to “see”? While agreeing on the importance of the power of rational intuition, intuitionists differ as to what exactly we can know through intuitive reason.109

G. E. Moore, who is often hailed as the most important twentieth-century proponent of intuitionism, offers a first answer. Above all, what we see is “goodness.” Moore is interested in asserting that goodness is self-evident and known through direct apprehension. In a sense Moore’s position is reminiscent of Plato’s ethical idealism. The ancient Greek philosopher held that the foundational ethical concepts—virtue, justice, beauty and, above all, goodness—are eternal forms that we apprehend ultimately in abstract philosophical contemplation.110 Despite this similarity, Moore’s approach is decidedly different from Plato’s. According to Moore goodness resides in human experience, not in an eternal metaphysical realm.111

In Moore’s opinion goodness, understood as a quality that we assert belongs to something, is a “simple,” as opposed to a complex, notion, similar to “simple” notions in other spheres, such as “yellow.”112 As a simple concept, goodness is an undefinable quality, that is, it cannot be defined by describing the parts that compose it. Instead, we apprehend goodness directly. And we know simply by “seeing” whether or not an assertion “x is good” is true. Indeed, if someone were to disagree with us at this point, we could only admonish him or her to “look again.”113

Obviously for Moore the point of ethics is not to seek to define goodness. What, then, is ethics? According to Moore, ethics (or more specifically, practical ethics) is concerned with questions such as: What is right? What is my duty? What ought I to do? Statements about what is right—that is, ethical judgments—are derived from this direct perception of goodness. Consequently, they can be rephrased in connection with goodness. Right, therefore, means “cause of a good result,” or more simply “useful.” And statements of moral obligation are in the end declarations that “certain kinds of action will have good effects.”114

Moore represents those intuitionists who propose that through intuition we grasp the foundational moral principles from which we infer ethical judgments about particular acts. These theorists claim that the fundamental principles of ethics are self-evident. Rather than arising as the conclusions drawn from other principles, they are known by intuition. When we understand their meaning, we come to see their truth as well, for we then need no other evidence to know that these principles are true.

Other intuitionists declare that not only goodness but also rightness is an indefinable quality known only through direct apprehension. Thus, we can apprehend directly that doing certain kinds of acts is right without considering the good they bring about.115 Intuition, therefore, allows us to see the rightness or wrongness of specific acts. Through intuition we know whether or not a proposed act “fits” in a specific situation. Although a decision-maker may need to know certain facts about the situation and the act, ultimately the mind simply “sees” what moral judgment is proper.

Noncognitivism. Perhaps both the naturalists and the intuitionists are mistaken. Perhaps there is no court of appeal for ethical statements. Maybe our judgments are incapable of any rational or objectively valid justification whatsoever, because such statements are not objective assertions at all. Despite their appearances, ethical judgments may not be objective declarations about acts, persons or things at all. And for this reason they may say nothing either true or false. This proposal carries the designation “noncognitivism.”

Simply stated, noncognitivists claim that ethical judgments do not carry cognitive meaning. Foundational to their position is the assumption that a statement is meaningful only if it asserts or denies something that is objectively true or false about an object in the universe, so that its truth or falsity can be determined by comparing it with reality. Hence if I say, “There is a fourteen-pound turkey in the freezer downstairs,” we can readily discover whether the statement is true or false. According to the noncognitivist view, ethical judgments are not of this type. They neither assert nor deny objective fact.

To grasp the noncognitivist position, consider the following examples. Suppose I say, “Rescuing the drowning child was a noble act,” or “Mother Teresa is a good person.” Or to cite the negative side, suppose I declare, “The killing of innocent babies is wrong,” or “Hitler was immoral.” According to the noncognitivist theory, I have not said something objective (and hence “true”) about the acts of rescuing or killing in themselves. Nor have I really attributed anything objective to Mother Teresa or Hitler. I haven’t been making cognitive statements about specific acts or specific persons at all!

If assertions such as these do not ascribe moral properties to acts or persons, what do they describe? Whom or what do they speak about? While denying that normative ethical assertions have cognitive meaning, noncognitivists readily admit that such statements carry great emotive meaning. That is, they express emotions, feelings and attitudes. Ethical judgments, therefore, are of the order of outbursts like “Hurray!” or “Bah!” For this reason, many ethicists label the noncognitivist position “emotivism.”

Emotivists are quick to point out that we ought to avoid mistaking this view for ethical subjectivism. Although both tie ethical judgments to personal, subjective feelings and attitudes, they are separated by an important difference.116 This difference lies in the distinction between expressions of feeling (e.g., “Yes!”) and assertions of feeling (e.g., “I am pleased”). Emotivists declare that ethical statements are expressions of feelings, emotions or sentiments, rather than merely being statements revealing the presence in the speaker of such psychological experiences or states. To the emotivist the latter are purely descriptive statements rather than also being value judgments. Because they are purely descriptive, they belong to the realm of psychology and not ethics.

Taken to the extreme, noncognitivism would hold that ethical judgments are nothing more than forceful expressions of the speaker’s own emotions. Such statements express the speaker’s emotional reaction to something or someone. Hence rather than asserting something that can be verified or falsified, we use ethical statements as a means to express or give vent to our emotions.117 To say “Hitler was morally culpable” is on the order of an emotional outburst like “Boo Hitler!” We might call this position radical emotivism.

In uttering ethical statements, however, we generally intend more than merely expressing our own emotion. We have an additional purpose in view. We hope that the hearer will somehow gain a similar emotional feeling. Thus when we make statements like “Abortion is murder,” our intention is not limited to the expression of our emotional revulsion for the practice. We also want the hearer to share the same revulsion. Consequently few philosophical ethicists have gone on record as favoring the radical emotivism described above; emotivists generally prefer some “milder” type.

Some emotivists focus on the implicit command present within every ethical statement. They agree with the radical emotivists that an ethical statement has no descriptive meaning whatsoever. Indeed, its goal is not even to assert the presence of a certain attitude in the speaker. But, they add, every such statement nonetheless harbors an implicit command, calling on the hearer to adopt the same positive or negative attitude present in the speaker. Ethical assertions, therefore, are calculated to arouse feeling and thereby perhaps even to stimulate action.118

Other noncognitivists take an additional step. They suggest that ethical statements do carry some descriptive meaning, namely, to indicate the presence of the attitude in the speaker.119 The purpose of such a disclosure is not merely to command, however, but to evoke approval or disapproval in the hearer.120 Ethical judgments, therefore, intend to be both expressive and persuasive.121 We use specifically ethical judgments to evoke the desired response because such statements involve words, like good, which carry strong emotive meaning.122 The persuasive intent of ethical discourse means that ethical disputes need not end in a stalemate, as would be the case if moral judgments were merely expressions of personal feelings. Such discussions can come to a resolution if one participant is able to convince the others to change their moral attitude.

An alternative to these proposals, sometimes termed prescriptivism,123 draws from a slightly different understanding of the function of ethical language. The goal of such language is to guide the choices of others. Hence, according to prescriptivists, ethical judgments are personal evaluations, recommendations or prescriptions that embody an implicit evaluation and an imperative. Such statements remain subjective, of course, for they are the speaker’s evaluations or recommendations. But they are more than merely subjective, more than simply the expression of personal emotion. Such statements also carry a certain descriptive force. Whenever we appeal to a well-established moral principle, we are invoking something that is already “there,” to which we are now—at least implicitly—subscribing and that provides the rationale for acting in a certain manner.

In the words of one prominent proponent, R. M. Hare, “To become morally adult is . . . to learn to use ‘ought’-sentences in the realization that they can only be verified by reference to a standard or set of principles which we have by our own decision accepted and made our own.” In this manner, “moral judgements provide reasons for acting in one way rather than another.”124

The contemporary pluralist context takes the prescriptivist approach one step farther. The ethos of the day says that when I offer an ethical judgment, I must realize that my viewpoint is influenced by my own point of reference. It is dependent on where and how I was raised, on my life experiences and on the communities in which I participate. I must realize that because my hearers do not share this standpoint with me, they will likely offer a somewhat different evaluation. We all have a right to our own judgment. But as we talk about the matter with each other, we can at least gain an appreciation for the other person’s perspective and perhaps even gain new insights into the life situation under discussion.




Justifying Ethics Itself

Analytical ethics explores the crucial question, How can we justify our ethical assertions? But a deeper query remains: How can we justify morality itself? That is, why be moral? Why be concerned with the ethical life? We might even take this a step further. Perhaps the moral quest is even harmful to ourselves and society, as the nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche suggested when he mused, “What if . . . morality itself was the danger of dangers?”125

The philosophical justification. Philosophical ethicists often launch their response by invoking some general definition of ethics as the pursuit or determination of “what is conducive to human living” or “what enriches life.” The challenge of ethical reflection, therefore, is to present the moral quest as focusing on life as a unified whole, which in turn is seen as the summum bonum (highest good) of human existence. Clifford Barrett articulated this viewpoint well: “Nothing can be morally prohibited on any other grounds than that it would detract from this total worth of living, and nothing can be morally insignificant which would make life as a whole more worth living for human beings.”126

This link between ethics and the “life worth living” suggests that one answer to the question “Why be moral?” lies in our corporate existence. As a result, philosophical ethicists regularly point to the importance of ethics to harmonious social interaction.127 Ethical living is necessary to produce and sustain the conditions that make corporate human life possible. Ethics promotes social cohesion. Without certain agreed-upon ethical mores, society would disintegrate. Hence preservation of society forms the foundational apologetic for a secular social ethic. Ultimately a society should be concerned that its citizens live ethical lives because its own survival is at stake. The alternative to the promotion of ethics is chaos.128

This approach leads us to construct personal morality on the foundation of social ethics. Proponents of this proposal begin by reminding us that we participate in something larger than ourselves, namely, society. And as members of this corporate whole, we have certain obligations and responsibilities. Therefore we must live the ethical life, because we share social obligations. The discipline of ethics, in turn, seeks to clarify what these obligations are.

But why should I be concerned about the well-being of society so as to adopt the moral way of living?129 Here ethicists in the modern era routinely cite the importance of social cohesion for personal well-being. A well-functioning society provides the necessary context for its citizens to pursue the good life. Only in the context of a stable society can individuals seek their personal well-being. Consequently I should be concerned about the ethical life, because contributing to the well-being of society also fosters my own participation in the good life. Kai Nielsen stated this point crassly: “When we ask: why should we have a morality—any morality, even a completely conventional morality—we answer that if everyone acts morally, or generally acts morally, people will be able to attain more of what they want.”130

Following this line of reasoning leads inevitably to a teleological ethic.131 The ethical life contributes to our well-being or to the good life. We ought to be ethical because of the good that living in this manner produces. This response leads likewise to the self as the ground of ethics. The ethical life contributes to my own personal well-being. I ought to act ethically because doing so is to my benefit. And taking this step leads back to human reason as the foundation for ethics. Because the ethical life contributes to my personal well-being—my personal participation in the good life—being ethical is the most reasonable way to live. It “fits” with who we are as humans.132

William Frankena articulated this well. His study of philosophical ethics climaxes with the question “Why be moral?” And the only answer the philosopher can offer is “because it is rational.” Speaking about a fictitious human person “A” Frankena wrote, “What kind of a life A would choose if he were fully rational and knew all about himself and the world will, of course, depend on what sort of a person he is (and people are different), but if psychological egoism is not true of any of us, it may always be that A would then choose a way of life that would be moral.”133

And why be rational? While admitting that no reasons can be given for choosing the rational way of life, Paul W. Taylor boldly declared that no reasons need be given. He explained: “For knowing that a certain way of life is rational is knowing that one is wholly justified in committing oneself to it. To know that it is rational is already to have all the reasons one could possibly have for living it. . . . The decision to commit oneself to a way of life which is rationally chosen over other ways of life (each of which must be fully known for the choice to be enlightened and hence rational) is the most reasonable, least arbitrary, and best founded decision of all. It is the decision to live the way of life one is most justified in living, all things considered.”134




Conclusion: The Ethical Cul-de-Sac and the Value of General Ethics

We began our inquiry with general ethics, launching the moral quest solely on the basis of what we could discover through the use of human reason. In this context we raised the foundational philosophical questions: How can we determine what the good life is? Will reason lead to the right understanding of the good life? Is the good life the same for everyone? That is, is there a universal sense of the good life?

Our survey of possible ways of determining the nature of the ethical life, as well as the various theories that could guide the moral quest, led us finally to the question, Why be ethical? And we concluded, “Because the ethical life promotes the good life.” This resulted in a further question, Why should I be concerned about the good life? And whose understanding of the good life should I pursue? In the end, our appeal rested on what we see as universally human: to be human, reason tells us, is to promote our own well-being, our own enjoyment of the good life.

This survey suggests that general ethics eventually takes us back to ourselves. The universal question—What is the good life?—always raises the personal question—What do I consider to be the good life? What is the telos that ultimately motivates me and my pursuits? What final goal am I trying to accomplish? What purpose drives me? What vision of the good life lies at the end of my quest?

Many philosophical ethicists have observed this. Nowell-Smith, for example, concluded his lengthy treatise on ethics with a blatant acknowledgment that his ethical reflections in the end bring him back to the individual human person: “What sort of [ethical] principles a man adopts will, in the end, depend on his vision of the Good Life, his conception of the sort of world that he desires, so far as it rests with him, to create. Indeed his moral principles just are this conception.” And this conception of the good life, the philosopher quickly added, is not readily altered by a sheer act of the will: “The conception can be altered; perhaps he meets someone whose character, conduct, or arguments reveal to him new virtues that he has never even contemplated; or he may do something uncharacteristic and against his principles without choosing to do it and, in doing it, discover how good it is. Moral values, like other values, are sometimes discovered accidentally. But the one thing he cannot do is to try to alter his conception of the Good Life; for it is ultimately by reference to this conception that all his choices are made. And the fact that he cannot choose to alter this conception neither shields him from blame nor disqualifies him from admiration.”135 Consequently, “The questions ‘What shall I do?’ and ‘What moral principles should I adopt?’ must be answered by each man for himself; that at least is part of the connotation of the word ‘moral.’”136

At first glance, our survey appears to yield a solid foundation for the moral quest. The ethical life means living in accordance with universal human reason. Upon closer inspection, however, we discover that the path we have been pursuing is actually a dead end. We have been walking around in a cul-de-sac. Universal human reason can only lead back to our starting point—the reasonable self.

Perhaps the inevitable circularity of philosophical ethics is redemptive, however. Precisely by leaving us within the human realm through its appeal either to society or to the self, and hence to reason itself, general ethics can point us beyond itself and beyond the merely human. Casting about in this dead-end pursuit raises the question as to whether there might be a transcendent vantage point that can speak to the human ethical quest. Perhaps we must look for a religious or theological foundation for the ethical life.137 Indeed, a religious vision provides us with a sense of the transcendent, a sense of being connected to something “beyond,” something greater than the here and now, something bigger than this life. And this sense of connection with the transcendent can give meaning to our world and to ourselves.

Several strands of contemporary thought confirm that this proposal has promise. Philosophers such as Franklin I. Gamwell have concluded that the justification of moral claims requires a foundational principle that in the end is religious.138 Many sociologists now realize that religion is crucial to an ordered society and to social stability. Religious insight contributes to the construction of the shared fabric of meaning that characterizes a people.139 Similarly, psychologists have come to see how important religion can be to personal identity formation.

It is this theological vision that we will pursue in subsequent chapters. But before we do so, we must pause to look more closely at the ancient Greek ethicists who bequeathed to the Christian tradition the heritage of general ethics.
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