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  Introduction


  Many have tried to characterize the present moral climate in the westernized nations and the United States in particular. For instance, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that we all seem to be speaking different moral languages, making claims with terms borrowed from past moral discourses, yet we seem to lack any way to make good on our various moral claims.1 Indeed, the moral climate seems deeply pluralistic, characterized in part by relativist, postmodern, utilitarian, deontological (which may or may not include appeals to revelation claims), aretaic or still other kinds of moral claims. Others might simply be expressing their feelings, as emotivism maintains. In this situation, we seem to have lost a common body of moral truths that we all could know.


  One key way of characterizing our present moral climate is that, generally speaking, westernized people tend not to view moral claims as giving us knowledge. This is connected to the received “fact-value split”—a mindset we have inherited from at least the time of Hume and/or Kant. According to that view, the natural sciences are the set of disciplines that uniquely give us knowledge, whereas disciplines such as ethics, religion and the humanities in general give us just our constructs, whether personal opinions, preferences or mere tastes. This view has become known as strong scientism. A weaker version of scientism maintains that ethics, religion and the humanities give us knowledge, but it is of an inferior sort to that of the natural sciences. In light of such a mindset, it is only fitting that we have a vast plurality of moral opinions.


  For those immersed in such cultures, it is easy to see how people (especially emerging adults) would take for granted this plurality and bifurcation of facts from values as simply the way things are, morally speaking. Western cultures, such as the United States, deeply reinforce the notion that morality is in the eye of the beholder, something Allan Bloom noted decades ago.2 Indeed, descriptively, we are very pluralistic morally. However, morality involves more than just whatever is the case; at its core, it is a normative enterprise.


  But, should morality be seen as being “up to us” and therefore deeply pluralistic? Is it true that morality is basically a human construct? If so, to what extent, and in what way(s)? Alternatively, could it be that some older ethical views that maintained that morals are not human constructs are perhaps true after all, even though such views have been marginalized or “discredited”?


  Other kinds of questions traditionally have also been part of ethics. For example, what is the nature of morality, and what kind of things are morals? Moreover, what is their grounding, ontologically? Why do moral principles or virtues have anything to do with us? How does that answer relate to what kind of thing we are? How do we know what morals are? How do we know what is right or wrong, or good or bad? How does our ability to know these things relate to what kind of thing we are?


  Of course, these “other” kinds of questions belong primarily to the domain of two fundamental philosophical branches, metaphysics and epistemology, and as they bear upon ethics. In addition, other disciplines have their own contributions to ethics, such as theology, religion, sociology and anthropology. Disciplines such as business, medicine, sports or politics are subjects of ethical reflection as well. Ethics simply does not seem to be an isolated discipline.


  But since at least the rise of both empiricism in Western philosophy and Kant’s noumenal-phenomenal distinction, there have been major changes in people’s metaphysical and epistemological views. Now all disciplines need, implicitly or explicitly, a metaphysic and an epistemology. What is the nature of what is being studied, and how can we know them, are core issues for any discipline. No matter what answers are given to these questions, they involve metaphysical and epistemological reflection and implications.


  Ethics is not immune to these implications. Despite major shifts in ethical theories that have been offered over the last 2,500 or so years, they all involve metaphysical and epistemological implications. Accordingly, it should be no surprise that we would find explicit metaphysical and epistemological insights among many early ethical theorists, especially until several key turns in philosophy, such as the turn to language or the turn to interpretation.3 Whether they were right or wrong in these earlier views, they still worked out their ethical theories in close conjunction with their metaphysics and epistemology. As a few quick examples, Plato and Aristotle held core metaphysical and epistemological views that intertwine closely with their ethics. So did Aquinas (who also incorporated theological insights) and many others.


  But even before the linguistic turn, there had been other major shifts in philosophy, and they affected both metaphysics and epistemology. The rise of the importance of empiricism, rationalism and materialism occurred largely during the Enlightenment. The legacy of these shifts and others since has been considerable, such that in epistemology alone, our received epistemic assumption, starting at least with Hume, is largely that the mind’s contact with its objects is not one that matches up with them, but makes them. Dallas Willard (1935–2013) calls this a “Midas Touch epistemology,” such that we simply cannot know reality as it is in itself, for the very act of epistemically accessing these objects somehow does something to what they are, thereby erecting a barrier over which the mind simply cannot reach to access the things as they are in themselves.4 This assumption leaves us with a number of competing epistemologies, yet due to this received heritage, we have no way to decide which one among them should be embraced over and against its competitors. Moreover, ontological shifts have helped precipitate these epistemic ones. Or so Willard and I each have argued elsewhere.5


  Just as these shifts had significant impacts in metaphysics and epistemology broadly speaking, so also they had corresponding impacts specifically in moral ontology and moral epistemology as these philosophies were being worked out. For instance, historically we have shifted in the West from thinking of morals largely as being real, universal properties that all humans can know (and for whom they were appropriate due to their respective natures). Now, people often conceive of morals as human products that we know from historically limited, contingent and particular (and therefore irreducibly pluralistic) vantage points. Alternatively, even if there were such universal moral truths, we could never know them as such because of the more general epistemological position that no one has direct access to reality, a view that in turn trades upon key metaphysical moves. As Willard once remarked to me, if people on a major university campus were to claim to know objective truth, they very well could be branded fascists. In short, we largely have given up on morals as universal, transcendent and objective in their being, and we have rejected them as something that all people can know.


  But now, many ethical thinkers seem to believe they can do their theorizing without regard for metaphysical, epistemological or even theological considerations. Nevertheless, they write and make their claims as though they know what is the case with morals, including what they are and how we know this. Yet, as I will try to show, our having knowledge is not indifferent to ontology. If correct, the ontological and epistemological views one holds will make all the difference for one’s moral theories.


  Indeed, I believe we have reached our present moral situation due to the moves people have made in metaphysics and epistemology (and theology). But were these metaphysical, epistemological and moral moves justified after all? I believe we need to rethink our current ethical mindsets—and the dominant philosophical theories of today that influence them—to see if rationally we really should give them our allegiance. However, to do that most effectively, we need to understand how in the West we got to the present moral mindsets. Otherwise, we may overlook any wisdom found in the past, and we may not understand the moves others made that have led us to the present. If we do not understand those moves, we will tend to just accept our present moral mindsets as axiomatic, as given. Nor will we will be able to assess rationally whether they were indeed ones that people should have accepted.


  My goal will be to examine these thinkers’ ethics so that we can understand and see if their ethical views themselves can withstand scrutiny and make sense. We also need to understand and assess their major metaphysical and epistemological views (even if just at the level of assumptions) and how these relate to their ethics. If pertinent, I also will try to show how their theological views influence their ethics.


  In order to look at any given view’s prospects for moral knowledge, I must examine the epistemological credentials of that moral theory. I will do that in two main ways. For one, if a view claims (even implicitly) to offer us knowledge of how morality (and the rest of reality) really is, but cannot make good on that claim due to various epistemological or metaphysical positions, then that will count against the theory’s rational acceptance. For another, knowledge is, more or less, justified (or warranted) true belief.6 Therefore, we need to see if a given moral theory, even on its particular merits morally, can give us justification for believing it, or even to see that it is true. For instance, if a moral theory could justify such actions as murder as right, or even obligatory, then it seems something has gone wrong with that theory. So, I will be looking at various ethical theories in terms of moral knowledge from both these standpoints: Can they make good epistemologically on their claims about what reality is, including their view of the “nature” of morality? And can they give good reasons why we should believe them? Alternatively, do they have various problems (of whatever sort) that undermine their rational acceptance?


  The need to survey historically how we have arrived at the present forms the basis for part 1, which encompasses chapters 1 through 4. In chapter 1, I will start with Christian, biblical ethics, since Western ethics has been influenced strongly by Christianity. I place it first because of its strength of influence, at least historically, and because at least the oldest Old Testament writers predate the ancient Greeks. Then in chapter 2, I will explore the views of Plato and Aristotle. Chapter 3 represents a significant jump up to the times of Augustine and then the period known as the Middle Ages. We will study his views, as well as those of other religious and philosophical influences, including the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, the Islamic ethicists of that period and Thomas Aquinas. In chapter 4, we will look at several shifts that took place with the Reformers Luther and Calvin. Nevertheless, when we turn to the Enlightenment, we will see a significant break away from a largely realist line of thought. There I will start with an examination of Thomas Hobbes, David Hume and Immanuel Kant. Then we will look at the nineteenth-century utilitarians Bentham and Mill.


  While I do not intend for this historical survey to give us a detailed history of ethics, I will use it to give us understanding of how we have arrived at the present.7 My goal in part 1 is to get to the present so that we can dig in more deeply thereafter and assess the dominant, contemporary ethical views we have inherited, especially in terms of their moral epistemology and their moral ontology. That is the burden of part 2, which spans chapters 5 through 11. There I engage and assess more in depth the ethical views of naturalism, relativism and postmodernism, probably the most deeply held families of ethical views today. For a number of reasons, I will find them deeply unworthy of rational acceptance and argue that the “fact” side of the fact-value split is utterly mistaken.


  In chapter 5, I introduce naturalism as a worldview and explain how naturalists have developed various approaches to ethics. I will discuss these mainly in terms of metaethics and then some particular emphases they have contributed to important ethical topics such as human dignity, meaning and purpose. I will try to make connections between particular views and their implications for moral knowledge, but my chief goal in this chapter is for us to understand these naturalistic views.


  However, in chapter 6, I will turn to scrutinize one of naturalism’s greatest perceived strengths—our ability to know reality on its ontological basis. However, I will argue that if the ontology of naturalism were true, we could not know anything. Since there are many things we do know, naturalism is false. This means at least that the “fact” side of the deeply entrenched fact-value split is false and must be rejected, for it depends upon naturalism.


  Before leaving views that have developed more in the modern period, I examine three more sets of ethical views in chapter 7 in terms of their rational acceptance, as well as the prospects for moral knowledge on their bases. First is Ethical Relativism (ER), which I contend developed philosophically in light of empiricism’s and naturalism’s influences. I will describe and assess ER. Despite its glaring rational deficiencies, ER nonetheless is attractive to many people, including Christians, so I believe we need to try to understand that phenomenon. Second is the social contract view of John Rawls, and third is the “Kantian constructivism” of Christine Korsgaard.


  In chapters 8 through 11, we will explore another contemporary set of ethical views—those that have been influenced by the postmodern milieu. Perhaps claims to have knowledge of universal moral truths really are just disguised assertions of a will to power or of oppression. We also have today a widely acknowledged diversity of moral “voices,” and it often seems that there is no way to adjudicate between them.8 This is a main feature of ethics in postmodern times.


  Thus, in chapter 8, I will survey a sampling of ethical voices who write in light of the “postmodern turn,” including not just philosophical, but also religious views. I will explore the feminist views of Bev Harrison, the liberation theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez, and then the communicative discourse ethics of Jürgen Habermas. Finally, we will touch on the more pragmatist views of Jeffrey Stout.


  Having surveyed these kinds of views, I will give two further specific case studies, in order to delve into postmodern ethics in more depth. These views happen to be developed by two ethicists who write, broadly speaking, as Christians. In chapter 9, I focus on the views of Alasdair MacIntyre, one of the most significant thinkers in ethics today, whether in philosophical, religious or theological circles. Chapter 10 will look closely at the ethics of Stanley Hauerwas, who is perhaps the most influential Christian theological ethicist today, making him a key figure in religious ethics. In both of their cases, I will reconsider their ethics in light of developments in my understanding, and in chapter 11, I will offer a new critical assessment.9


  In part 3, I engage in my own constructive task of developing a theory to see whether we can have moral knowledge. Since much confusion exists in epistemology in general, in chapter 12 I first need to develop a theory of knowledge that will overcome the problems we will have seen in other views, and then I will need to apply it to ethics. I will argue that knowledge of reality requires a radically different ontology than most philosophers have been willing to countenance, one with the existence of immaterial substances, properties that are universals, and essences. Not just any ontology will work to allow us to have knowledge.


  Applied to morals, I will argue there are at least a few moral truths we simply do know, which means that, strictly speaking, the value side of the fact-value split is false. Then I will show that the best explanation for these few morals is that they are metaphysically objective and universal. These findings will support some of the earlier ethical views we have studied. However, this resultant morally realist ontology and epistemology have further implications: how do we best explain these findings? In addition, could there exist more such morals that we can know? So, in chapter 13, I will argue that their best explanation is that they are grounded not just in God, but in the Christian God (and, specifically, in God’s character), and that means there may well be more such objective morals that we can know through revelation. In a sense then, this book also supplies an extended moral argument for the Christian God’s existence.


  Despite my argumentation that leads to this conclusion as the most rational one to believe, that finding still will not sit well with many today. Therefore, I consider further contemporary objections—particularly from evil—against my conclusion that the best explanation for moral knowledge is its being grounded in the Christian God. In sum, I aim to show that, contrary to our received wisdom, morals are best explained as being (a) metaphysically objective and universal, (b) something that we can know as such and (c) grounded in the Christian God. We can have moral knowledge, and we need to reject the many false views that have led us to conceive of morality as merely a human construct.
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  A Short History of Western Ethics


  1

  

  Christian, Biblical Ethics


  To help us understand how and why we have our current moral mindsets, we need to understand how we got to our present moral condition. I will begin our historical survey with Christian ethics rather than with Plato and Aristotle, since the Old Testament authors arguably predate them. Historically, Christianity has been one of the most significant influences on Western ethics. So, any historically focused account of Western ethics should consider its impact. In this chapter, I will concern myself mainly with major contours of Christian ethics from a biblical standpoint and its implications for moral knowledge.1 In addition, I will begin to explore objections to and issues with biblical ethics.2


  Old Testament Ethics


  Old Testament ethics utilizes a mixture of different kinds of ethical reasoning. While the Law of Moses is certainly a dominant component, and it is composed of deontological commands, there is much room for appeals to other kinds of ethical reasoning, too. In the Old Testament, actions are right or wrong in and of themselves, and not necessarily because of the consequences they have. However, there also is room for utility and consequences. For example, consider the wisdom literature, especially Proverbs, which contains a measure of utilitarian reasoning. Many proverbs contain explicit descriptions of the consequences of certain actions and character traits. For instance, the fool behaves in a certain way and reaps accordingly, and this appeals to a consequentialist line of thought, not just deontological principles. However, ultimately the Law is the ground for principles in the wisdom literature. Therefore, these principles are not some freestanding kind of system. Rather than a self-sufficient system for discovering morality, they are a supplement to the laws or principles found in the Law.


  There is also a measure of appeal to self-interest. In Deuteronomy 28:1-7, Moses is charging Israel:


  Now it shall be, if you diligently obey the LORD your God, being careful to do all His commandments which I command you today, the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth. All these blessings will come upon you and overtake you, if you obey the LORD your God: Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the country. . . . The LORD shall cause your enemies who rise up against you to be defeated before you.


  However, in verse 15, Moses says, “it shall come about, if you do not obey the LORD your God, to observe to do all His commandments and His statutes with which I charge you today, that all these curses will come upon you and overtake you.”


  What is the basis of the ethical appeal? These are principles, but the point is to do them and you shall live, for that is in your best interests. Why be cursed? God does not want to destroy Israel; instead, Jehovah calls on them to obey so that they may live and prosper. Therefore, Old Testament ethics includes some appeal to self-interest and utility, even though the appeal to commands and deontological principles is the overarching motif.


  There is another kind of ethical appeal in the Old Testament, which people tend to call natural moral law. If we look at the wisdom literature like Proverbs, observations of nature define wisdom and folly. The appeals claim that if we do these certain things, we will be blessed, whereas the fool sits by idly and becomes poor.


  Moreover, different oracles are given to the nations by the minor prophets, and charges are made against them that they have done specific wrongs. For instance, Amos addresses specific charges against nations and peoples surrounding Israel, such as Ammon (1:13-15). They are condemned for ripping “open the pregnant women of Gilead in order to enlarge their borders.” They savagely attacked these women and their unborn, simply for territorial gain. In general, these peoples have committed injustice, oppressed the poor and committed wanton violence. What is the implied basis for their moral responsibility? In other words, how were they to know not to do these things? Though God gave Israel the Law, these Gentiles should not have done these things. The implication is that they also knew better. Therefore, there must be some “true, universally binding moral principles” that are knowable by all people and are “rooted in creation and the way things are made,” which people tend to call natural moral law.3


  Let us turn now to examine the Law more closely. So far, I have been referring to the Law of Moses generally, but we can distinguish the moral, civil and ceremonial laws. As for the moral law, I will focus especially on the Ten Commandments. The civil law concerned social institutions and social relationships—how Israelites were supposed to treat each other. The ceremonial law focused on the proper worship of God.


  Moreover, God gave the Law to the people of Israel, who were supposed to live it out individually and corporately in a theocracy. Accordingly, as Scott Rae notes, there is no significant distinction between a personal ethic and a social ethic.4 Clearly, this approach differs from our common Western stress upon the autonomous individual.


  Holiness is another major theme of Old Testament ethics. Sanctification—being set apart as holy for God—is a critical theme that also resonates closely with the New Testament. Israel was to be a witness to the nations, and there were different ways for that to happen. For instance, God gave guidelines for how Israel’s king was to behave in Deuteronomy 17:16-17: “Moreover, he shall not multiply horses for himself, nor shall he cause the people to return to Egypt to multiply horses, since the LORD has said to you, ‘You shall never again return that way.’”5 God also gave prohibitions against having multiple wives or greatly increasing silver or gold, again in contrast to the other nations’ kings, even though Israel’s kings violated these commands.6


  Take also, for example, the treatment of women: Israel was supposed to treat well those women taken captive in battle, whereas if other nations took women captive, they often became slaves who were mistreated or raped. However, that was not to be the case with Israel. For them, “slaves” (or, better, “temporarily indentured servants within Israel”) were all to be treated in the same humane way. Furthermore, Paul Copan has argued that Israel was not to return runaway slaves from neighboring countries to their masters; instead, they were to be protected as aliens who were vulnerable. Within Israel, indentured servitude was voluntary and prompted by severe economic need.7 Thus, Israel was to be set apart and very different from the surrounding nations, including in its worship of the one true God.


  Another major theme in Old Testament ethics is obedience. There, however, obedience is never just for duty’s sake, as Kant would claim later. Obedience is not an end in itself; it is to cultivate and demonstrate personal loyalty to a personal God.


  Notice too that God gave the Law after he had provided for Israel, after Jehovah had brought them out of the land of Egypt. God did not give them statutes and ordinances up front and require obedience. Instead, Jehovah delivered them from Egypt all the way on their journey to Mount Sinai. There, God provided a covenant to make Israel the people of the Lord. Therefore, obedience enters into ethics after God has provided and cared for them.


  As a last significant theme, let us examine the social dimension of Old Testament ethics. The very structure of Israel’s society was to reflect God’s character. For one, people were to practice justice (Mic 6:8), but the prophets brought messages of condemnation when people had perverted it. The Year of Jubilee also prevented injustice by prohibiting people from becoming dispossessed permanently from their homeland (Lev 25). God was the ultimate owner of the land, yet he had apportioned sections to the tribes, and the families within tribes held property. If people became poor and could not pay their debts, they could sell their land for a time, but it would revert to the original owners at the jubilee. Otherwise, there could be people living permanently in poverty. For another aspect, the people were to trust God, such that in the sabbatical year, they did not plant crops but had to trust him to provide again in the following year.


  Consider also the law of redemption, as exemplified in Boaz’s redemption of Ruth and her land. God had provided different ways to care for the people in society who, like Ruth, had lost their husbands and were vulnerable. Rae points out that the law of gleaning is a kind of “workfare,” as opposed to welfare, where the needs of the poor were provided because the landholders were not to glean every bit of the crops.8 They were to leave some crops for the poor, who had to gather them.


  Does this mean that Israel and Judah lived out consistently these ideals and commands? No, they repeatedly strayed from God’s principles and heart’s desire, which became the basis for many prophetic calls to repentance and eventually for God’s judgment upon them.


  New Testament Ethics


  The Old Testament focused on Israel as the people of God. In the New Testament, however, the stress is more on morality for the church, or for Christians as the body of Christ. As part of New Testament ethics, God’s people are not under the Law—that is, the ceremonial or the civil law—but the moral law still applies. There is the same broad objective, too—to glorify God by bearing witness to his rule over the earth—only now there are different means. It is not through Israel as a theocratic nation, but now through the church, which has a different institutional framework for this task.


  Deontology remains a major emphasis in the New Testament: Jesus did not nullify the Law; he came to fulfill it. Still, he reinterprets it by placing a crucial emphasis not only upon actions but also intentions. Christians are not to merely go through the motions of forgiving their brother or sister; they are to forgive him or her from the heart. While deontological, this approach is not a callous, rigid commitment to principles. There is much room for compassion, as modeled by Jesus.


  In contrast, the Pharisees seem to have an unbalanced deontology with an overemphasis on a rigid adherence to rules (including their own) and insensitivity to people and their needs. Consider Matthew 12:9-14, where Jesus heals a man with a withered hand on the sabbath. According to the Pharisees’ laws, people were not to do any work on that day, and clearly, they considered this act to be work. He is grieved at the Pharisees’ blind adherence to rules and resulting lack of compassion for the man. Moreover, he is not rejecting the sabbath command, but rather how the Pharisees had misread it and lacked compassion for the person.


  Consider also Mark 7:9-13, where we have the account of the Pharisees’ view of “Corban” (things dedicated to God). According to them, those items could not be used to help people in need. Again, Jesus condemns their teaching and practice, since a rigid adherence to laws replaced compassion for people. They misinterpreted the spirit of the principle and then used it to harm people.


  The primary audience of New Testament ethics is Jesus’ followers. Ethics seem to flow from the requirements for membership in the kingdom. This does not mean that ethical living is the same thing as membership. Being a good person does not make one a Christian and get that person into the kingdom of heaven. But Christ’s followers are to live out the kingdom’s values. Thus, obedience is very important as a consistent mark of Jesus’ followers. There is a close relationship between the moral aspects of life in relation to spiritual ones.


  Obviously, another key aspect of New Testament ethics is that it is an ethic of love. Jesus taught that the two greatest commandments are to love the Lord with all one’s heart, soul and mind, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Mt 22:36-39). We are to live in utter dependence upon the Spirit, in deep heart and mind unity with God, which is to counteract our default attitude of usurping God’s throne (Gen 3:5). Clearly, these commands are interested in one’s heart attitude and not merely one’s outward behavior.


  As in Old Testament ethics, there is a special place for the poor, and Jesus models that too. In Luke 14:16-24, Jesus tells the parable about the people invited to a large banquet. When the invitees excuse themselves from coming, immediately the man orders his slave to bring in the poor, crippled, blind and lame off the street. The man is going to throw a party, and he shows great compassion to the hurting and marginalized. Likewise, Jesus shows a special place for the poor and needy in God’s heart because that shows God’s unconditional love.


  How are Christians to live this kind of ethic? They cannot live it out just by education and self-discipline. Instead, they can live it out only in utter dependence upon the indwelling power of the Spirit of Christ. Thus, the Holy Spirit is necessary for the moral life for a kingdom member, and this is where the virtues enter into our discussion. Indeed, the New Testament places a very strong emphasis on the virtues, with the goal of becoming like Jesus. Yet the virtues are not divorced from commands and principles. They work together, such that the moral life is not just doing the right thing or avoiding doing wrong. It is about becoming like Jesus, and that should issue forth in certain kinds of actions.


  The virtues are the fruit of the Spirit. These virtues are not limited to just the list from Galatians 5:22-23, for many other books in the New Testament express other normative character qualities. For instance, in Colossians 3:12-13, Paul tells the Colossians to “put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other.” The Holy Spirit produces these virtues in Christians. Yes, there are things believers are to do to cultivate them, but the Holy Spirit is necessary for their realization.


  The virtues characterize our goal, or telos, of becoming like Jesus in character. In contrast, vices (to use Aristotle’s term) are the “deeds of the flesh.” Let me examine some verses to illustrate the New Testament usage of the word telos and related word forms. In Colossians 1:28, Paul writes, “He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature in Christ” (NIV). The goal is that all believers reach maturity (perfection, or completeness) in Christ.


  Ephesians 4:12-13 is another example. Paul is discussing the role of spiritual gifts in Christians, which are given “for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (emphasis mine). Maturity in the New Testament involves knowledge of who Jesus is, and it closely involves growing up into the “fullness” (or completeness) of Christ. It also involves building up the body of Christ, and thus it is not a solitary, individual growth process. Paul continues, for Christians are to grow up into all aspects into Christ, in order to reach their telos, which is Christ himself.


  To help accomplish these goals, the New Testament emphasis is on living morally in community (i.e., the church). In his writings, Paul does not have in mind the rugged individual. Rather, he addresses the body of believers, as do the other apostles. Christians are to love one another, even as Jesus loved them (Jn 13:34-35), which cannot be done in isolation.


  A natural question might arise at this point: Which is primary in the New Testament, virtues or principles? That is, is the primary emphasis of New Testament ethics on cultivating the character of Jesus, or on obedience to commands? In one sense, commands are subordinate to virtues, in that the purpose of principles is to enable us to obey and cultivate the character of Jesus. Unlike Kant’s theory, deontological commands in the Bible are not to be obeyed in some disinterested way. We are not to be disinterested about the good.9 Yet, in another sense, which we already have examined, virtues are subordinate in that Christians need principles and commands to guide them in how the good Christian is to live. Another point is that believers are not to do their duty (i.e., obey New Testament commands) simply for duty’s sake. Rather, Christians glorify and please God by their faith and obedience and by their becoming more like Jesus. Moreover, in the Old Testament, obedience to God is good in itself, but God gave the laws for the people’s good. In another crucial respect, both principles and virtues are subordinate to the overarching goal of bringing glory to God and living in a manner pleasing to him. The ultimate goal, therefore, is not to make Christians into rule keepers, but lovers and followers of Jesus.


  One other insight to bring up about the virtues is the corollary emphasis that they place upon human flourishing. The idea is not simply to do what is right, but to aim at our chief purpose in life. We will see how Aristotle understands this notion, but here it is worth noting that the New Testament writers see our chief end as loving and glorifying God, and God’s purpose for our lives is to make us like Jesus in our character. So, why should a person be moral? Because it glorifies God and is appropriate for us due to our nature as God’s image bearers.


  In summary, biblical ethics, whether in the Old or New Testaments, clearly presupposes that people have knowledge of moral truths that are what they are independently of how we think, feel or even talk about them. That is, they exist objectively, and we can know them as such, whether through general revelation (using reason), or special revelation (which also, of course, appeals to the use of reason).


  A Few Preliminary Issues with and Objections to Biblical Ethics


  Besides our consideration of the major ethical motifs in the Old and New Testaments, there also are specific kinds of issues and objections that have been raised against Christian, biblical ethics. To some of these issues we now turn.


  The Euthyphro dilemma. Arguably, a major emphasis in biblical ethics is on obedience to divine commands. This raises some issues, a key one of which is the “Euthyphro dilemma.” Plato first raised this issue, and others, such as the atheist philosopher Michael Martin (1932–), have used it since then.10 The dilemma has two “horns”: Is something good because God commands it, or does God command it because it is good?


  This issue relates keenly to divine command theory. According to William Alston (1921–2009), that view holds the thesis that “divine commands are constitutive of moral obligation.”11 Alston is developing the work of Robert Adams, who argues that “ethical wrongness is (i.e., is identical with) the property of being contrary to the commands of a loving God.”12 Now, with Euthyphro, if something is good or right because God commands it, then it seems his commanding it makes it right. It would not be right in and of itself. Or, does God command it because it is good? If so, then God seems subject to some external moral standards that he must consult before commanding anything. These moral standards would exist apart from God’s creative activity. Moreover, God’s commanding something seems redundant and unnecessary. If so, why would God bother to issue a commandment? Would we not already know it?


  Let us explore the first horn of the dilemma more closely. According to it, theoretically, God could command something that seems clearly wrong to us. Yet because God commanded it, that would make it good. God could command people to fly airplanes into the infidel’s buildings, and that command would make that act right. Call this view theistic voluntarism: something is right because God willed it to be so. The concern here is that the reason why something is morally right seems arbitrary, depending on whatever God happens to will.


  As an initial reply, we may note first that Plato is not talking about the same God as the Christian one. He was living in the time of belief in the pantheon of Greek gods, whom he did not want the rulers of the polis to study, for the gods were immoral. Plato did not think seriously that these gods even existed, but even if they did, they would have very different character qualities than the Christian God.


  However, that reply does not alleviate the problem when posed against the Christian God. More importantly, Christians maintain that God’s character and essence are good, and that provides our standard for what good is. Therefore, God cannot command just any action because God’s character sets the boundaries on what God can do. However, just how successful is this reply?


  Alston argues that the first horn not only presents the challenge that God’s commands (and morality itself) are arbitrary, but the theist has no way to construe adequately the goodness of God. To see this, we should distinguish between metaphysical goodness and moral goodness. Alston reminds us that while we may be able to construe God as metaphysically good (that is, in realizing the fullness of being), this horn prevents our construing God’s moral goodness as anything but God’s own obedience to his commands. However, that result is not what Christian theists mean when they speak of God’s goodness. Rather, they have in mind God’s moral perfection (understood, for instance, that God is loving, merciful and just).13


  Alston considers a strategy for the divine command theorist that would limit the area constituted by divine commands to creatures alone, so that we still can maintain that God is essentially good. If that is possible, then “there will be nothing arbitrary about his commands; indeed it will be metaphysically necessary that he issue those commands for the best.”14 Alston’s move involves denying that moral obligation attaches to God. To help see this, he explores the meaning of the terms moral “obligation” and moral “oughtness.” For his purposes, he understands them as alternative formulations.15 He grants that when we use “ought,” we do not merely express imperatives. He also grants for sake of argument that there are objective moral facts.16


  Alston proceeds to investigate whether there are any such objective moral facts of the sort that God ought to do some action. What kind of facts would they be? When we think of God as perfectly good in terms of his actions, Alston contends that we think it is supremely good that God acts as he does. What is at stake, he observes, is what is added by claiming that this is how God ought to act. As Alston points out, “If it adds nothing there can be no objection to speaking of how God ought to act.”17


  However, in terms of analogies with ourselves, there is clear a difference between what is a good thing to do and what we ought to do. For instance, Alston considers how it would be a good thing to learn Sanskrit, but he would not be under an obligation to do so. This suggests that one requirement for an “ought” statement is that general, practical principles or rules apply and set forth the conditions in which an action is required, merely permitted or altogether forbidden.18 These rules, he argues, are in force only with respect to agents with whom there is “a possibility of their playing a governing or regulative function,” and that possibility can occur only with agents who can violate them. Accordingly, social mechanisms can reinforce appropriate behavior as well as sanction inappropriate actions.19


  Importantly, then, moral principles, as a kind of these practical principles, apply only to agents who can violate them. However, in the case of an agent who necessarily will act in accordance with them, it is hard to see how there is any sense in which we can say that that agent ought to do some action A. That is, “there is no foothold for the ‘ought’; there is nothing to make the ought-principle true rather than, or in addition to, a factual statement that S will (necessarily) act in this way.”20


  Now Alston applies these findings to the first horn of the Euthyphro dilemma. The divine command theorist may maintain consistently that divine commands are constitutive of the facts of moral obligations. In addition, these facts do not apply to God, for the reasons seen above. Since God is essentially good, he necessarily will act in accordance those facts, and so his goodness does not consist of obedience to his own commands. Moreover, “God’s commands to us are an expression of his perfect goodness.”21 Accordingly, it seems Alston has rebutted successfully the first horn’s objections to divine command ethics.


  Let us now address the second horn’s issues. They were (1) God seems subject to some further standard. That is, to call God good seems to require some prior notion of goodness. In addition, (2), God’s commanding something seems redundant since we would know it already. Regarding the first, just because we may need various ways to know that God is good, it does not follow that God is not the ground for goodness itself.


  On the second point, while it is true that we probably can figure out some natural moral truths through our reason (e.g., intentionally flying airplanes into buildings, in order to terrorize and murder people, is wrong), it seems we can suppress what we know to be true. Alternatively, we can sear our consciences by deliberate choices to pursue what is wrong. In addition, sometimes we do disagree morally with each other. Therefore, it does not seem to be the case that even if we already know some moral truth, God’s commanding it would be redundant.


  Still, Martin objects that appealing to God’s character simply postpones the problem in two ways. For one, “if God’s character is the way it is because it is good, then there is an independent standard of goodness by which to evaluate God’s character.”22 Moreover,


  Suppose God’s character is good simply because it is God’s character. Then if God’s character were cruel and unjust, these attributes would be good. . . . But, could not one reply that God could not be cruel and unjust since by necessity God must be good? It is true that by necessity God must be good. But unless we have some independent standard of goodness then whatever attributes God has would by definition be good.23


  Nevertheless, as we have seen, this argument is wrongheaded. As we saw with Alston, Paul Copan argues: “God does not, say, keep promises because he ought to (which would imply some external moral standard). Rather, the theist claims that God will keep promises,” since it is impossible for God not to act morally.24


  For another, Martin argues that we do not need God for there to be moral goodness, even if moral goodness is part of his essence. Consider benevolence as an essential attribute of moral saints. Even if there were no saints, it does not follow, he claims, that benevolence would not be a property of anything. Similarly, if we do not need moral saints to have benevolence, then we also do not need God for there to be moral goodness, even if moral goodness is part of his essential nature.25


  For now, let me reply simply that the theist need not claim that morality would be impossible without God. That is, there are some moral truths people just know, whether theists, atheists or something else, and Martin has given us several such examples. However, there is another significant issue involved with answering his second objection, and that is to give an adequate explanation of what moral properties are. At this stage in our historical sketch, we have yet to see other options people have suggested for the metaphysical status of morals, including Martin’s own ontology, which is naturalistically based. But surveying and assessing the various options metaphysically is what we will do as we progress through the coming chapters.


  Now let us turn to a second set of preliminary issues for Christian, biblical ethics, which involve considerations of natural law.


  Various issues with natural law. First, some Christians have regarded natural law as useless. If so, then why bother appealing to it? Second, does our knowledge of natural moral laws come from culture and/or our upbringing? Third, does natural law commit the is-ought (or naturalistic) fallacy? Fourth, if natural moral laws are grounded in creation and known by reason, should we not all agree on what counts as morally natural? Yet people have disagreed on such matters, such as the morality of slavery that Americans in the southern states practiced. How do we account for that?


  First, on some Christians’ views, natural moral law is, in effect, useless because people are so radically fallen. That is, sin has corrupted us such that we cannot know without special revelation what is wrong or right. I think a view that natural law is in effect useless due to the extent of the fall’s impact upon us goes too far. If it were useless, then I should not be able to appeal to people’s reasoning to know that there are moral principles (e.g., murder is wrong, rape is wrong) that are true. However, on many occasions I have been able to do so, and people have understood and agreed. While we will never get a long list of detailed moral commands and virtues from natural law, nevertheless it does seem that different peoples are able to know some basic moral truths. Moreover, biblical passages such as Romans 1:18-20 and 2:14-15 show that Paul expected people even without the revealed Law of Moses to know enough about God’s character and attributes from creation to be accountable for their actions.


  On the other hand, according to biblical ethics, to say that we do not need deontological principles given to us by God also goes too far. It presupposes that there is no problem with our knowing these things. Yet we all have much capacity to rationalize away what we know to be good and not do it, especially when we have a strong, self-interested desire to do otherwise.


  Furthermore, on Christian ethics, what God commands ought to have a strong relationship to natural law. They should not be so radically dichotomous to have no relationship with each other. For instance, our reason tells us that murder is wrong, but suppose that all of a sudden, God willed us to murder and thus made it right. There would be a radical disconnect between what we know by reason and what (allegedly) would have been given by special revelation. It should not be that way, especially if God’s character is good and if God acts consistently with his character.


  If people are not so radically fallen as to make natural moral law useless, then it can provide a basis for appealing to reason and revelation as ways to know moral truth, and so biblical ethics has a way to apply to all people, not just to believers. By reason and intuition, all people can know moral truths, which God has revealed in nature. Moreover, biblically, specially revealed moral truths act as a consistent supplement and specification of natural law.


  As a second issue, does such knowledge of natural moral laws come from training? That is, is our knowledge of such truths due to our upbringing and/or our culture? Certainly, different cultures may have even radically different ethical views. For example, they may practice treachery as a virtue. If so, it seems they are not going to be able to see treacherous actions as being wrong. For instance, Don Richardson talks about the Sawi tribe and his family’s work among them as a missionary in his book Peace Child.26 The Sawi in one tribe treacherously would invite people from another tribe to eat a meal with them. However, after eating, they would kill and eat their guests, including their brains, in order to show their total domination over them. Thus, when he first explained the story of Jesus, they greatly esteemed Judas, who treacherously had betrayed Jesus unto death for money.


  He also explains that the Sawi people highly valued the Richardsons’ help, as they brought important technology (for example, saws) to help them build their homes and medicine that preserved their lives from devastating diseases. When intense fighting broke out with neighboring villages, and Richardson thought that its continuation was due to their presence there, he made it known that they must leave. However, that occasion gave an opportunity for another important Sawi moral principle to surface. The Sawi told him that if their violence would drive him and his family away, then they would make peace with their neighbors.


  They did this by exchanging a child, a peace child, from each tribe, which the other tribe raised and cared for more carefully than even its own children. Obviously, this required a tremendous, heart-wrenching sacrifice by a family from each tribe, but the importance of making peace with each other outweighed their value of treachery and continued violence and death. For the Sawi, it even would have been evil, Richardson notes, to break the peace by dishonoring so costly a sacrifice.


  This example helps show that even the treacherous Sawi people somehow knew about and held to a principle of justice, for they could see that such treachery toward a peace child, and dishonor toward the ones who sacrificed their children, would be evil. However, it seems that they knew this evil in a more fundamental, even basic way than by their being taught as such by their culture. It seems they simply knew it to be wrong. It also would have been wrong to break such a promise. In addition, they held that not harming one another is morally right, at least when they had made peace in this way.


  Thus, they seem to hold some very common, even universal morals. Even within their culture of treachery, they still knew these things to be right, at least in this kind of case. Now both these findings fit with natural law. While it is true that they could not see Jesus as the moral hero of his story until they learned that he is God’s peace child, they still knew that certain morals are right, which seems to involve a deeper factor than just what they learned from their deeply entrenched, everyday cultural practices.


  Still, there is a learning process involved with moral development. How does that work? For instance, little children will need to develop a concept of what murder is. I think the process of developing this concept will proceed similarly to the acquisition of other concepts, like what an apple is. My daughter developed a concept of an apple from many noticings of pictures of apples, as well as of actual apples, and I would label them with the word “apple.” Then she could go into the grocery store with me, see a display of some kinds of apples that were new to the store, and still correctly identify them as apples. I think she learned the concept of murder from various noticings, too, perhaps in movies or stories. What I think happened is that once she understood what the concept of murder is, she should have seen such an act as wrong. That is, it seems to me she should derive the morally normative conclusion from what is the case. That is the point. We may be unclear whether a particular case is one of murder or not, but if it is, I think we should see it is wrong.27


  As a third issue, does natural moral law commit the is-ought fallacy? That is, how do we justifiably derive what ought to be simply from what is the case? This latter question raises an issue that will resurface several times during our overall study. For now, let me limit my comments to our present ethical focus. That is, on a biblical ethic, all people are intrinsically moral beings, since all are image bearers. We are like God in that we have moral, intellectual, spiritual, relational and other capacities.28 Thus, certain things are appropriate or inappropriate for us due to our nature. We bear God’s image, and a key part of that is being moral. If so, then on this view, the “ought” can be derived from what “is” the case, since we are intrinsically moral beings. Now, this brief discussion about this issue with natural law will not address all issues associated with it. However, we will return in part 3 to the question of whether our nature does indeed have an intrinsic moral dimension.


  As a fourth issue, even if some moral positions seem to be justified by appeals to nature, or creation, over time people still may disagree over whether they are true or false. For instance, today, it is clear to Americans that the kind of slavery practiced in the southern states is wrong. They, not to mention others, have come to a point now where they see that such slavery clearly is wrong, but of course, that was not always a widely held view. Slave owners in the South even tried to justify their moral position by appealing to the nature of Africans. Abolitionists, on the other hand, could appeal to the intrinsic wrongness of treating fellow humans as mere property as a moral fact grounded in nature. Such issues and appeals to intuition we will discuss more when we address relativism. For now, let us note that we know some moral truths more intuitively than others, and some seem to be very clear; for example, that murder is wrong. However, as with the example of slavery, if some people did not see slaves as persons, then the force of that moral truth would not really hit them.


  Moral conflicts? Another key issue with biblical ethics is what we are to do when two moral principles conflict (apparently or actually). Can people live out both moral principles consistently? This issue will help us make distinctions between absolute and objective morals.


  Consider first the Hebrew midwives. Let us look at Exodus 1:15-21:


  Then the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and the other was named Puah; and he said, “When you are helping the Hebrew women to give birth and see them upon the birthstool, if it is a son, then you shall put him to death; but if it is a daughter, then she shall live.” But the midwives feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt had commanded them, but let the boys live. So the king of Egypt called for the midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this thing, and let the boys live?” The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not as the Egyptian women; for they are vigorous and they give birth before the midwife can get to them.” So God was good to the midwives, and the people multiplied, and became very mighty. Because the midwives feared God, He established households for them.


  Pharaoh commanded them to kill, but apparently, they lied, and God blessed them. How do we account for this? A first option denies that such conflicts even can happen. That is, God would not give commands that conflict. On that view, the person should trust God to open the way out of such apparent dilemmas.29 Yet in Joshua 2, it seems that Rahab did face a real conflict. On the one hand, if she were to tell the truth to the authorities of her hometown, Jericho—that she knew where the Israelite spies were located—then they would have faced punishment or torture, perhaps even death. Furthermore, in so doing, she would have displeased their God. She told the spies she knew that their God was the true God, and the God of Israel had pronounced a rightful judgment upon Jericho. She wanted to identify herself with the people of the true God. On the other hand, if she were to lie to her authorities, then she could preserve the spies’ lives.


  There still are two more options. The second holds that, yes, there can be real moral conflicts since we are in a fallen world, but it still is wrong when one does not obey all the commands. That is, the midwives acted wrongly by lying to Pharaoh, but that act was the lesser of two evils. However, there is a moral problem with this view, in that a person has a duty to sin. We are blameworthy, it seems, if we do the lesser evil, even though there is no choice. Moreover, the fact that we would be held blameworthy, even though we could do nothing about it, seems morally wrong.


  There is a third option, however, that holds that in cases of actual moral conflict, we do no wrong if we do fulfill the morally more important of the two commands in conflict. Consider the example of Nazis at the door of a house in occupied Holland. They barge in and demand to know if the residents have any Jews in their house. Suppose in fact they are hiding Jews. If the residents say yes, at the least the Jews will be tortured, and likely murdered. However, if they lie, then they have sinned. What should they do?


  To help answer this, let us consider two kinds of moral truths, to see if we can make distinctions between absolute and objective moral truths. Let us try to unpack four ways to compare them. The four “dimensions” we will consider are metaphysics, epistemology, scope and applicability. First, metaphysically, what are these things? The answer is that both absolute and objective morals are transcendent, immaterial and universal. Yet biblically, God’s character still grounds them. Second, epistemologically, how do we know them? The same way applies for both: we know them by general revelation (reason) and special revelation.


  What are they in terms of scope? Both objective and absolute morals are for all people. However, in terms of applicability, we may make a distinction between them. In the Nazi case, if telling the truth is an absolute, it means that the moral principle always applies, without any exceptions. On an absolutist view, in terms of applicability, the residents would have to tell the soldiers, “Yes, we do have Jews here.”


  On an objectivist view, however, there is a hierarchy of moral principles.30 Prima facie, one should obey the moral principles that are in conflict. However, like the Nazi example, in cases of genuine conflict when one simply cannot do both actions, one should obey the morally weightier principle. Consider again the case of the midwives. In their response to Pharaoh, they do no wrong, as evidenced by God’s not having them repent of a wrong done. They did not tell the truth, but something much more important outweighed it.31


  Does this approach make obedience to the moral principle situationally relative? No, for it is right in terms of the metaphysical, epistemological and scope dimensions of both objective and absolute morals. It even is intrinsically right. Here, however, something morally weightier overrode its applicability. Crucially, the conflict must be genuine and not merely one’s own ration­alization to justify one’s preferences. Table 1.1 helps categorize these findings.


  Table 1.1. Absolute and Objective Morality in Biblical Ethics: A Comparison


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      	
        

      

      	
        Absolute Morals

      

      	
        Objective Morals

      
    


    
      	
        Metaphysically: What are morals?

      

      	
        Transcendent, universal moral properties that are what they are whether or not anyone believes them or talks about them (they are mind-independent); biblically, they are grounded in God

      

      	
        Identical

      
    


    
      	
        Epistemologically: How do we know them?

      

      	
        Reason or special revelation

      

      	
        Identical

      
    


    
      	
        Scope/reference: To whom do they apply?

      

      	
        All people

      

      	
        Identical

      
    


    
      	
        Applicability: Can they be overridden in cases of genuine conflict? Alternatively, when do they apply?

      

      	
        No; they apply 100% of the time

      

      	
        Yes, they can. There is a hierarchy of objective moral truths. In cases of genuine conflict, the morally more important principle outweighs, the less important one (e.g., do not murder versus do not lie).

      
    

  


  Conclusion


  In Christian, biblical ethics, at least as traditionally conceived, morals are objectively real, and God grounds them. They are true, and they are normative for all people, due to our nature as image bearers. These moral truths are knowable as such in part by reason (general revelation), and more completely and precisely in special revelation (Scripture). Having finished this introduction to biblical ethics, we now will turn to address the thought of two ancient philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, in terms of their ethics, especially regarding what morals are and how we know them.


  2

  

  Ancient Ethics


  Plato and Aristotle on Moral Knowledge


  The biblical ethics just surveyed, at least as traditionally interpreted, has a strong realist emphasis. Similar patterns run through the ethics of Plato and Aristotle. They too are realists in the sense that morals are not human products. Still, we will need to qualify more precisely their particular views of the nature of properties, which we will extend to moral ones as well. In addition, they are realists about our abilities to know morals as such.1 They too have much to say about human nature in relation to moral growth, particularly Aristotle. While their ethics are virtue (or aretaic) oriented, they do not blend virtues with deontology.


  For each author, I will try to develop their metaphysics and their epistemology, especially in terms of how these relate to their ethics, and then specifically address the remainder of their ethics.


  Plato


  Plato (428–348 B.C.) was a Greek philosopher who studied under Socrates. His ethic focuses on two realms.


  Table 2.1. Plato’s Two Realms


  
    
      
      
      
      
      
    

    
      	
        The Intelligible: the “upper” realm

      

      	
        Eternal

      

      	
        The true, the good, the beautiful

      

      	
        Forms (the one): things in themselves, essences (e.g., triangularity itself)

      

      	
        Known by the intellect, through reason

      
    


    
      	
        The Sensible/Visible: the “lower” realm

      

      	
        Temporal,finite

      

      	
        Particular examples of truth, goodness and beauty

      

      	
        Particulars (the many): examples of particular triangles

      

      	
        Known by experience

      
    

  


  Table 2.1 illustrates that the intelligible realm is the realm of the forms. Metaphysically, these are abstract entities (i.e., they are real, but they themselves are not spatially or temporally located). The forms are archetypes, or essences. For example, this realm includes triangularity, the essence of being a triangle. It is also the realm of the essence of being human, or humanness itself. In addition, it is the realm of justice itself, as well as the true, the good and the beautiful. The realm of forms also includes numbers (such as the numbers 1, 2 or 3) and rectangularity themselves. Today, we call these archetypes universals, for they are a one (e.g., there is just one kind of humanness), and yet they can be found in many instances (many human beings).2


  Put differently, today we call this view of the nature of properties (even essential ones) realism.3 Now on a Platonic view of the nature of the relation between properties and the particulars that have (or exemplify) these properties, we can distinguish two features. First, for Platonists, there are uninstantiated universals—they can exist without being present in any particular. An example might be the number two; even if all particular instances (or tokens) of the number two (such as a particular writing or speaking of the word “two,” or “dos” [Spanish], or 2, or II) were erased, the number two itself is an abstract entity and is not destroyed. Second, universals themselves remain outside the being of the things that have them, in a Platonic “heaven.” The virtue of justice (the metaphysically abstract entity itself) is not present in the being of a person we call just, but its instance would be.4


  By contrast, the sensible realm is the realm of the many, in which there are many particular triangles, humans, tokens of numbers and so forth. The sensible (or visible) realm is that of the potential or the concrete, in which change takes place. Thus, it is the realm of the finite and temporal in which we live our daily lives.5


  In terms of human anthropology, we are essentially a soul that is immortal, and in this life on earth, our soul lives in a body.6 Plato distinguishes ways of considering the human soul. First, there must be an archetype for the human soul in the realm of the forms. Second, he subdivides the human soul (as we experience in our lives) into different parts, including rational, spirited and desiring parts.7


  How do we know truths about these two realms and their entities? For Plato, we know the intelligible realm by our intellect, and that mainly by deduction, whereas we know truths of the sensible realm by experience. Yet how can we, as temporal, finite beings, understand what is nontemporal and nonspatial? It seems there should be some sort of connection between the two realms, something that we will see his pupil Aristotle develop. Moreover, we each have humanness and its capacities, and to become virtuous will involve the virtues themselves.


  Morally, the realm of the forms includes the true, the good and the beautiful.8 Alternatively, we can describe these as what are truly good and truly beautiful. Part of our true end, our telos, is to try to have a fundamental balance of them. Morality involves what is intrinsically good (i.e., goodness itself). Thus, morals, like justice, involve metaphysically real, abstract entities themselves.


  Now, justice is a virtue of the soul and involves the parts of the soul working together in harmony, in their proper order and toward their telos, their true end.9 Just as the human soul is to be ordered and just, so is the city to be ordered and just. People in the polis are to contribute their respective functions for which they have been naturally suited (i.e., by nature) with excellence.10 Plato seems to want to take the virtues of a person and write them large to the city-state. He also has in mind a meritocracy.


  In addition, no one really is fulfilled until he or she participates in being itself. To put it differently, people are not fulfilled until they have reached their telos. Yet no one comes even close to realizing their true end—of what they should be like—but it is still something toward which they should strive and work.


  Part of the reason it is so hard to reach our telos is that the process of education toward the knowledge of the form of the good is very difficult. To illustrate, Plato uses his allegory of the cave, in which people in an un­educated state live chained in a cave so that they can see only shadows, yet they believe them to be the totality of reality, even what is true. These people are used to experiencing and understanding life in light of only the sensible realm. Yet if they can go through the process of emerging from the cave, eventually they can perceive things in themselves, even the form of the good (which he compares to the sun). Again, this is a challenging, even painful, process of habituation via education to perceive the forms, yet it is a process that guardians-in-training must undergo, who then must return to train others to see likewise.11


  Now, behind his thought is an assumption that all people want to be virtuous, and that with proper education, human reason cannot only do the good, but want to do it as well. Surely that is a major assumption from several perspectives, and not only as we saw from the standpoint of biblical ethics. Many others also would be skeptical today in light of what we have seen at least through the twentieth century, when we witnessed many cases of people, even national leaders, deliberately choosing not to do what is good, but in fact harmful, for their own power.


  By positing a telos, Plato is trying to find the goal for how people in any society should live. He is not trying to say this is just the way things should be for the particular people in his time. Thus, he is trying to develop an ethic that is universal in scope, and his appeal to morals as universals fits metaphysically with that ethical goal.


  Thus, at least in principle, there is no disconnection between his metaphysics and his ethics. Nevertheless, the question remains as to why the forms (and virtues themselves) have something to do with us. On his view, it is easy to construe morals as just being “out there.” If so, why should we embody them in our character? What is the connection between human nature and the forms? Indeed, morals in the realm of the forms seem to function as brute posits without a closely developed relationship between them and humans. Later, we will see that as people started to move away from his metaphysics and his confidence in reason, those shifts also led to related shifts in their ethics. Let us turn now to examine Aristotle’s views, to see how he develops the views of his mentor as well as his own.


  Aristotle


  Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) was Plato’s pupil. Still, as we will see, while he adhered to several of Plato’s ideas, he developed (and even departed from) them in key ways.


  While they may not agree in all the particulars, some of Aristotle’s ideas seem strongly at home with New Testament views. For instance, the soul is our essence, or our nature.12 As such, the soul sets the boundary conditions for the kinds of changes we can undergo, as well as what is appropriate or normative for us, which is due to the kind of thing we are. There are certain kinds of things that would be appropriate for a dog’s essential nature but that are not the same for a human’s nature. For example, there are certain moral qualities I ought to have, but a dog should not.


  On this view, all humans (a primary, individuated substance) have predicated of them humanness (a secondary substance) as their essential nature. Plants have essences, too, which is their principle of life within them. They have a certain kind of nature, which marks off the boundary conditions for what is appropriate for them if they are to grow into a fully developed kind of chrysanthemum or something else.13


  For Aristotle, we are a unity of body and soul, which means that his view, as traditionally understood, is a kind of substance dualism. The body, however, is rooted ultimately in the soul, developing then a deep unity between them. The body parts humans have are appropriate for them due to their nature, while the same would be true for animals and plants.


  There also are certain kinds of character qualities or moral virtues that are appropriate for us, again due to our nature. Aristotle focuses on what we know as the cardinal virtues—justice, temperance, courage and prudence. Like Plato, he asserts there is a proper order to the soul and the virtues. However, Aristotle develops his ideas in more detail. This ordering involves the idea that our souls, as our essential nature, come complete with a hierarchically arranged set of ultimate capacities. That is, all humans have a complete set of lower- or higher-order capacities.


  Nevertheless, it does not follow that each of us will realize all our capacities. Let me give one kind of example. As we mature, we want to develop the abilities to relate deeply and intimately, develop and cultivate trust with people, and be discerning about whom we let ourselves trust and get close to us. However, sometimes these capacities can be blocked or privated, even by a number of kinds of things, perhaps by psychological or emotional trauma early on as a child. Therefore, this subject addresses not just morals, but also psychological theory, in terms of how you understand what the blockage (or privation) is. How does a therapist help a person grow through privation? In this case, there is a prior issue to address, to help unblock the lower-order capacity, and if it is unblocked, then the person can grow and realize the higher-order capacity for trust. Thus, we may have to deal with the prior issues that block the capacity to relate deeply and intimately.


  Now Aristotle realizes that our ability to grow presupposes a fundamental sameness to the human person, and yet such that one can change. Again, he gives a careful analysis of the soul in order to develop his theory of growth in character and practical rationality. For him, the soul defines the limits to the kinds of changes we can undergo. It is a person’s set of essential properties and ultimate capacities, without which we would cease to exist. That is, we cannot undergo essential change and still exist. Essentially, we each can remain the same person through time and yet also change due to sameness of soul. That is how I am still the same person I am now as I was when I was, say, twenty-one.


  Even so, some things have changed since then. For instance, I married my wife in 1984, and in 2000, I graduated with my PhD. I also have much less hair on my head now than I did at age twenty-one. These examples are accidental (nonessential) changes, as Aristotle would call them. That is to say, these traits are not necessary for me to be me. On the other hand, I am still Scott Smith. There is something that makes me me through all those and others changes—which Aristotle maintains is the soul.14


  These two Aristotelian concepts of change help us understand his virtue ethics. The capacities for the virtues exist in our souls, but a given person may or may not realize them.15 The development of a virtue is, strictly speaking, a nonessential kind of change. That very development pre­supposes that there is something about me now that makes me the same person as I was before I developed the virtue, and even during that process. Otherwise, there could not be any growth in character. In addition, in a fundamental way, I have that virtue exemplified in me.


  This leads us into a discussion of how Aristotelians differ from Platonists about properties (such as virtues). According to J. P. Moreland (1948–), Aristotle is a realist about properties; they are universals. However, he differs from Plato in key respects.16 First, Aristotle thought that universals depend for their existence upon at least one particular’s exemplifying them. Thus, there are no uninstantiated properties. Second, properties are in the being of particulars that have them. This seems to fit well with the observation above: that in some crucial sense, I have (possess) my character traits. They are mine in a very real way. Third, he thought universals are spatially located in the being of things that have them.


  On the other hand, others have interpreted Aristotle as being a trope nominalist about properties.17 That is, properties do exist, but they are not universals; they are particulars. So, instead of having a universal property known as justice, which is a one and a many, the trope nominalist would say that there are many particular instances of justice, but these literally do not have in common the identical property, justice, for that would be a universal. Rather, each of these is an “abstract” particular. They are not abstract metaphysically, so these justice tropes are spatially and temporally located. Rather, they are abstract epistemologically; we conceive of them abstractly, as all being justice. However, metaphysically, each trope is distinct. For example, for three people we call just, there is justice1, justice2 and justice3, each of which stands in a relation of exact similarity (not identity) to the others.


  This is not the place to try to settle this debate among Aristotle scholars about the proper interpretation of his view of properties. Regardless of which view we think best fits his overall thought, for Aristotle, virtues (and other properties) really exist (though not necessarily according to a “realist” definition, a name reserved for views that affirm universals). Also, they are present in the particulars that have them.
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