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Introduction

To bring the terms ‘Christian’ and ‘ethics’ together and treat them as referring to a
common subject matter might strike persons of faith or those without it as odd, perhaps
even as a contradiction. For some modern persons, the term ‘Christian’ conjures up
images of past immoral activities: crusades, the Inquisition, the conquest of the
Americas, religious wars, the Galileo affair, defences of slavery and patriarchy. To
qualify ‘ethics’ by ‘Christian’ would regress to a time before the considerable gains of
living well that we moderns have accomplished. ‘Ethics’ liberates us from harmful
Christian practices. It holds Christianity accountable for its past and present failures,
even to the point of judging it as evil. Take, for instance, the charges Christopher
Hitchens brings against all organized religion, including Christianity:
Violent, irrational, intolerant, allied to racism and tribalism and bigotry, invested in
ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous of women and coercive toward
children; organized religion ought to have a great deal on its conscience. There is
one more charge to be added to the bill of indictment. With a necessary part of its
collective mind, religion looks forward to the destruction of the world.
If Hitchens is correct, then ‘ethics’ cannot be allied with Christianity; it is its alternative.
A sensitive ethical conscience would abandon Christian faith.
Yet those who reject faith are not the only ones who find the juxtaposition of the terms
‘Christian’ and ‘ethics’ troubling, albeit for very different reasons. ‘Ethics’ is most often
understood as a thoroughly human endeavour. We are ethical through our own
resources. One of the greatest ethicists who ever lived, Aristotle, taught this. For him,
every thing has a natural end to which it is directed. For instance, the end of an acorn is
to be an oak tree. Intrinsic to an acorn’s nature are the means to achieve this end. With

the right nurturing, proper soil, light, nutrients, and so on, the acorn will naturally
achieve its end. Likewise, the human creature has a natural, ethical end, which is to live
a good life that achieves happiness, or what in Greek is called eudaimonia. We have
everything in our nature that we need for such an end if it flourishes in the proper
circumstances.
Not only Aristotle but also much of modern ethics assumes the autonomy of human
nature as the basis for ethics. But for Christians, to think that we can achieve the good
through our own resources is the heresy known as ‘Pelagianism’. It denies that we need
grace and/or supernatural virtues in order to achieve our end, which is to dwell with
God and have God dwell with us. Such an end - friendship with God - exceeds any
natural ability we bring about on our own. Therefore, while the Christian faith agrees
with Aristotle that we have a good end for which we were made, it denies that we
naturally possess all that we need to achieve it. We need something more - ‘grace’,
otherwise known as the gift of the Holy Spirit-in order to reach this good end. It is
beyond, or more than, natural, which the term ‘super-natural’ suggests.
So here we have two very different objections to relating the terms ‘Christian’ and
‘ethics’, one that seeks to preserve ethics from Christianity, the other preserving
Christianity from ethics. Given these concerns, is it possible to bring ‘Christian’ and
‘ethics’ together into a coherent subject matter?

Why Christianity does and does not need ethics
Both the historical practice of Christianity and its own doctrines require a Christian
assessment of ethics and an ethical assessment of Christianity. Christianity may be
more, but it should never be less, than ethical. Sometimes the beauty of non-Christian
ethics compels Christianity to be accountable to that ethics. Sometimes the reduction of
Christianity to ethics requires it to insist that it is more than ethics. Even the term ‘supernatural’ assumes a role for the natural. Although Christianity never assumes we can
finally redeem ourselves, the more (super-) that is given to the ‘natural’ presumes a role

for ‘nature’ in redemption.
The common Catholic expression ‘grace presupposes and perfects nature’ captures this
insight well. Not all forms of Christianity are pleased with this expression. As we will
see, the Reformed theologian Karl Barth suspected it might bring too much ‘pagan’
morality into Christianity. It might allow for a ‘natural law’ approach to ethics that
eschews grace. But even he recognized the importance of developing a ‘Christian ethics’.
These two terms have been associated throughout the history of the Christian Church in
varying ways by its diverse traditions, Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant. We will
examine that variety below. However, at its best ‘Christian ethics’ allows both for the
faith to illumine ethics and for a reasonable understanding of ethics to clarify the faith.
But this is no easy task, for neither ‘Christian’ nor ‘ethics’ identifies a single, coherent
subject matter upon which all could agree. If Christian faith is to provide insight into the
strengths and limitations of the human pursuit of the good (ethics), and ethics is to help
us clarify Christian faith, then we will need some understanding as to what these terms
refer to before bringing them together.

What is ‘Christian’?
This is no easy question to answer. The Christian Churches themselves do not offer a
common, united answer. The Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Anabaptists, and
Protestants both agree and disagree as to what it means to be ‘Christian’. We also have
divisions within these Churches. We have charismatics, evangelicals, progressives,
revisionists, traditionalists, and the list goes on. Any single account of what the term
‘Christian’ means will leave some unsatisfied. This does not, of course, mean that
anything passes as Christian. We can set forth some basic, foundational claims. For
instance, at its core, Christians worship Jesus as God. This can be found in the
architecture of any church. Whether it is a simple Protestant building or an ornate
Catholic or Orthodox one, the very structure of churches centres on the worship of Jesus.
‘Low’ forms of worship, where perhaps the Bible is all that is found at the centre of the
church, attest to this. Here the words of Jesus will be honoured and read, and prayers

will be offered to him and in his name. Likewise, ‘high’ forms of worship, where the
centre of worship might be an altar table on which a priest performs an elaborate ritual
claiming that in the bread and wine Jesus is fully present, also attest to it. Priests,
pastors, and laypersons say things on these occasions such as ‘the Word of the Lord’
after reading Holy Scripture or ‘the Body of Christ’ after the prayer for Holy
Communion. This is a rather remarkable practice, for it suggests that the human being
Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, died, and was buried, is still present. Christians
then bend the knee to him, a sign of worship and adoration.
Take, for instance, the reredos shown in Illustration 1, a detailed wood screen standing
in the sanctuary that was built for the 1948 World Council of Churches held at First
United Methodist Church in Evanston, Illinois. When worshippers enter the church, this
image greets them. A cross sits on an altar table and behind it is this reredos, a carving
that depicts Jesus’s birth, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension. This forms the centre
of Christian worship. All persons entering the building are directed towards him.

1. Reredos at First United Methodist Church, Evanston, Illinois. The life of Jesus
is depicted and made the centre of worship
Yet Christians also worship Jesus within the context of a shared understanding with
Judaism as to who God is, for Christians share Scriptures with Jews and believe we
cannot know God’s identity without these shared Scriptures. Christians and Jews agree,
for instance, that the Ten Commandments should be kept, that God is one, and that
nothing but God deserves our worship. These basic rules are found in the first three
Commandments given to Moses.
1. ‘I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt. You shall have no
other gods before me.’
2. ‘You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in
heaven above or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.’
3. ‘You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God, for the Lord will
not acquit anyone who misuses his name.’
(Exodus 21:1–7, New Revised Standard Version)

These three commandments are at the heart of a proper Jewish and Christian
recognition of God. God alone is to be worshipped, and no creature is to stand in God’s
place. Nor are we to use God’s name for vain and empty things. Christians affirm these
commandments, and nevertheless recognize that Jesus is a creature. How then can he be
worshipped? Why are the images present in the reredos, as well as those in nearly every
Christian church, not ‘graven images’ that violate the Second Commandment?
To answer this question requires a brief discussion of two central teachings upon which
the viability of Christianity depends: that God is Triune and that Jesus is the Incarnation
of God, one Person who is truly human and divine.

God is Triune

Christians worship Jesus as God, recognize he is fully human, and confess that humanity
is not divinity. This worship must be done with care, for to worship humanity would be
to worship an idol and violate the first two Commandments. The Christian teaching on
the Trinity is necessary for this reason. It helps explain why Christians confess with
Israel that God is one and at the same time include Jesus in the divine identity and
worship him as well. This practice happened early in the Christian Church when the first
believers sang hymns and offered prayers to Jesus, prophesied in his name, and made
‘ritual use’ of his name in baptisms and exorcism. They also confessed him before others
and celebrated his presence in the Lord’s Supper (or Eucharist). Jesus was understood to
be divine, but he was neither a second god nor an intermediary divine figure between
the real God and creation. The first Christians were Jews and so they could not have
allowed for either of these possibilities in their worship practices. There was only one
God.
After many years of reflection upon these basic practices, the bishops of the Church met
in Councils at Constantinople and Nicaea (AD 325–81) and developed language to
explain how God is one and at the same time three Persons, in as much as this can be
explained. These Councils stated that God is one essence, but this one essence is found in
three Persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Each of these Persons is also the
full essence of God. Each is regularly invoked in Christian worship as worthy of
adoration. Each is considered to be an agent who made possible creation and
redemption. The doctrine of the Trinity is not a mathematical computation. It says the
Father is the essence of God (not one–third of God), as are the Son and the Holy Spirit,
and all three Persons together are the one essence as well. Nonetheless, God does not
have four essences, only one. Each Person is distinct from the others, yet they are one in
essence.

The Incarnation
The doctrine of the Trinity sets forth the Christian conviction that Jesus can be
worshipped along with the Father and the Spirit because each is necessary for the

identity of the one God. Jesus is the Second Person of the Trinity, who is eternally
begotten from the Father as the Word, or Logos, through whom all things are then
made. This defines theology proper - the understanding of who God is. But it does not
yet define God’s actions on behalf of creatures. The doctrine of the Incarnation explains
this. It states that the Second Person of the Trinity became fully human as Jesus of
Nazareth at a specific time and place. The Incarnation is God’s mission to restore a
broken creation. It is not only the moment of Jesus’s birth, but also the example of his
life, his teachings, cross, resurrection, and ascension. All of this is important for how
God redeems the creation. In Jesus, the Second Person of the Trinity gives himself over,
not only to be born, but also to grow, develop, teach, be crucified and buried. Because of
his obedience, God raised him from the dead and sets him as Ruler and Lord over all
creation.
The Incarnation received its definitive form at the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451 in
the ‘Chalcedonian definition’. It confesses that Jesus is both fully human and fully God.
Jesus was:
born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according to the Manhood; one and the
same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures,
inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being
by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being
preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided
into two persons, but one and the same Son, and only begotten, God the Word, the
Lord Jesus Christ.
In other words, in the One Person Jesus of Nazareth, God and humanity are both
present, but they are present in such a way that both remain what they are. One is not
changed into another. God does not become human in some mythological sense. Nor
does humanity cease being humanity. Yet they are now united. This unity is eternal, for
Jesus’s life, death, resurrection, and exaltation established the perfect intimacy between
God and humanity.

This act of unification is central to Christianity, and to its particular understanding of
ethics. As many of the church fathers put it, ‘God became human so that humans can
become god’. This does not confuse the divine and human nature, for in becoming ‘god’,
creatures do not become ‘God’. Instead, they become ‘partakers of the divine nature’ (2
Peter 1:4). This redeems creatures from sin, evil, and death, and is something they
cannot do by themselves. It is why Christianity is more than natural; for this is
something Jesus alone accomplished as the perfect union of God and humanity. He was
crucified and raised from the dead, uniting creaturely reality to God. He now invites
creatures to participate in that union by being reconciled with God and one another.
Here is one important reason why ethics matters for Christianity; such reconciliation
will have salutary consequences that should be identifiable in everyday life. For
instance, the church father Athanasius, who was largely responsible for the language
used for the teaching that God is Triune, wrote a small treatise on the Incarnation in
which he suggested that the ‘proof of Christ’s divinity is found in the new way of life it
produces. He wrote:
While they were yet idolaters, the Greeks and Barbarians were always at war with
each other, and were even cruel to their own kith and kin. … Indeed the whole
course of their life was carried on with weapons, and the sword with them replaced
the staff and was the mainstay of all aid. All this time, as I said before, they were
serving idols and offering sacrifices to demons, and for all the superstitious awe that
accompanied this idol worship, nothing could wean them from that warlike spirit.
But strange to relate, since they came over to the school of Christ, as men moved
with real compunction they have laid aside their murderous cruelty and are warminded no more. On the contrary, all is peace among them and nothing remains
save desire for friendship.
Athanasius probably wrote this before he himself was involved in many political
contests and confrontations over the truth of Christian teaching and was subsequently
exiled many times, as were his opponents. It is difficult to read the history of his life and
that of the church of his day, or any day, and say, ‘all is peace among them and nothing
remains save desire for friendship’. Yet Athanasius gives witness to an important

connection between Christianity and ethics. If God has reconciled humanity in a
remarkable union between divinity and humanity, then we should expect to see the
consequences of such an event.

Ethics: the Incarnation and election
But what kind of ethical event is such an act of reconciliation? Is it moral for God to
elect one person from all the peoples and nations of the world and be exclusively united
to this one person? Is it moral for God to choose one nation out of all the nations as
God’s elect people, and be incarnate in an individual from that nation? Several modern
theologians do not think it is. For this reason, they raise moral objections to the doctrine
of the Incarnation. For instance, in a 1977 book, The Myth of God Incarnate, John Hick
and others suggested it was time Christians abandon the traditional teaching on the
Incarnation and begin to see it as a myth. Hick stated:
The writers of this book are convinced that another major theological development is
called for in this last part of the twentieth century. The need arises from growing
knowledge of Christian origins and involves a recognition that Jesus was (as he is
presented in Acts 2:21) ‘a man approved by God’ for a special role within the divine
purpose, and that the later conception of him as God incarnate, the Second Person of
the Holy Trinity living a human life is a mythological or poetic way of expressing his
significance for us. This recognition is called for in the interests of truth; but it also
has increasingly important practical implications for our relationship to the peoples
of the other great world religions.
The ‘growing knowledge of Christian origins’ did not produce the results Hick and his coauthors imagined. Few scholars still claim that we can find mythological sources that
directly led to the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. But Hick’s ethical claim still has
a tremendous hold on our modern imagination. If divinity and humanity are united in
Jesus in a way that they cannot be found at any other place, what does that say about
Christian attitudes toward the ‘other great world religions’? Will it not produce an
immoral intolerance? If we lessen the unique claims Christians make about Jesus, then

we can expand the doctrine of the Incarnation such that it includes all religions, and
possibly even the world. Sallie McFague makes just this claim for a revised teaching on
the Incarnation. She states that theology now needs to ‘relativize the incarnation in
relation to Jesus of Nazareth’ and ‘maximize’ the relation of divinity to the ‘cosmos’, so
that Jesus is ‘paradigmatic of what we find everywhere; everything that is is the
sacrament of God (the universe as God’s body), but here and there we find that presence
erupting in special ways’. Like Hick, this takes away any exclusive uniqueness to
Christianity that would set it against other religions.
Hick and McFague make Christianity consistent with modern currents of ethics. Like
Hitchens, they subject Christianity to ethical critique. Unlike Hitchens, they think
revising Christianity salvages it so that it coheres with modern ethical demands. But this
also assumes that we know what constitutes ‘ethics’, and then fit Christianity to it. This
gives us an ‘ethical Christianity’, but not necessarily a ‘Christian ethics’. The latter
assumes that we do not begin by thinking of Christianity in terms of what we know of
ethics, but that we think of ethics in terms of what we know of Christianity. This does
not mean that Christians and non-Christians cannot agree on what constitutes ethics,
but it does mean that Christian ethics cannot shy away from the ‘scandal of
particularity’ that is found in both Judaism and Christianity. That scandal is that God
‘elects’ a specific people in the world to effect God’s mission: Israel, Jesus, and the
Church. This is the doctrine of election.
The doctrine of election, whereby God freely chooses one particular people to effect
God’s will in the world, seems unethical, especially in light of Kant’s categorical
imperative that defines so much of modern ethics (and which will be discussed below).
Yet neither Christianity nor Judaism can avoid doctrine, or the unique and definitive
role particular people and places play in God’s actions in the world. Rabbi David Novak
understood this well when he wrote:
Indeed, these claims, like ‘God elects Israel’ or ‘God is incarnate in Jesus,’ are what
Judaism and Christianity are all about. In fact, Judaism requires Jews to die as
martyrs rather than exchange Judaism for anything else, even something as similar

to Judaism as Christianity. Christianity makes a similar claim on Christians. Martyrs
are willing to die for what they believe to be the highest truth one could possibly
know in this world, because without a commitment to the existence of truth, one
cannot affirm the truth of God.
I think Rabbi Novak is correct about both Christianity and Judaism; you cannot have
either religion without these doctrines. But this raises once again Hitchens’s concern. Are
religions such as Judaism and Christianity ethically, if not politically, dangerous? If you
think you have truth, and you are willing to die for it, does that not contribute to
divisions among the earth’s inhabitants? Does it not produce an unethical ‘tribalism and
bigotry’? To answer this, we will need now to explore what we might mean by the term
‘ethics’.

Chapter 1
The sources of Christian ethics

Having given some clarification as to what constitutes Christianity, we now consider
‘ethics’. In so doing, we will also begin to develop the sources for Christian ethics. When
Christianity arrives, ‘ethics’ is already well established, both in Judaism and in what
became known as ‘pagan’ ethics. Christian ethics draws on both these traditions,
preserving what is good and yet showing the limits to pagan ethics, and making claims
for how Jesus ‘fulfils’, but does not destroy, Jewish ethics.

‘Pagan’ ethics
Ethics in the broadest sense is the rational pursuit of what is good and avoidance of that
which is evil. It is a discipline and pursuit older than Christianity. Early Christians
referred to it as ‘pagan’ wisdom, which was certainly not a term of endearment.
Christians used the term critically, questioning whether ‘pagan’ wisdom had anything to
teach them. After all, in his first letter to the Corinthians, St Paul asked the question,
‘Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?’ The implied answer was yes. This
could cause an early theologian such as Tertullian (AD 160-225) to ask, ‘What has
Jerusalem to do with Athens?’ In other words, what does the wisdom of the cross
(Jerusalem) have to do with the philosophical and ethical tradition of Greeks like Plato
or Aristotle? Tertullian’s question should not cause us to think that the early church
fathers dismissed the wisdom of ‘pagan’ ethics; they did not, not even Tertullian. They
believed, as did the medieval theologians, that God had created a world that could be
rationally understood, and that goodness was intrinsic to the reason present in creation.
For this reason, wisdom should be sought wherever it was found, including ethical
wisdom. Raphael’s (1483-1520) famous painting of The School of Athens (reproduced in
Illustration 2) that hangs in the Vatican Museum illustrates this well.

2. Raphael’s School of Athens. Plato and Aristotle discuss the good in a context
that resembles a Christian church. Raphael depicts Christianity’s engagement
with ‘pagan’ wisdom
In this painting, Plato and Aristotle stand in the centre, surrounded by other famous
philosophers. Plato points upwards and Aristotle extends his hand out on a level plane.
The building in which they are walking resembles a church or a cross, demonstrating
how faith and wisdom, even the wisdom of the ‘pagans’, can work together. We can
only imagine why Plato points upward and Aristotle forward. It could be a sign of their
different conceptions of the good. For Plato, the good is a ‘form’ that transcends the
material reality of everyday. We need to see beyond such material reality in order to
pursue the good. For Aristotle, the good is a form found in everyday things. We need to
look to them in order to pursue the good. For both, the good is an object that produces
desires in us. These desires cause us to seek the good, which is more than what produces
the desires that start us on the journey, desires for pleasure, wealth, fame, and honour.
None of these can satisfy the desire the good produces. If we stop at them, then we will
fail to achieve our true end, the good.

Virtue
Pagan moral wisdom emphasized the place of ‘virtue’ for the successful pursuit of the
good. As R. C. Hauser indicates, virtue is related to the ‘excellence’ (arête) a virtuous
man (and it was primarily men who were thought to be virtuous in antiquity) exercises

in the course of his life. It was originally linked to the virtue of courage, which was
found primarily, albeit in a flawed manner, in Achilles. Ancient accounts of the virtues
were related to stories about such men. Virtue is a power or potential in the human
creature that is repeatedly exercised until it becomes part of who the person is. Just as
an athlete trains so that she or he can ‘naturally’ run, swim, or cycle in a way alien to
most people, so the virtues are ‘excellences’ that persons embody through involvement
in certain activities. Such considerations gave rise to the ‘cardinal virtues’, which are
justice, wisdom, courage, and temperance. The term ‘cardinal’ comes from the Latin,
cardo, which can mean ‘hinge’ or ‘axis’. The cardinal virtues provide a ‘hinge’ for the
moral life, or give a person an ‘axis’ by which to live in the world. We can give
definitions for each of these virtues, as Aristotle, Plato, and Cicero did. For instance,
Cicero stated that everything ‘morally right’ (or honestum in Latin) ‘arises from one of
four sources’ which are:
1) the full perception and intelligent development of the true (wisdom or prudence);
2) rendering to every man his due, and with the faithful discharge of obligations
assumed (justice);
3) the greatness and strength of a noble and invincible spirit (courage);
4) the orderliness and moderation of everything that is said and done wherein consists
temperance and self-control (temperance).
Although these definitions are helpful, they are best understood through the stories of
their embodiment in characters. For instance, Aristotle uses the stories of Diomedes and
Hektor to exemplify courage. Such stories are always local; you would need to live in a
culture where people know the stories of Diomedes and Hektor to see how they
exemplify the virtues. The exercise of virtue depends on local circumstances, just as
riding a bicycle in a flat country produces different habits than riding in mountains.
Likewise, what it meant to be a good Spartan would not necessarily. be the same as a
good Athenian. For Aristotle, the virtues require a particular form of civic life for them
to make sense. This also meant certain persons were excluded from attaining the
excellences -slaves, women, and some foreigners. Nonetheless, Aristotle did think that

every person aimed for one thing in his or her actions, which was happiness. All moral
action took place under its implicit or explicit pull. Happiness, or eudaimonia in Greek,
was the good, without which human action would not make sense. This was the telos, the
Greek word for ‘end’, which everyone and everything desired. For that reason, ancient
virtue ethics is often called ‘eudaimonistic’ and ‘teleological’. It assumes an end present
in the nature of all things, for which they aim. The purpose of ethics, then, is to guide
our lives to attain that end, an end that could be achieved by avoiding excesses and
deficiencies of life. Virtue was a mean. For this reason, virtues could be designated as a
mean between excess and deficiency. The following table shows some of the key virtues
Aristotle discusses along with their deficiencies and excesses.

Notice how Aristotle frames his discussion of the virtues through the four ‘cardinal’ ones.
He first discusses courage and temperance, and concludes with justice and wisdom. The
latter do not have specific deficiencies or excesses, but any deficiency or excess in the

other virtues prohibits the proper exercise of justice or wisdom.
The virtues are not a ‘compromise’ between two vices, as if friendliness would require
the right amount of grouchiness and obsequiousness. The vices are disordered desires,
which are to be avoided. The virtues act as a guide to order our natural desires to their
proper end of happiness. As Alasdair Maclntyre put it, the moral life begins with ‘our
nature as it is in itself’, including its desires, and then transforms it to ‘our nature as it
should be’. This movement is what helps us make sense of laws and commands. They are
not ends in themselves; they are intelligible because of the ends to which they direct and
form our nature.

Natural law
The natural law was another ancient approach to ethics alongside virtue. Aristotle
suggested such a law. He recognized that languages, customs, and laws differed among
various societies. This could lead to laws that were merely set forth by a society, which
would be ‘positive law’ It has no greater justification than the will of that society. The
law of nature’ would be a law that was more foundational than these locally established
laws; it was a law built into nature itself. The stoics were especially prone to consider
the ethical life in terms of the ‘natural law’, and thought, unlike Aristotle, that the
person truly in sync with the natural law would not be swayed from the good by
external contingencies, like sickness, loss of property, or natural disasters.
Early and medieval Christianity, along with Judaism and Islam, developed the Greek
and Roman traditions of the natural law, and this has an ongoing influence in modern
Christian ethics. When Martin Luther King, Jr was imprisoned in Alabama for
challenging the city’s enacted legislation for segregation, he appealed to the doctrine of
the natural law. In his famous letter from a Birmingham jail, quoting St Augustine, he
wrote, ‘an unjust law is no law at all’. This also has an ancient lineage in the Christian
tradition. The Roman pagan Celsus charged Christianity with failing to honour the
common wisdom that each nation has its own religion and ethics. Celsus wrote, ‘the

practices done by each nation are right when they are done in the way that pleases the
overseers’. The Christian thinker Origen (AD 185-254) rejected this, along with Celsus’s
claim that the ‘written laws of cities’ were to be honoured more so than the ‘ultimate law
of nature’ given by God. For Origen, if the former contradicts the latter, the former is to
be ignored even if that requires ‘dangers, troubles, death and shame’.

Christians and the virtues
How did Christian ethics relate to this ancient understanding of moral wisdom?
Although natural law was not a central preoccupation among the church fathers, most
of them found a place for virtue in the Christian life. St Athanasius (AD 296-373)
reminded his readers that the monk St Anthony regularly admonished younger monks:
‘do not be afraid to hear about virtue and do not be a stranger to the term’. St Ambrose
(AD 340-97), like the ‘pagan’ stoic Cicero, wrote a treatise ‘On the Duties’. It did not
deny that Cicero and other ancient philosophers explained the virtues well, but Ambrose
found patriarchs of the Old Testament, such as Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Job, and David,
the best exemplars of such virtues. He wrote:
What duty connected with the chief virtues was wanting in these men? In the first
place they showed prudence, which is exercised in the search of the truth, and which
imparts a desire for full knowledge; next, justice, which assigns each man his own,
does not claim another’s, and disregards its own advantage, so as to guard the rights
of all; thirdly, fortitude, which both in warfare and at home is conspicuous in
greatness of mind and distinguishes itself in the strength of the body; fourthly,
temperance, which preserves the right method and order in all things that we think
should either be done or said.
Notice how Ambrose used Cicero’s understanding of the sources of the moral life and
suggested that the patriarchs possessed them best. Like Athanasius, he affirmed the
ancient virtues, but also re-contextualized them. Neither Achilles nor Socrates shows us
the virtues; the biblical characters and saints do. Their stories now give the virtues their
meaning.

It might be thought that the influential St Augustine (AD 354-430) rejected ‘pagan’
virtue; he is well known for designating ‘pagan virtues’ as’ splendid vices’. But it would
be a mistake to think that he and other Christians did not draw on and develop this
ancient tradition as well. He does not so much reject them as argue they are limited.
This is not because he is worried about some otherworldly realm, but because he finds
pagan ethics ‘inadequate in themselves’ for preserving and cultivating what is good in
this life. Nevertheless, St Augustine also drew on the tradition of the pagan virtues and
reordered them by making ‘charity’ their form. He wrote:
As to virtue leading us to a happy life, I hold virtue to be nothing else than perfect
love of God. For the fourfold division of virtue I regard as taken from four forms of
love. For these four virtues (would that all felt their influence in their minds as they
have their names in their mouths!), I should have no hesitation in defining them:
that temperance is love giving itself entirely to that which is loved; fortitude is love
readily bearing all things for the sake of the loved object; justice is love serving only
the loved object, and therefore ruling rightly; prudence is love distinguishing with
sagacity between what hinders it and what helps it. The object of this love is not
anything, but only God, the chief good, the highest wisdom, the perfect harmony. So
we may express the definition thus: that temperance is love keeping itself entire and
incorrupt for God; fortitude is love bearing everything readily for the sake of God;
justice is love serving God only, and therefore ruling well all else, as subject to man;
prudence is love making a right distinction between what helps it towards God and
what might hinder it.
Augustine has radically revised the virtue tradition such that the love of God should
order all our desires.
Much of the Christian tradition followed this practice of taking over the ancient
tradition of pagan moral wisdom and re-narrating it in the context of the Christian
faith. This would both affirm and transform the ancient virtues. They would not only be
considered ‘cardinal’ or ‘natural’, but they would also be completed with ‘theological’ or
‘infused’ virtues, which were found in Scripture: faith, hope, and love. These virtues,

because they draw us into the life of God, do not know an excess to be avoided; for God
is infinite. God is ‘excess’. The theological virtues then reorder all the virtues. This gave
rise to the ‘seven virtues’ that are often depicted in Christian art.
Some eight centuries after Augustine, we find St Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) still drawing
on the virtue tradition and giving it a more explicit foundation in Christian doctrine.
The fresco by Andrea da Firenze (c. 1365) in the Spanish Chapel of the Church of Santa
Maria Novella, Florence, known as The Triumph of St Thomas Aquinas, illustrates the
seven virtues that are now to be read within the context of the Holy Scriptures open on
Thomas’s lap (Illustration 3).
He divided his most famous work, Summa Theologia, into three parts. The first part treats
of God, the second of the movement of rational creatures to God, and the third of Christ,
who as a man is the way to God. Aquinas treats moral wisdom in the second part,
whereas much of his work on Christian doctrine is found in the first and third parts.
They frame his re-narration of the virtue tradition. Unfortunately, the second part of his
Summa became divided from the first and third, circulating without them. This resulted
in a failure to see how Aquinas had transformed the virtues by Christian doctrine. But
even in the second part, he transforms the ancient understanding. For instance, after
explaining the pagan virtues at length, which he called natural or acquired virtues, he
then turned to the supernatural virtues and made a startling claim:

3. The Triumph of St Thomas Aquinas: Thomas holds open the Scripture. Persons
from the Old and New Testament surround him, and they and the Scriptures
frame the virtues
It is therefore clear from what has been said that only the infused virtues are perfect,
and deserve to be called virtues simply: since they direct man well to the ultimate
end. But the other virtues, those, namely that are acquired, are virtues in a restricted
sense, but not simply: for they direct man well in respect of the last end in some
particular genus of action, but not in respect of the last end simply.
Here he argues that only the infused virtues are truly virtues; all others are to be
understood as ‘virtues in a restricted sense’. They can order our lives somewhat toward
what is good, but they cannot properly order them to our true end because the true end
is now friendship with the Triune God; something which Aristotle would have found
utterly objectionable. For him, true friendship could only occur among equals. For
Aquinas and the Christian tradition, following the Gospel of John, we can now be
friends with God (John 15:15-16, New Revised Standard Version). Aquinas did not deny
the importance of the acquired virtues, but he insists that to achieve our true end, we
will need the infused virtues as well as gifts, fruits of the Holy Spirit, and beatitudes. For
him, Christian ethics is much more gift than achievement, even though our will must
cooperate with the gift.
We will address more fully the theological virtues, gifts, fruits, and beatitudes in the
next section. The key to understanding the oddness of this Christian ethic will be in
making sense of ‘hallowing’, or making holy. To this point, we have traced all too
cursory a tradition of Greek moral wisdom and some central Christian responses to it.
But this is not the only tradition of ethics to which Christian faith relates. It is more
intimately related to Judaism.

Jewish ethics: Torah as ‘social project’ and the Church as a
‘social ethic’

Christian ethics finds its source in diverse means, but it primarily emerges from the
biblical narrative and especially the call of Abraham and Sarah and subsequent creation
of the Jewish people, who received certain sacred possessions by which God would bless
all the nations, including the gift of the Divine Name, the Torah (including the Ten
Commandments), and the Tabernacle/Temple as the place where heaven and earth
meet. It is the dwelling-place of God on earth. These sources were essential for the
emergence of Christian ethics, which assumes the social context of the Church. Without
it, Christian ethics would be unintelligible. The Church continues the mission of
Abraham and Sarah, which has as its goal nothing less than the ‘Kingdom of God’
coming on earth. The sources for Christian ethics, such as the Lord’s Prayer, the Sermon
on the Mount, the Theological Virtues, and the Sacraments, remind us of this goal,
prepare the way for it, and witness to its coming.

The call of Abraham
Christian ethics arises from the calling of Abraham, which is found in Genesis 12. The
first eleven chapters of that book are often called ‘primal history’. They take ancient
myths from other cultures and rewrite them from the perspective of Israel’s call. For
instance, the creation story draws upon, but significantly alters, the Babylonian myth of
Marduk’s conquest over Tiamet in the Enuma Elis. Whereas that myth has creation
arising from Tiamet’s dead body after Marduk kills her, the Genesis account of creation
has no such violent contest in order for God to create. Elements from other myths can be
found in the first eleven chapter of Genesis, but they have been subordinated to a larger
creation narrative that assumes creation is fundamentally good. Creation is so good that
God dwells in it, especially in the Garden of Eden, where God ‘walks’ and
‘communicates’ with Adam and Eve. But they disobey God and are expelled from the
garden and therefore from God’s presence. But God does not abandon his creation.
In the Old Testament, the Tabernacle and then the Temple represents the remnant of
the garden as the dwelling-place of God. The Temple has three parts, the porch, or ulam;
the holy place, or hekal; and the Holy of Holies, or debir, where God dwells. As Margaret

Barker explains, the hekal of ‘the Temple interior was a garden representing the
heavenly garden on the mountain of God, the original Garden of Eden’. The debir is the
place of God’s presence, a presence lost after the Fall. In the Genesis account, a
cherubim (angel) now guards the entrance to the garden. In the Temple, two cherubim
flank the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies (debir), the place where God dwells.
A curtain separates the hekal and debir. The high priest only passes from the hekal to the
debir once each year. When he does so, he begins with a garment, which like the veil
represents the earth, filled with the colours of flora and fauna. The seven lampstands in
the hekal signify seven planets or the known creation. But passing through the veil, he
takes on a garment that is pure white, for passing into the debir he passes into heaven,
God’s created dwelling-place. The priest’s actions bring all of creation back to God,
seeking to restore the original, primal harmony and order where God and creation dwell
together, even if this now takes place in the Temple and not in the fullness of creation
itself. That original order was so harmonious and peaceful that humans do not eat
animals and animals do not eat each other. Only after the flood in the Noahic covenant
of Genesis 9 does God permit humans to eat animals. Noah’s ark was a sign of God’s
peaceable kingdom, a messianic vision of creatures living together in peace, another
image of the Temple.
The American Quaker Edward Hick (1780-1849) presented such a vision in his painting
The Peaceable Kingdom (Illustration 4). Lambs, lions, bears, and children live together
without fear, as do Europeans and the native peoples of the Americas.
Noah’s ark represents such a messianic vision. Animals do not need to be caged and
separated from each other. It is not, as a Far Side cartoon humorously depicted it, where
a gazelle is dead on the ark and Noah yells, ‘who let the lions loose again?’.

The Noahic covenant
The covenant God makes with Noah is only one of many such covenants in the
Scriptures, each of which has a different audience. Or at least, that is how these

covenants become received in Jewish and Christian tradition. The Noahic covenant
includes commandments that all the children of Noah, which is all of humanity, should
observe. We find this in the Mishnah, which are the written works from oral tradition in
rabbinic Judaism. In Tosefta ‘Abodah Zarah 8.4, it states, ‘Seven commandments were
given to the children of Noah: regarding the establishments of courts of justice, idolatry,
blasphemy, fornication, bloodshed, theft [and the torn limb]’. What these seven
commandments mean was disputed in the rabbinic tradition. They were interpreted as
what should be expected from a righteous Gentile living in the Holy Land, as well as the
basic morality one should expect from any human being. They are a basic Jewish ethic
for Gentiles. They should establish courts of justice, avoid idolatry, blasphemy, sexual
promiscuily, murder, stealing, and should observe certain food laws. (This is the
reference to the ‘torn limb’. How animals are prepared for consumption matters. Road
kill shouldn’t be eaten!) These Noahic commandments were often reduced to three by
Christians: avoid fornication, bloodshed, and blasphemy or idolatry.

4. Edward Hick’s Peaceable Kingdom: it depicts God’s intention for creation. The
lion and lamb lie down together. A little child leads a lion. People are reconciled
to each other and lie in peace
When the early Christians had to decide how Gentiles were to be included in the Jewish
covenant, they did so by reference to this Noahic ethic. We see this in the First Council
at Jerusalem in Acts 15. Should the new Gentile believers keep the Torah as Jews?
Should male converts be circumcised? After deliberation, James counsels that they are

‘to abstain only from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever
has been strangled and from blood’(Acts 15:19). What was meant by ‘from blood’ is not
clear. It most likely meant certain food laws like the ‘torn limb’ law. However, in the
early Church these Noahic commandments became the basis for three sins for which
repentance was not possible: fornication, idolatry or blasphemy, and murder; the ‘torn
limb’ law became understood as a prohibition against shedding blood. Eventually, the
Church allowed repentance even for these sins, although that would not occur until the
3rd century.

The City of God
Of course, the prehistory in Genesis 1-11 is not all peace, harmony, and goodness. The
images of the peaceable kingdom are present in order to provide a sharp contrast with
the world as it actually has become. We find evil, violence, and destruction. God does
not cause evil in these stories. Nor does God need it in order to create. It occurs
accidentally when human creatures bring it upon themselves. The ‘Fall’ of Adam and Eve
conveys that all is not well, especially when it comes to human efforts to discern good
from evil. Things continue to worsen among Adam and Eve’s children. Cain kills his
brother Abel, and God judges him, but not by making him a wanderer and exile as he
fears. God protects him. In fact, his son Enoch builds the first city (Genesis 4:7).
The role of the ‘city’ in the Bible is very important. In one sense, as St Augustine
recognized, the movement of Scripture is towards the ‘City of God’, from which Christian
ethics emerges. Unlike most earthly cities, nations, and empires, God’s calling of Israel is
for the expressed purpose of building a ‘city’, ‘nation’ or ‘house’ where God dwells with
people and people with God. We see this in the important juxtaposition of Genesis 11
and 12. Genesis 11 brings to a close the primeval ‘history’. It does not end well. All
human creatures have a common language and use their ‘communion’ with each other to
build a city that will reach to the heavens, which is God’s created dwelling-place. They
seek to make a name for themselves, and in so doing, rival God. In turn, God judges
them by dividing them up into nations and languages. Their city, ‘Babel’ remains

unfinished.
So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of all the earth, and they
left off building the city. Therefore it was called Babel, because there the Lord
confused the language of all the earth; and from there the Lord scattered them
abroad over the face of all the earth.
(Genesis 11:8–9)

Genesis 11 ends with an unfinished city. In one sense, the completion of this city, where
God is the architect and not humanity, is what concerns Scripture most. It is why God
calls Abraham. It marks a decisive turning in the biblical story. No longer do we find
large mythical narratives; now we get a local, family history. In Genesis 12, God calls
Abraham and makes the following promise to him:
Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I
will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make
your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and
the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.
(Genesis 12:1–2)

As this promise and blessing unfolds in the story of Israel, it takes on more and more
concreteness. We discover Israel’s call is twofold: first, they are not to be like the other
nations; second, they are not to be like the other nations for the sake of the nations. The
election of Israel as God’s chosen people establishes a mission for them, which has
significance for all the peoples, cities, and families of the earth. They are called to live
in such a way that Yahweh alone will be their leader. In order for them to live this way,
they must first have an ‘exodus’. They come out of slavery in the great city of Egypt and
are given several things no other nation has. First, they are given the Divine Name,
ehyeh asher ehyeh (‘I am who I am’), which is the basis for the ‘tetragrammaton’, or four-

letter name for God: YHWH. Second, they are given the Torah, which are the gracious
commands by which Jews live, and in so doing make God’s Name holy throughout the
earth. Third, they are given the assurance of God’s presence or ‘glory’ through specific
worship regulations and practices.

The Divine Name and the Torah
God’s Name is given to Moses in Exodus 3 while he is tending his father-in-law’s flock.
God speaks to him in a burning bush and sends him, as God sent Abraham, on a mission.
God communicates with Moses by assuming the form of the bush without consuming it.
We will discuss this odd form of communication below when we look at how the Holy
Spirit is the ‘principle of communion’ that creates the Church, but now we focus more on
what was communicated than the mode of communication. God tells Moses he must go
back to Egypt, where the Jews are enslaved and from which Moses fled to escape
punishment for killing an Egyptian, and tell Pharaoh to let God’s people go. This is a
very odd ‘revolution’. God does not send him back armed, or tell him to begin a
resistance movement. Moses simply uses the power of God’s Word to tell Pharaoh the
truth - ‘these people you enslaved are God’s people. They have a special mission. Let
them go so they can fulfil it’. In order to let the Jewish people know God supports
Moses, God gives him the Divine Name, a most sacred possession. The Jews finally leave
Egypt and travel with God in the wilderness. There they receive a second sacred
possession, the Torah. These are the commands by which they are to live. Although there
are 613 such commands, the Ten Words’, or Ten Commandments, crystallize the heart of
the Torah. Living by these commands is how Jews fulfil the mission not to be like the
other nations for the sake of the nations and in turn make God’s Name holy throughout
the earth. Christian ethics likewise makes no sense without the gift of the Torah.
The Ten Commandments are not unique. Other nations had commands by which they
were to live, and some of those commands bear similarities to Yahweh’s commands to
the Jews. However, as Jean Louis Ska points out, all other commands were given under
two conditions the Jews lacked. They were given under a determined monarchy within a

fixed territory. These things were first in place and then laws were issued. Likewise,
sanctions were noted for failure to keep the commands. God’s call upon the Jews lacks
these conditions as well as the threat of sanctions. The Torah is given in the desert
without the presence of a king. The land and monarchy do not first constitute Jewish
identity; the gift of the Torah does. This makes them unlike other nations. In fact, there
is a rabbinic tale about the giving of the Torah to Israel that highlights this difference.
God offers the Torah to the children of Esau but they reject it because it says ‘Thou shalt
not kill’. They say, ‘This goes against our grain. Our father led us to rely only on the
sword because he was told: By the sword shalt thou live’; (Genesis 19:36). God then offers
it to the children of Ammon and Moab, but they cannot abide by the command, ‘Thou
shalt not commit adultery’ for that is their very origin. He offers it to the children of
Ishmael, who refuse because of the command not to steal, which is how they make their
living. Then ‘at length He came to Israel. They have no such dramatic origin as these
other nations and so they said: We will do and hearken’ (Exodus 24:7). The fulfilment of
Israel’s mission requires a careful balance. Their calling will be unfulfilled if they
maintain distinctiveness, but not as a blessing for the nations. Likewise, it will be
unfulfilled if they lose distinctiveness by becoming just like the other nations. Observing
the Commandments maintains the proper balance.

The Ten Commandments
Christians do not feel compelled to observe all 613 commandments. However, most are
serious about keeping the Ten, even though the New Testament contains only a few
references to them and nowhere cites them all. Christians and Jews share these in
common, even when we number them differently. The table below lists the commands
and how Jews, Reformed Christians, Eastern Orthodox, Catholics, Lutherans, and
Anglicans divide them:

The first four Commandments (or three in the Catholic, Anglican, and Lutheran
numbering) are called the ‘first table’ and they direct us to the proper love of God. The
second table of the Commandments guides us to love our neighbour. Some of the
differences in the numbering of the Ten are significant. For instance, Jews, the
Reformed Christians, and the Eastern Orthodox separate the command to have no other
gods from the one against idolatry. Roman Catholics, Anglicans, and Lutherans combine
them into one, assuming that because no other gods actually exist other than the one
true God, to have another god would therefore always be an act of idolatry. The older
division found in Judaism may reflect a time when other ‘gods’ or spiritual powers were
understood to be the source of various nations. The refusal to have such gods would then
not be the same as idolatry; it would be to exchange YHWH for the gods of the nations.
Idolatry would be to reduce YHWH to an image, like the nations do with their gods.

All Christians, like Jews, are supposed to be committed to these commands, but how
they do so requires ongoing interpretation within the context of Jesus’s ‘fulfilment’ of the
Torah. The command not to make idols or images of God elicited great controversy in
the 8th and then the 16th century, when some Christians opposed icons as a violation of
the Commandment. The Second Council of Nicaea in 787 ruled that icons were not
images or idols of God and could be venerated, which differed from being worshipped.
The Reformers of the 16th century once again questioned the images in Roman Catholic
churches. Some Reformers white-washed walls to remove the images. Sabbath-keeping is
one that Christians would seem to violate at the command of Jesus; for he stated he was
‘Lord of the Sabbath’ (Matthew 12:8; Luke 6:5) and that the Sabbath was ‘made for
humankind’ and not vice versa (Mark 2:27). This has caused many Christians to see a
sharp distinction between the law found in the Old Testament and the gospel in the
New. However, in both of these stories, Jesus appeals explicitly to the law against the
Pharisees’ tradition of putting a ‘hedge’ around the law and then making that hedge
more important than the Torah itself. Jesus did not overthrow the Torah. In many ways,
his interpretation of it was thoroughly Jewish.

Interpreting the Ten Commandments
Nevertheless, the role of the Ten Commandments in Judaism, Christianity, and Western
culture is not identical. How are they to be understood? They make best sense when
placed within the context of Israel’s specific calling and mission, and we recognize that
they constitute a ‘social project’. The Ten Commandments constitute the social nature of
God’s people. For this reason, they were to be placed in the ‘Ark of the Covenant’, which
was in the Holy of Holies (the debir) in the Tabernacle, the dwelling-place of God. When
they are removed from that social location and made into something else, they can
quickly lose their theological significance.
The comedian Stephen Colbert humorously exposed such loss in an interview with a US
congressman, who co-sponsored a bill to have the Ten Commandments displayed in
public buildings. This was a hotly contested issue in the US when the Supreme Court

mandated removing them from courthouses, where they had been placed since 1943 by
a campaign in the US and Canada for the purposes of a ‘youth guidance project’. The
assumption in 1943 was that troubled youth would benefit from observing the Ten
Commandments displayed in public buildings. Some US citizens found the removal of
the Ten Commandments objectionable and sought to reinstate them. Colbert interviewed
one such congressman and asked him the reason for his bill. The congressman asked,
‘Where better place could you have something like that than in a judicial building or in a
courthouse?’ To which Colbert responded, That is a good question. Can you think of any
better building to put the Ten Commandments than in a public building?’ The obvious
answer was a church, temple, or synagogue, but the congressman did not consider any
of these places. Instead, he responded, ‘No, I think if we are totally without them, we
will lose a sense of our direction.’ Colbert then asked him to name the Ten
Commandments. He could only name three.
This humorous exchange shows how the Ten Commandments can be reduced to
something like a magic amulet that will supposedly fix lapses in morality without the
necessary social context and practices that render them intelligible. Are the Ten
Commandments intended as a ‘natural’ morality for all people irrespective of their faith,
or do they primarily make sense in terms of the call of Abraham and the mission of
Jesus? If it is the former, then Christian ethics will be a ‘code’ morality that asks people
to obey commands without first becoming part of a people for whom those commands
make sense. This could be like telling someone to live by a command, ‘when you are on
base and there are two outs and the batter has three balls and two strikes take off with
the pitcher’s release’ without giving her the social context for such a command. That rule
only makes sense if someone already understands or is involved in the game of baseball.
If you don’t know that social context, the rule makes no sense. So what is the social
context that makes the Ten Commandments intelligible? Answering this requires telling
the story of the Jews and how Christians came to make that story their own. In so
doing, a key element will be the (very Jewish) prayer Christians pray everyday: ‘Our
Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name. Your kingdom come...’ The purpose
of the commands is to be part of the people who make God’s Name holy by the way they

live. In so doing, God comes to dwell with creatures, and creatures with God. This is why
the Torah is a social project.

The formation of the Church as the context for Christian
ethics: the Lord’s Prayer
Like the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer assumes the context of Christianity’s
shared Jewish past. As Brant Pitre notes, it has a ‘single overarching theme: the hope for
a New Exodus and the End of the Exile’. Both these themes arise from the Old Testament.
‘New exodus’ assumes God will repeat the act in the first exodus when God delivered
Israel from slavery in Egypt and gave the Divine Name to Moses. God’s message to
Pharaoh says he is ‘Father’ to them; for God tells Moses to say to Pharaoh, ‘Israel is my
first-born son. I said to you, “let my son go that he may worship me. But you refused to
let him go; now I will kill your firstborn son”’ (Exodus 4:22–23). Here we find an
analogy between Pharaoh as a father who will mourn the loss of his son and God who
mourns the loss of Israel his son. To pray ‘Our Father’ assumes this relation. It is a
prayer that locates us in Israel’s history. As God once delivered Israel from Egypt, the
hope for a ‘new exodus’is that God will repeat this act.
The ‘end of exile’ assumes the return of the glory of God, and the restoration of Jews, to
Jerusalem. The judgement that scattered Israel to various lands will be lifted and they
will be restored; exile comes to an end. In the prophets, God claims that on this day, he
will ‘hallow’ or ‘make holy’ his Name (Ezekiel 36:23; Isaiah 52:5–6, g 7, 11–12;
Zechariah 14:5, 9, 11; Micah 4:5–8). This is why Jesus teaches his disciples to pray, ‘Our
Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy Name’.
The Lord’s Prayer, like the Torah, is not just a prayer for private individuals. Both are
‘social projects’, or a ‘social ethic’. They invite people into a way of living that will make
God’s name holy through the ‘form’ God’s people take. The biblical scholar Gerhard
Lohfink suggests that this is the crucial question the Bible addresses, ‘What form shall the
people of God take?’ The form the people take varies. First is the ‘people of God as tribal

society without a king’. This fulfils the call not to be like the other nations, but it is not
always as a blessing for the other nations. Israel is given sacred possessions by which it
is to live, not only the Divine Name and the Torah, but also regulations as to how they
are to approach and use these possessions. They are to construct an ‘Ark of the
Covenant’, which is overlaid with gold and has four rings on its feet, two on each side,
where poles can go in order for it to be carried (Illustration 5). The glory of God will
reside in this Ark and the covenant made with Israel is placed in it (Exodus 25:10–16). A
mercy seat of pure gold is placed on top of the Ark, with two gold cherubim surrounding
it. God meets with the Jews at this place:

5. The Ark of the Covenant: the dwelling-place of God. The Torah is placed in the
Ark
There I will meet with you, and from above the mercy seat, from between the two
cherubim that are on the ark of the covenant, I will deliver to you all my
commandments for the Israelites.
(Exodus 25:22)

Before the Ark stands a table for the bread of presence and the lampstand with seven
lamps, which, as mentioned above, symbolize creation. The bread of presence is set on
the table before the Lord. All of this is placed in a ‘tabernacle’ made up of ten curtains,
which includes the three courts. One curtain made with blue, purple, and crimson yarn

separates the Ark of the Covenant and the mercy seat, which are in the Holy of Holies,
from the table and lampstand that are in ‘the holy place’(Exodus 26:31-37). The colours
signify creation. After everything is constructed, Scripture provides an account of a
beautiful ‘theophany’(manifestation of God) similar to the transfiguration of Jesus in the
New Testament (Mark 9:2–8):
Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the
tabernacle. Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled
upon it, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle. Whenever the cloud was
taken up from the tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their
journey; but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day
that it was taken up.
(Exodus 40:34–6)

Here we see God sojourning with Israel as their guide and leader, dwelling in a
tabernacle.
But this is not the only, or final, form Israel takes in Scripture, for it is unstable. It is for
a people of promise on their way to a land. The next form, ‘the people of God as a
nation’, gains stability. Israel inherits the land and receives a king. Some Christian
ethicists see it as the basis for a proper political theology because it gives the Law the
stability it needs. The monarchy is the origin of a proper political authority that
provides a context within which proper judgements can be executed. Nevertheless,
Scripture portrays the monarchy as a mixed ‘gift’. The elders of Israel ask the prophet
Samuel for it when he is old and they don’t trust his sons. Samuel prays and God
answers him:
Listen to the voice of the people in all that they say to you; for they have not
rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them. Just as they have
done to me from the day I brought them up out of Egypt to this day, forsaking me
and serving other gods, so also they are doing to you.

(I Samuel 8:7–9)

Here the king is ‘given’ as a judgement against the people. God gives them what they
want, but it is a rejection of their call. Samuel warns the people what this will mean.
The king will take their sons ‘to make his implements of war’ and their daughters ‘to be
perfumers and cooks and bakers’. He will take the best of their fields, vineyards, and
other forms of property. Nonetheless, the people demand a king. The reason why is
intriguing - ‘so that we also may be like the other nations, and that our king may govern
us and go out before us and fight our battles’(I Samuel 8:20). They want to become like
the other nations.

Monarchy and temple
Along with monarchy and kingship comes the temple. The telling of this story is
poignant. It begins like this:
Now when the king was settled in his house, and the Lord had given him rest from
all his enemies around him, the king said to the prophet Nathan, ‘See now I am
living in a house of cedar but the ark of God stays in a tent.’ Nathan said to the king,
‘Go, do all that you have in mind; for the Lord is with you.
(2 Samuel 7:1–3)

Here for the first time we find Israel ‘settled’ and at ‘rest’. Is this good? Any answer to
that question will have to be subtle, for the story is ambiguous. On the one hand, this
was God’s promise to David. But on the other, God still dwells in a tent ready for
transport, the opposite of being settled. David decides that since he is settled and lives
in a fine house, God should as well. The prophet Nathan, without consulting God, tells
David God is with him. God speaks to him that night with contrary plans.
Go and tell my servant David: Thus says the Lord: Are you the one to build me a
house to live in? I have not lived in a house since the day I brought up the people of

Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a tent and a
tabernacle. Wherever I have moved about among the people of Israel, did I ever
speak a word with any of the tribal elders of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd
my people Israel saying, ‘Why have you not built me a house of cedar?’
(2 Samuel 7:5–7)

Much like the ambiguity found in the establishment of the monarchy, here we also find
ambiguity in the people formed as a temple community. In fact, God reverses David’s
desire. Instead of David building him a house, God will build David a house.
Moreover the Lord declares to you that the Lord will make you a house. When your
days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I will raise up your offspring
after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He
shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom
forever. I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me.
(2 Samuel 7:11–14)

Here we find once again the central task of a Christian (and Jewish) ethic - to build, or
rather be built into, a ‘house’ where God and creatures dwell together, a city where God’s
name is sanctified and God’s kingdom established. The intimacy between God and his
people will be that of ‘father’ and ‘son‘. This is why Christians pray, ‘Our Father who art
in heaven, thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven’.

Exile
Of course, all does not end here, nor does it end well. On the one hand, the monarchy,
land, and temple are gifts from God to Israel. On the other hand, they are ambiguous.
Do they fulfil the call to Abraham? Has Israel come out from the nations in order to be a
blessing to the nations, or has it simply become like the other nations? Eventually,
everything is taken away - land, monarchy, and temple. Israel is led into exile, into the

‘diaspora’. Most peoples lose their identity and assimilate once they are exiles. Israel’s
stories, stories such as those found in the Book of Daniel, are about resisting such
assimilation. The call not to be like other nations now takes on a new urgency and
meaning. We see this in the Psalms, even those which express genuine anger, such as
this one that laments the exile to Babylon:
By the rivers of Babylon there we sat down and there we wept
when we remembered Zion.
On the willows there we hung up our harps.
For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors
asked for mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one of the Songs of Zion!’
How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?
If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither!
Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth,
if I do not remember you,
if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy
(Psalm 137:1–6)

The psalmist continues by proclaiming ‘beatitude’ for any who take their captors’ babies
‘and dash them against the rock’. Of course, such a violent cry is not intended as a moral
prescription. It expresses an ultimate sense of loss. It is a haunting, plaintive, albeit
deeply disturbing cry.
If the Torah is a social project, then how can it exist when Israel loses all the identifying
markers of its sociality - land, monarchy, temple? But this is similar to the state in which
the Jews received the Torah in the first place. Here takes place an amazing event.
In the diaspora, Israel gains a new-found sense of its calling. By gathering to remember
Torah and hope for new exodus and the end of exile – ‘next year in Jerusalem’– Israel
rediscovers its calling. Jesus’s mission takes place in the context of this hope.

Jesus’s mission
The Christian Gospel is not that complicated. Jesus announces the Kingdom of God,
gathers twelve men, heals, casts out demons, teaches, eats at other people’s homes, and
journeys towards Jerusalem. There he gets himself into serious political trouble and dies
at the hands of the Roman state through crucifixion. The charge levelled against him
was ‘King of the Jews’. Jesus was not killed because he told people to be kind and
loving. Surely neither the Roman leaders nor some Jewish elders were so utterly devoid
of humanity that they conspired to kill Jesus because he taught such an innocuous,
banal, and sentimental message. Something more profound than that got him killed.
Gathering twelve disciples, heading for Jerusalem, claiming the power to forgive sins,
and challenging the temple were all provocative acts he did that ended in his
crucifixion. Gathering twelve disciples was a sign of the restoration of Israel. Heading
for Jerusalem became a witness about the return of God’s glory through a new exodus.
Claiming to forgive sins was something only God could do and brought about the charge
of blasphemy. Finally, challenging the temple was to question the form God’s people
should take. Jesus claims that his body itself will be the ‘new temple’.
Through his crucifixion and resurrection, most Christians consider Christ’s body to be the
dwelling-place where heaven and earth, God and creatures, meet. His body is then
mediated to others through the Word (Scripture) and Sacrament so that they become
Christ’s body. This is why most Christians speak of a threefold form to Christ’s body. The
first is the Risen, historical body that bears the wounds of sin eternally and sits at the
right hand of God (acknowledging, of course, that this is metaphorical since God has no
hands). The second is the Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper, which is distributed to the faithful
and also referred to as the ‘body of Christ’. The third is the people this Sacrament, along
with the Word, makes possible - the Church, which is also called ‘the body of Christ’. This
body is now to be distributed throughout the world as a catholic (universal) reality. Like
Israel’s mission, the Church’s universal mission is to be distinct for the sake of all the
nations. It does this by embodying and bearing witness to the ‘blessed’ or happy life
Jesus proclaims.

The beatitudes, theological virtues, gifts, and fruits
As previously mentioned, ancient virtue ethics assumed the true end of life was
happiness. Most Christians found what Robert Wilken called ‘a serendipitous congruence
of the Bible and the wisdom of the Greeks and Romans’ with respect to a life of
beatitude. Christians thought they found the true happiness the Greeks yearned for in
Jesus and the way of life he called ‘blessed’. The ‘eudaimonistic’ ethics of the ancient
Greeks was fulfilled in the beatitudes Jesus announced in his Sermon on the Mount. It
might not be too improper to suggest that until the Reformation this ‘serendipitous
congruence’ was the basis for Christian ethics. Take, for instance, Thomas Aquinas’s
understanding of the moral life. It brings together two mountains, Mount Sinai, where
God gives the Torah to Moses, and the unnamed Mount where Jesus pronounces certain
ways of being and/or acting as ‘blessed’. The two mountains are set over each other like
a palimpsest where the beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount complete or fulfil the
Torah. They come together in that the beatitudes are acts that perfect the law.
Bringing together the Sixth Commandment, ‘thou shalt not commit murder’ and the
seventh beatitude, peaceableness, shows how this works. Let us assume I get up in the
morning and query whether I should kill my neighbour, who is particularly annoying. I
do a cost-benefit analysis, weighing the pros and cons of violating the Sixth
Commandment. After rational deliberation, I decide it is better not to kill my neighbour,
perhaps because I fear the consequences, or because as a religious professional it would
be bad for my career. Have I kept the law? The answer is yes and no. Yes, it is true I did
not violate the Commandment. This is a good thing and should not be treated
contemptuously. It could be the beginning of the acquired virtue of justice. But the
answer is also no. The law has not truly been kept, for the purpose of the law is not
merely to observe Commandments but to hallow God’s Name. The beatitude of
peaceableness perfects my actions when it would not even occur to me to violate the
Sixth Commandment. I wouldn’t even need to know the Commandment because it is
now written in my very being. Few of us arrive at this stage in our life, and this is why
Aquinas calls us ‘wayfarers’. We are people on the ‘way’ to being ‘citizens’ of God’s

blessed city, where this way of life rules.
The terms ‘wayfarer’ and ‘citizen’ are important. They remind us that virtues, gifts,
beatitudes, and fruits are much more than an individual, internalized spirituality. For
just as the natural virtues are necessary for the proper functioning of life in a family or
city, so the theological virtues, gifts, beatitudes, and fruits are necessary for life in the
‘City of God’, the New Jerusalem. This is an important biblical theme. It is found
throughout the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5–7 where Jesus says, ‘blessed are they
for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven’ and ‘you [plural] are the light of the world, a city
built on a hill’ (Matthew 5:14), as well as ‘those’ who build a lasting house (Matthew
7:26–7). These images of a kingdom, city, house, or holy nation are nearly
interchangeable throughout Scripture. They are the basic context for any Christian
ethics, for they are the first fruits of the fulfilment of God’s mission to the world, the
Kingdom come. The Book of Revelation speaks of its consummation at the end of time:
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth
has passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for
her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘See the home of God
is among mortals. He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples, and
God himself will be with them’. … I saw no temple in the city, for its temple is the
Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. And the city has no need of sun or moon to
shine on it, for the glory of God is its light and its lamp is the Lamb. The nations will
walk by its light and the kings of the earth will bring their glory into it. Its gates will
never be shut by day -and there will be no night there.
(Revelation 21:1–3, 22–26)

Here is a vision of the fulfilment of the call to Abraham. As a blessing to all the nations,
this city is not to be like them even as it welcomes all that is good in them into its gates.
The theological virtues of faith, hope, and love sustain us ‘on the way’ to that city. Love

remains when it arrives. The beatitudes are the city’s perfections. The gifts and fruits of
the Spirit make possible its achievement. The beatitudes are as follows:

These beatitudes were laid out with corresponding virtues and gifts in the Christian
tradition, but never with a consistency such that they offered precise advice on what to
do in any or every situation. They set forth a vision of what God’s holiness looks like
when embodied by God’s creatures. In fact, as John Wesley and many others recognized,
beatitudes, gifts, and fruits first and foremost characterize Christ’s righteousness. He
gives them to us because he alone perfectly embodied them, he is their source and can
communicate them to others.
The place of the beatitudes in traditional Christian ethics cannot be overstated. The
beatitudes are considered the ‘acts’, or ‘works’ of the virtues and gifts. They are the
preparation for life as God intends, which we have inchoately in this life but will be
perfected in the life to come. Thomas gives us the reason for these beatitudes, ‘Because
when a man begins to make progress in the acts of the virtues and gifts, it is to be hoped
that he will arrive at perfection, both as a wayfarer, and as a citizen of the heavenly
kingdom.’

How the seven gifts were distinguished from the theological virtues was debated in
Christian ethics. Both were named from Scripture. The theological virtues come from I
Corinthians 13; the gifts from Isaiah 11:2, 3. The gifts came to be viewed as ‘higher
perfections’ that made someone ‘amenable to divine inspiration’. The theological virtues,
even though they were infused from the Holy Spirit, were then intrinsic principles that
moved the human creature by working on his natural principles of motion. Like the
virtues, the gifts worked by ordering reason and the will (or desire), but they do this
more so from without, by drawing us into God’s own life. Four of the gifts perfect
reason: they are wisdom, knowledge, understanding, and counsel. Three perfect the
appetite: they are fortitude, piety, and fear. These gifts can also be natural or acquired
virtues for each is located in human nature. As gifts, however, they are more than
natural. Thus the relation between the natural virtues and the gifts is similar to
Jastrow’s duck-rabbit (Illustration 6).

6. Jastrow’s famous duck-rabbit. It shows how one thing can be two different
things based on the perception that someone has
Viewed under one aspect, the image looks like a duck; viewed under another, it is a
rabbit. Yet both are contained in the same image. Analogically, wisdom and the other
gifts have a similar form. They can be seen as merely natural and acquired, and as such
should be affirmed. But Christian theologians claim that the relation between God and
creatures is such that humans and God can both be the cause of a ‘virtue’ without divine
and human agency being in competition. Thus these gifts are also divine gifls. As
Aquinas puts it: Wisdom is called an intellectual virtue, so far as it proceeds from the

judgement of reason: but it is called a gift, according as its work proceeds from the
Divine prompting.’
The beatitudes and fruits of the Spirit are likewise distinguished from the theological
virtues and gifts largely because they name different means of movement towards the
end of happiness. The fruits of the Spirit are listed in Galatians 5: love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. They are similar
to the beatitudes, and all beatitudes are fruits, but not all fruits are beatitudes. The
difference is that fruits are ‘virtuous deeds’ which bring ‘delight’ but beatitudes are
‘perfect works’. They are the fulfilment, perfection, or completion of the law.

Chapter 2
The history of Christian ethics

Christian ethics emerges out of the shared Jewish and Christian mission to make God’s
name holy throughout creation by ‘building’ a ‘city’ or ‘house’. This requires a twofold
approach to ethics, which can best be characterized by the call to Abraham: ‘do not be
like the other nations…for the sake of the nations.’ This section traces the historical
development of Christian ethics as it addresses both concerns.
The first section, ‘do not be like the other nations’, develops the patterns or forms of
living those who voluntarily enter into this mission are called to embody. Ethics here is
‘habituation’ and ‘infusion’. Habituation assumes that there are things we can do in
order to ‘put on’ the life of Christ. Yet habituation alone is insufficient; Christian ethics
also requires ‘infusion’. It affirms that no matter how much we do or act rightly, the
Christian life is never an achievement of our own apart from grace, which is a
communication of the Holy Spirit. This requires attention to worship, and especially the
development of’ penance’, which is the historical source that gave rise to Christian
ethics. Penance holds together both habituation and infusion; it requires that we do
some things and turn away from others in order to receive what is already given to us in
baptism.
The second section, ‘…for the sake of the nations’, negotiates the diverse relations
between those who voluntarily enter into the mission and those who do not. It asks the
question of the relation between the Church and the ‘nations’. This too is crucial to
Christian ethics; it is a source of some of its greatest contributions as well as its
significant failures.

The first section: ‘do not be like the other nations…’
The basic pattern to Sunday worship discloses the shape of Christian ethics. This basic
pattern has an ancient lineage. Robert Wilken argues that with ‘little alteration’ the
liturgy found in the work of Justin Martyr (AD 100–65) has been present throughout
Christian churches until the Reformation. That liturgy had five key elements:
1st: ‘Biblical readings interspersed with prayers and psalms’ ;
2nd: ‘Exposition of the text’ as a ‘sermon’ or ‘homily’;
3rd: Common prayers;
4th: Greeting with a kiss of peace;
5th: Bread, wine, and water are then brought forward and thanksgiving offered.
These five elements exist within a fourfold movement acknowledged by the World
Council of Churches as the basic form of Christian worship. The first movement is the
gathering. People leave their homes and enter into the church, gathered as a new
community. Baptism initiates people into this new community. Every baptism is a miniexodus where sin and slavery are left behind and the believer takes on the life of Christ,
participating in his death and resurrection symbolized by the water of baptism. The
gathered community receives the name of God in order to be reminded why they gather;
this is why the first act of gathering normally invokes the Triune Name: ‘In the Name of
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen.’
The second movement is the reading and proclaiming of Holy Scripture. The readings
give shape to the community as it is reminded that all these words are necessary for its
ongoing mission and identity. They are followed with proclamation to encourage and
exhort those gathered. The Word read and proclaimed demands response, so the third
movement is various responses to the Word, which come in the form of confession,
prayers, altar calls, and the Holy Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper. The fourth and final act of
worship is the sending forth. Those who have been gathered are now sent into the world
to live as people marked by the Spirit. They are called from ‘the nations’ only to be

equipped to be sent back to them.

The purpose of the liturgy: the Church’s four marks
The purpose of the liturgy is to make people holy so that they in turn make God’s Name
holy; this is why every gathering for worship invokes the prayer - ‘hallowed be thy
Name’. To make God’s Name holy is the work of the Holy Spirit, who helps the Church
become what it is called to be, which is characterized by four marks: unity, holiness,
catholicity, and apostolicity. Unity should characterize the Church’s common life.
Holiness is a feature of its nearness to God’s goodness. Catholicity states that it is
‘universal’; no particular time or place alone defines it. As G. K. Chesterton said,
‘Christianity is a democracy of the dead’. Apostolicity is a ‘task’ by which the Church
always seeks to keep faith, with its origin in the ‘apostolic witness’, primarily attested in
Scripture. The Holy Spirit breathes life into the Church in order for it to embody these
four marks.
The Spirit, writes Yves Congar, ‘is the extreme communication of God himself, God as
grace, God in us and, in this sense, God outside himself. This word ‘communication’ is
significant. The Spirit communicates God’s presence by uniting communicator and
communicated. It is therefore the ‘principle of communion’. I briefly mentioned this in
discussing the giving of the Divine Name in Exodus 3. Just as the Spirit communicated
with Moses by taking the form of, but not consuming, the burning bush, so the Spirit
communicates with that which is not God - creation - by bringing it into unity with God
without losing the distinction between God and creatures. The symbol for the Spirit is
often a flame.
The four marks of the Church are not mere sociological claims for the Church’s ethical
superiority, but theological descriptions of grace received and tasks set for the Church.
Even the physical structure of churches participates in these four marks. Congar writes:
The Church, which is the house of the living God, is the sacrament of salvation for
mankind. It is not simply liturgy offered to God, but also a sign of God’s love for

men and of his kingdom. Even the structures that are also known as ‘churches’ have
this part to play in our towns and villages.
Architecture matters. Think of the community in which you live; what gives it its
‘orientation’? The philosopher Albert Borgmann reminds us that the term ‘orientation’
arose from the way cathedrals once shaped daily life in the West. They were built
pointing towards the east, bearing witness to where Christian hope was directed towards the homeland of Christ who would one day return. When Christians would
stand to worship, they would have a similar orientation. The centrality of these
buildings also gave shape to everyday life in villages and cities. Although the shopping
centre with its easy access, or the fast-food restaurant with its quick availability, may
‘orient’ daily life in many of our cities and villages today, the presence of churches often
still points to a different orientation that continues to make up the architecture of
everyday life, gathering people daily and weekly for celebration of God’s presence.
Of course, for most Christian churches, this witness does not take place without the
human creature’s willing participation. The building alone is insufficient; people must
consent to the Spirit’s work, which is why they stand and make confession, pray and go
forward to receive the Eucharist. Nevertheless, any observant person would readily
recognize that those so formed do not always embody the marks of the Church in their
common life. This puzzled many in the early Church. If the Spirit is the actor in these
events and people consent to the Spirit’s work, why do they continue to do evil? The
possibility that a person could repent for sins after baptism was controversial.

Penance or repentance
The Church was depicted as a ‘ship’ sailing through virulent waters of chaotic evil.
Baptism gave you entrance into the ship; to sin was to jump out of that ship back into
the waters, which for some would forfeit the redemption baptism brought about. In
some places in the early Christianity apostasy, fornication or adultery and murder
excluded one from the possibility of repentance after baptism. Eventually, repentance

for even these sins could be achieved, although they were still taken to be gravely
serious. So the understanding of the Christian moral life developed. Early on it assumed
that after baptism Christians would not commit such grave sins and therefore could not
be readmitted into the community. Later even such grave sins could be forgiven before
and after baptism. The specific discipline of Christian ethics arises from pastors and
theologians trying to figure out how to make sense of the sins that arise after baptism
and whether they should or should not exclude someone from the Eucharist.
Baptism is an unrepeatable event whereby a person becomes a member of Christ’s body,
the Church. This gives him or her access to the Eucharist, which is a repeatable feast. As
baptism symbolizes the once and for all exodus from slavery, so the Eucharist, or Lord’s
Supper, symbolizes the manna from heaven, which nourishes the ‘wayfarers’ moving
towards God’s ‘New Jerusalem’. After baptism and before Eucharist is the necessary
practice of ‘repentance’, or ‘penance’. It is to be regularly repeated. Penance requires
discerning what constitutes the good, or the holy, that baptism brings, which is why we
first discussed the sources of Christian ethics in the gifts, beatitudes, the natural or
acquired and the infused virtues. Once these are acknowledged, which, as we mentioned
above, are found primarily in the righteousness of Christ, then those sins or vices that
detract from them can also be acknowledged. St Augustine demonstrated this in his
Confessions when he wrote, ‘for love of your love I will retrace my wicked ways’. In
other words, sin and vice are the lack of something that is much greater than them. Vice
does not stand on its own; it is parasitic on virtue, its lack.

Deadly vices
We easily become fascinated with the vices and forget that the mere avoidance of them
is not the purpose of Christian ethics. Perhaps this is why we have so many powerful
movies and literary forms about the seven deadly vices (the film Seven comes to mind),
but fewer art forms that show the same fascination with the beatitudes or the theological
virtues (although the film Joyeux Noel. would certainly be such a form). Vice seems to
fascinate us more than virtue. The seven deadly vices were regularly present in manuals

which priests used to help people identify sin. They are pride, covetousness, lust,
gluttony, sloth, anger, and envy. Pride is ‘the inordinate appetite for one’s excellence’.
Pride despises the good that comes to one’s neighbours, friends, and enemies because the
prideful person fears that the good given to them will detract from his or her own
excellence. Covetousness is ‘the inordinate love of temporal things’. Like the prideful
person, the covetous person fears loss, not loss of status but loss of temporal goods. He
is so led by this fear that he lives a life of deceit, doing all in his power to insure his own
security against that of his neighbours. Lust is ‘the inordinate appetite for sexual
pleasure’. It should not be equated with sexual desire itself. Lust is a vice that leads one
to dominate, consume, and destroy the other for one’s own gratification. Gluttony (and
drunkenness) is ‘the inordinate indulgence in food or drink’. It is the desire to consume
all the time and never know satisfaction. Sloth is the lack of sufficient desire to fulfil
one’s obligations. If lust and gluttony are an overabundance of disordered desires, sloth
is the lack of appropriate desire. Anger is ‘the inordinate inclination to take revenge’.
Envy is the ‘willful sadness on account of the good of another, whether temporal or
spiritual, regarded as diminishing one’s own good’.
These vices, like the virtues, might appear to be merely an ethic for individuals, but that
would be to misunderstand them. The Anglican priest John Wesley (1703–91), who
started the Methodist movement, recognized this in his commentary on the beatitudes.
He wrote: ‘I shall endeavor to show that Christianity is essentially a social religion, and
that to turn it into a solitary religion is indeed to destroy it.’ He gives an example of
what he means in the beatitude of ‘meekness’, of which he writes, ‘as it implies mildness,
gentleness and long-suffering, it cannot possibly have a being… without an intercourse
with other men…. So that to attempt turning this into a solitary virtue is to destroy it
from the face of the earth.’ The beatitudes require living in proximity with others. They
cannot but involve questions of sex, war, economics, family, and so on - all of which are
crucial social matters. Meekness, like the hunger for justice, requires a social context for
its intelligibility. That context is found both in the Church and in the intersection
between the Church and the world.

From penitentials to canon law, manuals, and the
Protestant revolt
Historically, penance gave rise to Christian ethics. Irish monks confessed to each other
in private, and then carried this practice with them on their missionary journeys
throughout Europe. To assist this process, books known as penitentials were written
which listed known sins and what should be done to remedy them. These books are an
early, albeit strange, expression of Christian ethics. They mix local customs with
theological and biblical convictions. Take, for example, the 7th-century Anglo-Saxon
Penitential of Theodore. Some of its rules are odd, some seem overly rigorous, and others
quite lenient. The odd rules are found in the dietary penances. Anyone who ‘eats
unclean flesh or a carcass that has been torn by beasts shall do penance for forty days’.
Here we still find the ‘torn limb’ law of the Noahic covenant. Dietary penitentials can
also be found with respect to eating or drinking where a dog, cat, mouse, or bird
accidentally contaminated the food or liquid. Discovering a dog ‘contaminated’ one’s
food would seem to be penance enough without tacking on something more! In this
penitential, masturbation required penance for three years, while murder only seven to
ten. Penance would usually involve certain kinds of fasting as well as abstaining from
the Eucharist.
Because of their arbitrary nature and lack of systematization, the penitentials created
problems within the Church. Eventually, they were subject to the Carolingian reforms
(8th and 9th centuries, initiated by Charlemagne), and then later an effort was made to
regularize penitential practice in Gratian’s decretum, which was the first attempt to
systematize the arbitrary and conflicting canons concerning the moral life. It led to the
development of canon law, which assisted the process of discerning good from evil and
became one of the bases for ‘rights’ in Western society.
The Fourth Lateran Council, 1215, marked the end of medieval penance and the
beginning of modern penance. It made possible a ‘tariff system’ of penance whereby
penance became an end in itself. Individual auricular confession and the priest’s
absolution represented a growing cost-benefit analysis of sin and reward, whereby the

Christian moral life is reduced to an accountant’s ledger with sins on one side and
penances as payment for those sins on the other. Manuals of confession were produced
which focused on those acts alone that violated certain laws and how confessors were to
lead their confessées into a thorough examination of conscience. Many Catholics and
most Protestants found this system wanting. Catholics reformed the manualist tradition
at Vatican II, which for them is the twenty-first ecumenical council held from 1962 to
1965.

Luther and the Lutherans’ protest
Martin Luther, rightly or wrongly, thought that much of Christian ethics of the later
Middle Ages resulted in a ‘gallows sorrow’ that was based on fear rather than the love of
God. He protested against a corrupt form of penance that resulted in a minimalist and
juridical conception of the moral life. When he was reconsidering the sacraments, Luther
seemed ambiguous on whether penance should be a sacrament. In 1519, he wrote: ‘The
sacrament of penance renews and points out again the sacrament of baptism.’ However,
Luther rejected the long-standing tradition via Tertullian, Jerome, Augustine, and
Aquinas that spoke of penance as a ‘second plank’, which he thought diminished the
efficacy of baptism. He feared the practice of penance would prevent fully trusting in
‘the first plank, or the ship’, which was baptism. He feared any account of ‘habituation’
would lead Christians to trust in themselves rather than in grace alone. To think that
acts of penance restored baptismal grace could too easily make grace dependent upon
human works.
Luther could so emphasize the promise present in baptism that law became something
overwhelmingly negative. This led to a ‘forensic justification’ whereby persons are
forgiven by having God’s righteousness imputed to, but not inherent in, them. So Luther
stated that God ‘pledges himself not to impute to you the sins which remain in your
nature after baptism, neither to take them into account nor to condemn you because of
them’. Instead, God ‘winks at our sins’ and regards us ‘as if’ we were sinless. Sin is so
‘overruled by our baptism that it does not condemn us and is not harmful to us’. This will

give a different conception of ethics than one finds in the Catholic tradition. Some, if
not most, Lutherans emphasize a law-gospel dialectic where we try to live the law but
cannot. Then we flee to where we are justified not by any cooperation on our own part
but solely by God’s declaration that we are forgiven. This could call ‘ethics’ into question
altogether.
In an attempt to explain what a ‘Lutheran ethics’ might be, the ‘radical Lutheran’
Gerhard Forde stated, ‘Put audaciously, perhaps even irresponsibly, one might announce
that the problem is that Luther does not have any ethics!’ For Forde, this is not a
problem as much as an opportunity, for too much ‘ethics’ leads away from grace. What
Forde means by this must be carefully nuanced if it is to be properly understood. Luther
opposed the ethics of Aristotle, which he thought had become a way of salvation,
especially through the basic scholastic dictum that grace did not destroy but perfect
nature. For Luther, the scholastics were insufficiently radical in that they were
preoccupied with an ‘exodus from vice to virtue’ when what was needed was one from
‘virtue to grace’. For this reason, Luther spoke hyperbolically against ethics to preserve
the fundamental reality that apart from grace, human creatures could do no good. But
this did not mean he had no place for doing good. Forde writes, ‘Ethics is not the way of
salvation. It is not, to use Luther’s favorite image, the tree. It is the fruit of the tree.’

Catholic and Lutheran convergence
Lutherans themselves are divided on whether Luther’s position is best represented by a
strong law-gospel dialectic, or by Eastern Christianity’s understanding of ‘theosis’ or
‘deification’, which will be discussed below. Deification calls into question the distinction
between an imputed or inherent righteousness. Because this is similar to the Roman
Catholic Church’s position, it provided the means by which the Roman Catholic Church
and some Lutherans acknowledge their positions are not far apart in a document called
‘The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’ (1999). Catholics and Protestants
had been divided over the Protestant doctrine of ‘justification by faith alone’ since the
16th century. Catholics formulated their position against the Protestants at the Council

of Trent (1545–63). The following two canons from Trent show the traditional Catholic
teaching. The first canon (or teaching) suggests that the Catholics do not teach what
some Protestants thought they did - justification by works.
If anyone says that man can be justified before God by his own works, whether done
by his own natural powers or through the teaching of the law, without divine grace
through Jesus Christ let him be anathema [condemned].
(Canon 1)

This second canon seemed to drive an ineradicable wedge between Catholics and
Lutherans by suggesting that the Protestants did not have an adequate understanding of
the merit of human work.
If anyone says that the good works of the one justified are in such manner the gifts
of God that they are not also the good merits of him justified; or that the one
justified by the good works that he performs by the grace of God and the merit of
Jesus Christ, whose living members he is, does not truly merit an increase of grace,
eternal life, and in case he dies in grace, the attainment of eternal life itself, and
also an increase of glory, let him be anathema.
(Canon 32)

However, the ‘Joint Declaration’ affirmed on 31 October 1999 claims that the Protestant
and Catholic positions can be reconciled:
Together we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because
of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who
renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works.
(para. 15)

The Joint Declaration acknowledges and clarifies the perceived differences. For

instance, a Catholic understanding of our cooperation in justification was clarified.
When Catholics say that persons ‘cooperate’ in preparing for and accepting
justification by consenting to God’s justifying action, they see such personal consent
as itself an effect of grace, not as an action arising from innate human abilities.
(para. 21)

Likewise, Lutherans affirmed a proper place for human works.
We confess together that good works - a Christian life lived in faith, hope and love follow justification and are its fruits.
(para. 37)

This Joint Declaration was historically significant, and should bear on how Christian
ethics is understood in both Catholic and Protestant circles. Neither would be ‘Pelagian’,
but nor are human works inconsequential. Ethics matters.

Catholic ethics
Catholics do not have a single, uncontested tradition about ethics. Luther’s concerns
about the minimal and juridical character of some Catholic ethics were not confined to
Protestants alone. Servais Pinckaers, a contemporary Roman Catholic ethicist, viewed
‘moral theology’ undergoing a ‘profound break’ at the end of the Middle Ages when it
produced the tradition of the ‘manuals’. He credits a theology called ‘nominalism’ for
producing the change. It so emphasized God’s will that it made ethics dependent
primarily upon commands. The new manuals still had an important place for the Ten
Commandments and the human, divine, and natural laws, but they neglected the
beatitudes and the gifts and graces of the Holy Spirit. Moral theology became decisively
separate from mystical theology.

One of the results of the minimalist and juridical account of the moral life was a moral
theology known as ‘probabilism’. This controversial account of morality asks whether a
given act is licit or illicit under the law. It does not ask whether it is virtuous; nor does it
ask, as Thomas Aquinas would have, whether the act directs us towards God and the
good. Instead, it seeks only to know if something is licit based on the previous
precedence of at least five established authorities (at least in one version of probabilism;
it has different versions). If sufficient authorities in the life of the Church affirm a
certain action as licit, then that opinion can be followed.
This kind of moral theology came under attack by the Catholic Blaise Pascal (1623–62)
and others, who told the story of Louis XIV who would put his mistress away on
Thursday, confess to his Jesuit confessor on Friday, go to Mass on Sunday, and call her
back on Monday. In his Provincial Letters, Pascal satirized the problems with probabilism
through a conversation with a fictitious Jesuit. Pascal wrote:
Reverend father, said I, how happy the world is in having such men as you for its
masters! And what blessings are these probabilities! I never knew the reason why
you took such pains to establish that a single doctor [approved teacher of the
church], if a grave one, might render an opinion probable, and that the contrary
might be so too, and that one may choose any side one pleases, even though he does
not believe it to be the right side, and all with such a safe conscience, that the
confessor who should refuse him absolution …would be in a state of damnation.…
Indeed father! cried I, why on this principle the Church would approve of all the
abuses which she tolerates and all the errors in all the books which she does not
censure!
Probabilism ‘probably’ deserved such ire. It can easily produce a minimalist ethic
primarily concerned with evading rules without attending to why those rules may or
may not matter in the first place. Whether Pascal accurately described Jesuit practice is
questionable. His own position could become so rigorous that it too lost why rules and
laws might matter. Catholic ethicists can also be found who emphasize virtues, the
natural law, or canon law.

Anglican ethics
The Anglican Christian ethicist Kenneth Kirk (1886–1954, Bishop of Oxford as well as
Regius Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology) suggested Christian ethics best
proceeds by avoiding both formalism and rigorism. Formalism seeks to bring all of life
under codification, the setting out of codes and laws that proscribe what is not to be
done in advance, but actually demands very little; for all it asks is that we avoid
violating some formal code. It seeks to ‘discipline’ through the lowest common
denominator. Rigorism reacts against this formalism and demands a higher standard.
But both miss something significant, suggests Kirk, and that is the ‘vision of God’ as the
true purpose in life to which the codes or laws should be directed. For this reason, he
titled his Christian ethics The Vision of God, and began it with a quote from the church
father Irenaeus, who wrote, ‘The glory of God is a living man; and the life of man is the
‘vision of God’. Because the ‘vision of God’ is the ‘end of life’, Kirk suggested, ‘the high
prerogative of the Christian, in this life as well as hereafter, is the activity of worship;
and that nowhere except in this activity will he find the key to his ethical problems’. The
‘way of worship’ is set against a ‘formalism’ or ‘moralism’ that becomes so preoccupied
with one’s own virtue or morality that it turns into a self-preoccupation; a ‘vision of self’
supplants the ‘vision of God’. Worship re-directs us from self to God.

Orthodox ethics
The centrality of worship for ethics in Kirk’s understanding of the Anglican tradition
resonates well with Orthodox ethics. The Orthodox Churches of the East and the Catholic
Church of the West, along with its Protestant offshoots, are sometimes distinguished by
their conceptions of salvation, leading to different ethical emphases. The East
supposedly focuses on salvation from death and the West from sin and guilt. The East’s
ethics then focus on the Incarnation and its effects on humanity, leading us into a
participation in the life of God, which is called ‘theosis’ or ‘deification’ (becoming like
God). The West supposedly focuses on the crucifixion and juridical accounts of
atonement whereby Christ’s sacrifice on the cross rids humanity of sin and guilt. But

many contemporary theologians call into question any too easy distinction between
them. In fact, both churches draw upon the same church fathers for their understanding
of salvation, and both draw upon the sacraments, virtues, gifts, and beatitudes as
central to the Christian life. This is not to deny different emphases in the two traditions.
Panayiotis Nellas, an Orthodox theologian, explains how Orthodox theology differs from
the Western churches in its understandings of the human person. For the Orthodox, a
‘tendency’ or ‘inclination’ remains in the human creature after the Fall that gives a
‘specific direction’ towards God. This inclination is insufficient to attain God, but nor is
the person so totally depraved that she or he is left with nothing by which to respond to
God. Yet for Nellas, like the Catholics and the Reformed, grace alone can properly guide
this inclination. He writes: ‘Human nature could not have been completed simply by its
tendency, it had to attain union with the Archetype.’ The ‘Archetype’ here is Jesus, and
we are originally created in his image. Therefore we have a longing or desire for union
with him. After the Fall of Adam and Eve, this image is distorted. We are then given
‘garments of skin’ (Genesis 3:21). These ‘garments’ are interpreted as a ‘later human
nature’ given to Adam and Eve, but they are not to be identified with the body. They are
mortality and the concupiscent desires it brings. Although this is a judgement, it is also
remedy; for they give human nature its inclination towards the Christian ethical life.
God himself will be found in these same ‘garments’ in the Incarnation. Salvation, then, is
called ‘Christification’ which is obtained via ‘faith, keeping the commandments, ascesis,
the sacraments, the whole ecclesiastical and spiritual life’. The Christian life as
‘deification’ or ‘theosis’ is an important theme in much of early Christian tradition. A. N.
Williams explains ethics in terms of it:
It asserts the imago Dei and the Incarnation as the basis of deification and construes
theosis overwhelmingly in terms of knowledge, virtue, light and glory, participation
and union. In some authors, the sacraments are important tradents of divinization;
more often, human faculties such as the intellect and the ability to love are
significant.
This then assumes some ‘degree of human striving toward virtuous assimilation to God’,

but love of, and union with, God always comes as a ‘divine gift, a gift of grace’.
Williams finds this theme present in the Western, Catholic tradition as well as the
Eastern, Orthodox one.

Reformed ethics
Deification is seldom found in the Reformed tradition; its emphasis on total depravity
mitigates against it. For Calvin, ‘concupiscence’ (the garments themselves in the
Orthodox tradition) is already a sin whether one acts upon it or not. He wrote:
…between Augustine and us we can see that there is this difference of opinion; while
he concedes that believers as long as they dwell in mortal bodies are so bound by
inordinate desires that they are unable not to desire inordinately, yet he does not
call this disease’sin.’ Content to designate it with the term ‘weakness’ he teaches that
it becomes sin only when either act or consent follows the conceiving or
apprehension of it, that is, when the will yields to the first strong inclination. We, on
the other hand, deem it sin when man is tickled by any desire at all against the law
of God. Indeed, we label ‘sin’ that very depravity which begets in us desires of this
sort.
All are already depraved by concupiscence and the only way to overcome it is by God’s
election. Only as God ‘elects’ to redeem us by God’s grace can we possibly have desires
restored such that we might keep God’s law. This provides a very different account of
ethics than is found in the Orthodox Church. Reformed ethics tend to focus on commands
God gives, which we are to obey, but can only do so if God elects us so to do.

Evangelical ethics
This remains a key influence in much of’ Evangelical’ theology and its understanding of
ethics, which are often based upon a ‘divine command’ theory, whereby God wills an
action to be done and in the willing of that action also provides the grace to accomplish
it. The Evangelical theologian Roger Olson states that Christian ethics for Evangelicals

rests solely on revelation rather than nature. He writes:
Evangelical ethical reflection and guidance rests on divine commands; almost all
evangelical ethical thinkers appeal to commands of God found in Scripture as
ultimate norms, even if they also seek to demonstrate their rationality and ethical
flexibility and fruitfulness for normal human living.
Even those good works accomplished outside the Church are acts of grace, often referred
to as ‘common grace’.

Anabaptist ethics
In the 16th century, Protestants and Catholics could not agree on much. One thing they
did agree on was their opposition, often violent, to the ‘Anabaptists’. Since this Christian
community did not believe Christians should use violence, violent opposition to them
was easy. Their enemies called them ‘Anabaptists’, which means ‘re-baptizers’. They are
also known as the ‘radical wing’ of the Reformation. They did not arise from a single
reformer or place, but from several of both. They became known for their own specific
take on the marks of the church: adult baptism, the ban, the common Supper, and
‘mutual aid’. Eventually, they also became known for a ‘common purse’, whereby they
shared goods in common; non-violence; and the practice of’ binding and loosing’. The
practice of the ‘ban’ to resolve disputes comes from Matthew 18:15–20 and seeks
restoration by first going to an offender and confronting him or her. If this is to no
avail, then you take someone else along to help effect restoration. If this remains
ineffectual, then the offended tells the matter to the Church and the offender is placed
under the ‘ban’ whereby they are considered outside the community, in need of
restoration.
The Anabaptist practice of binding and loosing is one way the Church disciplines its
members. It differs from Catholic forms where the bishops, and above all the Bishop of
Rome, are given the ‘keys to the kingdom’ in order to determine what is permitted and
what is prohibited. The biblical warrant for this tradition is Matthew 16:18–19, in which

Jesus gives the keys to the kingdom to Peter, who first confesses he is the Messiah. Jesus
says:
You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church and the gates of Hades will not
prevail against it. I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven and whatever
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth will be
loosed in heaven.
This is why the symbol of the papacy is two keys (Illustration 7).

Summary
This brief history of the origin and execution of Christian ethics within the Church shows
that it is both for and against ‘ethics’. It is for ethics in that what humans do matters.
Most Christian traditions agree that all humans are capable of ethical action. In fact,
Pierre Bayle (1647–1706), a Christian philosopher, stated that a society of atheists could
be ethical. A similar argument was debated among the Spanish scholastics of the 16th
and 17th centuries with the ‘discovery’ of the Native Americans. While some, such as
Sepúlveda, argued that they were natural slaves and could not be trusted to form good
societies, the majority opinion was the opposite. God had so created the world that good
could be found among its various nations, even those who did not know God. But
Christian ethics is also against ethics because something more than our own nature is
necessary. For the good to be truly attained, nature is presupposed and perfected but
may also need to be disrupted and corrected.

7. The two keys represent the two keys Jesus gives to Peter. Roman Catholics
understand this as giving the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, the power to exercise
authority in the Church

The second section: ‘…for the sake of the nations’
To this point, we examined Christian ethics internal to the Church and its calling ‘not to
be like the other nations’. The first context for Christian ethics is the community of faith
as it seeks to embody the life to which God calls. But it is also called to do this for the
sake of the nations. How it has fulfilled and failed to fulfil that task is also a crucial
element in the history of Christian ethics. The failure to fulfil this mission was a central
cause in Christ’s crucifixion.

We have no king but Caesar
In his trial, Jesus is brought before the Roman prefect Pilate, who asks the Jewish
elders, ‘Shall I crucify your King?’ To which the chief priests answer, ‘We have no king
but Caesar’ (John 19:15). Anyone who has followed the biblical narrative to this point
would let out an audible gasp; the Gospel here is intentionally provocative. The chief
priests betrayed the call of Abraham ‘not to be like the other nations’. Yahweh alone was

to be king. In order to deliver Jesus to death, the chief priests betray him and their own
history by calling on the security of Rome. The New Testament scholar Raymond Brown
suggests that this may give us authentic historical insight as to the reason Jesus was
crucified - worry about what they would say in Rome.
This is a constant temptation not only for Israel but also for the Church. The temptation
takes diverse forms. At times, the king or governing authority gets treated as divine or
as head of the Church. This is called ‘Caesaropapism’. At other times, bishops or leaders
of the Church act more like kings than Christ’s ministers. Still another version of this
temptation is to turn the Church into a ‘chaplain’ to the state, whereby it seeks only to
do its bidding. We will discuss below various historical failures - crusade, conquests,
inquisitions - that arose from these failures. They are often temptations for the Church to
resemble the power of the state.
Walter Miller’s novel Canticle for Leibowitz explains the temptation to Caesaropapism.
After a number of unfortunate incidents, newly formed states engage in battle with
nuclear weapons, threatening the earth itself. A character in the narrative, the abbot of
a monastery, surveys the damage and comments on how such devastation arose:
Always culminates in the colossus of the State, somehow, drawing about itself the
mantle of godhood, being struck down by wrath of Heaven. Why? We shouted it
loudly enough - God’s to be obeyed by nations as by men. Caesar’s to be God’s
policeman, not His plenipotentiary successor, nor His heir. To all ages, all people ‘Whoever exalts a race or a State or a particular form of State or the depositories of
power …whoever raises these notions above their standard value and divinizes them
to an idolatrous level, distorts and perverts an order of the world planned and
created by God Where had that come from? Eleventh Pius, he thought. But when
Caesar got the means to destroy the world, wasn’t he already divinized? Only by the
consent of the people - same rabble that shouted: ‘Non habemus regem nisi caesarem’
[we have no king but Caesar] when confronted by Him - God Incarnate, mocked and
spat upon. Caesar’s divinity is showing itself again.

From popes to Protestants, traditionalists to Reformers to revisionists, a perennial
temptation is to dissolve the form of God’s people into ‘the nations’. The temptation is to
say, ‘we have no king but Caesar’.
This is not to argue that the nations, the ‘state’, or social institutions other than the
Church are somehow intrinsically evil, from which Christian ethics demands withdrawal.
Quite the contrary! All their goodness has a place in God’s kingdom (Revelation 21:26).
The purpose of Christian ethics is to fashion the people of God in order to serve the
‘nations’. This has been accomplished through a variety of means in Christian tradition.
We will examine some of the most important of them.

Relating to the nations
One of the first articulations as to how Christians should relate to other peoples or
nations is found in the Epistle to Diognetus, perhaps a late 2nd-century document. It
tells us that Christians are not distinguished from others ‘by country, nor language, nor
the customs which they observe’. In other words, the Christian vocation is not to create
its own country, language, or custom apart from others. The epistle continues:
But, inhabiting Greek as well as barbarian cities, according as the lot of each of them
has determined, and following the customs of the natives in respect to clothing, food,
and the rest of their ordinary conduct, [Christians] display to us their wonderful and
confessedly striking method of life. They dwell in their own countries, but simply as
sojourners. As citizens, they share in all things with others, and yet endure all things
as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native country, and every land
of their birth as a land of strangers. They marry, as do all [others]; they beget
children; but they do not destroy their offspring. They have a common table, but not
a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they do not live after the flesh. They pass
their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven.
The epistle to Diognetus sets forth a tension always present in Christian ethics. On the
one hand, Christians find ‘every foreign land’ amenable as a place in which they can

live and’share in all things with others’, including their understanding and pursuit of the
good. On the other, every land, even their native one, is to be to them a ‘land of
strangers’ where they ‘endure all things as if foreigners’. Can such a tension provide a
workable ethic?
This tension produced varying results in how Christians live among the nations. For
instance, both Origen and Tertullian denied that Christians should serve in public office
or in the military of those nations in which they found themselves. Such positions did
not serve the ‘good’ to be preserved, but this did not mean they denied cooperation and
solidarity in other matters. For instance, Tertullian wrote:
But we are called to account as harm-doers on another ground, and are accused of
being useless in the affairs of life. How in all the world can that be the case with
people who are living among you, eating the same food, wearing the same attire,
having the same habits, under the same necessities of existence? We are not Indian
Brahmins or Gymnosophists, who dwell in woods and exile themselves from ordinary
human life. We do not forget the debt of gratitude we owe to God, our Lord and
Creator; we reject no creature of His hands, though certainly we exercise restraint
upon ourselves, lest of any gift of His we make an immoderate or of His we make an
immoderate or sinful use. So we sojourn with you in the world, abjuring neither
forum, nor shambles, nor bath, nor booth, nor workshop, nor inn, nor weekly
market, nor any other places of commerce. We sail with you, and fight with you, and
till the ground with you; and in like manner we unite with you in your traffickings even in the various arts we make public property of our works for your benefit. How
it is we seem useless in our ordinary business, living with you and by you as we do, I
am not able to understand.
Exactly what Tertullian meant here by we ‘fight with you’ is unclear, for in other
statements he made clear that Christians could not participate in warfare, for when
Christ took away the sword from Peter on the night of his arrest, he took it away from
all Christians.

By the time we get to St Augustine (354–430), things have shifted somewhat. He too
preserves the tension we find in the Epistle to Diognetus, and argues that Christ is the
only source of virtue for a truly just society because he rescues us from the deep problem
in every political society, which is the fact that ‘the lie’ primarily constitutes our social
relations. The Church makes possible social bonds, unlike the Roman Empire, that do
not depend upon deceit. But even for Augustine, this does not mean Christians abandon
Rome. They cooperate as much as they can, pursuing a common peace, with proper
worship discriminating what is and is not possible. Augustine writes:
The heavenly city, while it sojourns on earth … not scrupling about diversities in the
manners, laws, and institutions whereby earthly peace is secured and maintained,
but recognizing that, however various these are, they all tend to one and the same
end of earthly peace. … [is] so far from rescinding and abolishing these diversities,
that it even preserves and adopts them so long only as no hindrance to the worship of
the one supreme and true God is thus introduced.
Even the heavenly city, therefore, while in its state of pilgrimage, avails itself of the
peace of earth, and … desires and maintains a common agreement among men
regarding the acquisition of the necessities of life so far as it can without injuring faith
and godliness.
For Augustine, worship and holiness qualifies the relation between the two cities.
The tension certainly collapses when emperors adopt Christianity and begin to act like
bishops, thinking their task is to create and enforce Christian doctrine and ethics. When
this happens, the task of the Church is to remind the ruling authority of his limited role.
An ancient saying of the Church captured this - ‘if you want a Theodosius, you need an
Ambrose’. Theodosius was emperor from 378 to 392. Ambrose was bishop of Milan. After
a Christian uprising that resulted in monks and the local bishop burning down a Jewish
synagogue in Thessalonika, Theodosius responded by requiring the bishop to rebuild the
synagogue. Then one year later, the people of Thessalonika rebelled against
Theodosius’s army officer. Theodosius responded violently; his army slaughtered seven

thousand people. Ambrose responded by telling Theodosius he could not come to the
Eucharist because he had blood on his hands. The result was that Theodosius agreed and
did penance. As David Bentley Hart argues, this was a mixed incident. On the one hand,
it desacralized the state. It could never again claim divinity without challenge. On the
other, it produced the ‘unhappy marriage of church and state’ that has haunted Western
politics since. Antonis van Dyck made a famous painting of this incident, dramatizing it
by making Ambrose confront Theodosius at the door of the church (Illustration 8). The
event was not that dramatic, no confrontation occurred at the door of the church, but
Ambrose did send a letter to Theodosius, confronting his violence and telling him that he
could not say Mass in his presence.

8. Saint Ambrose confronting the emperor Theodosius. This story became the
basis for one understanding of the relation
Despite its legendary accretions, and ambiguous morality, this incident between
Theodosius and Ambrose nonetheless sets forth an important theme in Christian
tradition as to how it serves the nations. Christianity has a long tradition of reminding

the ruling authorities of their limits, even when the Church’s leaders begin to resemble
those ruling authorities. There was Tertullian, who told the emperor ‘look behind you,
you are but a man’ ; Maximus the Confessor (580-662), whose tongue was cut out and
hand cut off for reminding the emperor that he was no priest; St Francis of Asissi (11811226), who challenged the Church’s complicity with the wealthy and powerful;
Catherine of Siena (1347-80), who sought the peace of the Church when it was divided
against itself; Peter Chelcicky (1390-1460), who told pope and emperor that their union
of power was inconsistent with following Christ; Thomas More (1478-1535), who
refused to recognize Henry VIII’s act of supremacy by which he claimed authority over
the Church; Bartolomé de las Casas (1484–1566), who challenged the Spanish
conquerors of the Americas; Martin Luther (1483–1546), who called into question the
papacy’s temporal authority over a military crusade; Dorothy Day (1897–1980), who
said the US president ‘Truman’ was no ‘true man’ for violating the Church’s teaching on
war by the bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima; Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–45), who
refused participation with Hitler’s usurpation of the Church and paid for it with his life;
Martin Luther King (1929–68), who reminded the governing authorities that an ‘unjust
law was no law at all’ in the context of laws demanding segregation of whites from
blacks; Oscar Romero (1917–80), who commanded El Salvadoran soldiers to put down
their weapons during the repression against the poor. These are, of course, only a few
Christian witnesses who reminded emperors, popes, mayors, presidents, and others of
the way of Christ. They are not all unambiguous saints, but, like Ambrose, they served
the ‘nations’ by reminding them of their role in God’s economy. In so doing, they help us
understand Jesus’s opaque words, ‘Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to
God the things that are God’s’ (Matthew 22:21).

Serving the nations
Christian ethics serves the nations by reminding government of its limits, but it also
makes important positive contributions. It should affirm what is good in every culture,
working in cooperation with it. Christian ethics follows local customs, cultivates
common habits, and avails itself of earthly peace (to cite again the Epistle to Diognetus,

Tertullian, and Augustine). For instance, Christian ethics affirms, preserves, and turns
into international law, the Roman Cicero’s teaching on the just war (about which more
will be said below). At the same time, it questions war’s appropriateness for a creation
made good by God, and constantly asks whether Christians are called to pacifism.
Likewise, it affirms our possessions are to be held in service to a common good, even
while it has a longstanding affirmation of private property within proper limits. It also
has a tradition of holding goods in common, a form of Christian socialism.
Christian ethics makes common cause with similar ethics wherever they can be found.
The goodness of God’s creation, and the confession that all things are made through
Christ, means that Christians are not surprised when they find his way of life vindicated
in creation apart from those who explicitly confess him. Some call this ‘natural law’,
others ‘common grace’. The Anabaptist theologian John Howard Yoder suggested it
revealed the deep Christological structure to God’s good created order. He wrote: ‘People
who bear crosses are working with the grain of the universe.’ For Yoder, Christian
discipleship, including the refusal to use violence, can be found in and outside the
Church because God who creates all things is the same God who discloses himself in
Christ, redeeming the world. Christ’s life remains normative, even when it finds
expression in creation outside the Church. Even those Christian ethicists who affirm a
natural law based on self-preservation that requires, or at least permits, the use of
violence within certain limits would have to agree that Christ’s life remains normative.
Notice, for instance, the following report on Benedict XVI’s praise for the non-violent
work of youth in the Italian Civil Service. Benedict stated:
the authentic conversion of hearts represents the right way, the only way that can
lead each one of us and all humanity to the peace that we hope for. It is the way
indicated by Jesus: He - the King of the universe - did not come to bring peace to the
world with an army, but through refusing violence [which is the way] followed not
only by the disciples of Christ, but by many men and women of good will,
courageous witnesses of non-violence. [We] cannot fail to praise those who renounce
the use of violence in the vindication of their rights and who resort to methods of

defense which are otherwise available to weaker parties too, provided this can be
done without injury to the rights and duties of others or of the community itself.
Benedict XVI, the leader of the Roman Catholic Church, and John Howard Yoder, the
influential Anabaptist theologian, do not agree completely. But they both recognize that
Jesus refused violence, that his life is normative and should be affirmed when others
embody it, and that such an embodiment can be found in and outside the Church. The
task of Christian ethics is to affirm the mission to embody the life of Jesus in the world,
and to affirm it wherever it is found. What both Yoder and Benedict share is the
conviction that it is the dogmatic certainty that Jesus is who the Church professes him to
be that is the basis for cultivating, discovering, and affirming the good in creation. This
seems counter-intuitive, and, as we shall see, modern ethics finds it difficult to affirm,
but Christian ethics suggests that it is the truth of its particular, dogmatic commitments
that makes it open and welcoming to others.
Now we must return to the question of the relation between Christianity and ethics, for
once again this question acutely arises. Is such a ‘call’ and ‘mission’ to the world ethical?
If Christian ethics depends upon its dogmatic claims as well as the social form of the
Church as the ongoing mission to fulfil the call of Abraham not to be like the other
nations for the sake of the nations, does this inevitably result in failures of imperialism
and colonialism? It is the missionary character of this body that worries some, especially
postcolonialist thinkers who help us recognize and avoid the lingering sources of
colonialism. For instance, Walter Mignolo finds that religions of the ‘Book’ like
Christianity inevitably foster colonialism. Once you have a notion of a ‘Sacred Book’
that contains truth, then you get ‘religions of conversion’, and, citing Jack Goody, he
states, ‘you can spread them like jam’. Mignolo continues: ‘What is important here is not
the “content” of the Book but rather the very existence of the object in which a set of
regulations and metaphors was inscribed, giving to it the special status of Truth and
Wisdom.’ If you have a Book filled with ‘Truth’ and ‘Wisdom’, which is considered to be
the Word of God, then you will have a universal standard by which you evaluate and
tacitly subordinate all other cultures. Is the mission itself immoral? Should there not be

an appreciation of all religions, cultures, and peoples without any hierarchical
evaluation of one as truer or wiser than another, an eschewal of all dogmatic certainty?
Should we seek to find a common basis for ethics that would not exclude anyone? This
was the hope of modern ethics, and remains, in some form, the hope of a postcolonial
ethic as well.

Chapter 3
Christian ethics in and beyond modernity

Stating precisely where a modern ethics begins is something of an arbitrary exercise.
Perhaps we could begin with Luther (1483–1546), who took Aquinas to task for using
Aristotle’s virtue tradition. He wrote:
Then there is Aristotle’s ‘Ethics’, which is accounted one of the best, but no book is
more directly contrary to God’s will and the Christian virtues. Oh, that such books
could be kept out of the reach of all Christians!
But of course Luther himself appeals here to ‘Christian virtues’. He did not abandon that
tradition even if he could not find a minimal place for Aristotle’s virtues as Aquinas did
when he called them ‘virtues in the restricted sense’. Or we might begin with the true
architects of what would rightly pass as modern ethics in the philosophers Immanuel
Kant (1724–1804) and John Stuart Mill (1806–73). Both sought a common basis for
ethics that would include all people.
Mill’s ethics is similar in some ways to Aristotle’s; it also sets forth happiness as our
telos. But happiness is now understood specifically as the pursuit of pleasure and/or the
diminishment of pain. Mill’s utilitarian ethic summons people to pursue the greatest
good for the greatest number. It fits well with what economists call ‘marginalism’,
whereby we enter into exchanges as long as we think the exchange has a ‘margin’ of
benefit for us. We stop when we no longer find exchanging satisfying. Kant’s ethics is
‘deontological’, which comes from the Greek word deontos, which means ‘binding’.
Contrary to a utilitarian or Aristotelian ethic, it does not have a telos to which every
action aims, but assumes we should do the right thing without being preoccupied with
the consequences by following the categorical imperative – ‘act only on that maxim

which you can at the same time will to be a universal law’. A maxim is a law an
individual gives herself, but it is only moral if she can also will that anyone in any
circumstance would do the same.
What is interesting about the development of these modern ethics is how the social
context for the pursuit of the good changed. Plato and Aristotle’s virtue tradition
assumed that context was the city. Augustine and Aquinas assumed it was the Church.
For Mill, the context has shifted to that of the market; he worked for one of the first
transnational corporations, the British East India Company. Kant’s ethics can best be
understood within the dual context of the modern nation-state and an emerging
internationalism or ‘cosmopolitanism’. It comes as no surprise, then, that Mill offers us a
utilitarian ethic and Kant a deontological one, for both of these ethics fit well with such
social contexts.

Ethics for the modern nation
Two important contemporary political theorists, John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas,
develop a Kantian ethic for democratic nations. For Rawls, like Habermas, justice is a
virtue independent of theological virtues. Therefore it allows every individual to
abstract from her or his religious commitments and join together in a reasonable
consensus without any overarching religious or metaphysical end that binds them
together. This consensus does not necessarily contradict religious commitments, but they
are understood primarily as private or non-public forms of reason. Habermas developed
Kant’s thought in terms of the communal character of rationality. Reason is located
neither in individual subjectivity nor in the cosmos, but in the pragmatic interactions
among people. This functions as a pragmatic telos that does not emerge from some
source other than interpersonal communication. For both Rawls and Habermas, politics
emerges as an autonomous act of persons who come together in consensual acts. It is
not produced from outside itself. It is in no sense a super-natural gift bestowed and
received. God may be permitted, but is in no sense necessary for a true and good
politics.

This Kantian ethics and its political correlate seeks to build solidarity among people
who do not share a common telos other than that of their own making. Modern ethics
emerges when people no longer assume a common, transcendent good that pulls all
desires towards it. Modern ethics might best be understood as either an
acknowledgement that no such end exists or as a revolt against it. Much of this has to do
with the transition from an Aristotelian science to a modern understanding that
occurred during the famous Galileo affair. In one sense, the world became ‘unhinged’
from the sun. We no longer think of ourselves as living in a fixed, stable universe with
the earth and humanity at its centre and everything revolving around it. There is no
single axis that orients the moral life. We have no ‘cardinal’ virtues. Moderns know
everything ‘moves’, including people’s understanding of ‘the good’. In fact, it moves in
infinite directions, which we see outwardly through our telescopes and inwardly through
our microscopes. In such a vast, moving expanse, many persons no longer find
arguments for ‘the good’ persuasive. This is both our promise and our dilemma.
The promise is an end to the ‘unhappy marriage’ between the Church and Western
political structures. The dilemma is that no account of the good, including the Christian
one, now has a universal hold. Perhaps the result will be that the good becomes
‘nothing’, and we lose the ability to speak of ‘the good’ at all; the result is ‘nihilism’ – we
are on a little blue ball spinning through space with no purpose or direction. Even if
someone finds this objectionable, few would affirm that Christian faith shows us ‘the
good’. Such a claim is readily countered by others who would list its many failures:
crusades, conquest, slavery, inquisitions, and the Galileo affair, which do not of course
constitute an exhaustive list. Doesn’t a modern ethics emerge because of the failure of
Christian claims to goodness and truth? Perhaps, although careful study of this history
would show it is more ambiguous than is popularly recognized.

Crusading and other Christian failures
The Crusades were a particular failure, both theologically and politically. They were
considered just wars, which were fought to liberate the Holy Land from Islamic

conquest. They began in 1095 as pilgrimages and were often undertaken as acts of
penance. Crusaders were granted indulgences and possibly the state of martyrdom. They
were life-consuming activities that required long journeys and a near-ascetic existence.
Sometimes crusading parties never made it to the Holy Land but fought other Christians
for provisions and territory. When a second series of Crusades were launched between
1204 and 1291, a century of crusading had already taken its toll. The Crusades soon lost
popularity. They were expensive, time-consuming, and dangerous. Increased efforts to
promote them were required by the Church and the secular leaders, since they were now
primarily for the purposes of defending Christian territories.
The crusading practices developed over three centuries were soon directed at the socalled ‘New World’. In 1492, Columbus set sail for the Indies and stated to King
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella that his intention was to finance another crusade. He
wrote: ‘I declared to Your Highnesses that all the gain of this my enterprise should be
spent in the conquest of Jerusalem.’ However, Jerusalem became less a concern than the
New World. The result was the ‘great dying’ during which millions lost their lives, some
from slaughter but the vast majority from slavery or abysmal working conditions.
Malnutrition and diseases like smallpox and measles were deadly under such conditions.
There were voices of resistance (Illustration 9). Bartolomé de las Casas reported the
following sermon, supported by his Dominican brothers, by Friar Antón Montesino
against those who perpetrated such atrocities:
You are all in mortal sin! You live in it and you die in it! Why? Because of the
cruelty and tyranny you use with these innocent people. Tell me, with what right,
with what justice, do you hold these Indians in such cruel and horrible servitude? On
what authority have you waged such detestable wars on these people, in their mild,
peaceful lands, where you have consumed such infinitudes of them, wreaking upon
them this death and unheard of havoc?.... Are you not obliged to love them as you
love yourselves? Do you not understand this? Do you not grasp this? How is it that
you sleep so soundly, so lethargically? Know for a certainty that in the state in
which you are you can no more be saved than Moors or Turks who have not, nor

wish to have, the faith of Jesus Christ.
Las Casas himself gave a ‘Defence of the Indians’ which led to a debate at Valladolid in
Spain in 1550. Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda (1494–1573) debated with Las Casas on the
legitimacy of the conquest. Sepúlveda, drawing on Aristotle’s argument that some
persons are naturally inferior, argued that the Native Americans should be colonized
because the natural law requires inferior persons to obey ‘those who are outstanding in
virtue and character’. Las Casas disagreed, arguing that the Spaniards committing these
atrocities were more ‘barbarian’ than the Indians Sepúlveda demeaned. Las Casas did
not find Sepúlveda’s use of Aristotle’s natural law consistent with Scripture. Thus he
states, ‘Good-bye, Aristotle! From Christ, the eternal truth, we have the command, “You
must love your neighbour as yourself”’. Las Casas goes so far as to say, ‘if preachers are
accompanied by the clatter of arms when they go forth to announce the gospel to any
people, by that very fact they are unworthy to have their words believed’. Neither Las
Casas nor Sepúlveda won the day. Francisco de Vitoria’s work on the natural law gave
the definitive argument for and against the Conquest. Only those crimes against the
natural law such as human sacrifice could be a legitimate cause for Spanish interference
in the lives of others.

9. Diego Rivera’s mural showing Bartolomé de las Casas setting himself, and the
cross, between the powerful conquistadors and the poor ‘pagans’ they oppressed

Slavery
The crusading and colonizing practices from the 11th through to the 16th centuries
continued in the development of new forms of slavery. Slavery itself was nothing new.
It had been present long before Judaism and Christianity. Judaism had regulations to
mitigate its harsh reality, since the Jews recognized themselves as slaves in Egypt. In
fact, the concern for the poor and oppressed largely enters Western culture through
Judaism and Christianity. In the Jubilee year, as Leviticus 25 stipulates, slaves were to
be set free. The end of slavery was associated with the messianic vision, the time when
God would restore creation to God’s intended purposes. This vision may very well be
one of the inaugurating events of Jesus’s ministry in Luke 4: ‘He has sent me to proclaim
release to the captives.’ Christianity, however, did not originally rule out slavery, even
though the apostle Paul taught that in Christ there were neither free nor slave, which
was associated with a new status brought about by baptism:
As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.
(Galatians 3:27–9)

But this promise would take a long time to come to fruition. In fact, Paul sends the
emancipated slave Onesimus back to his master Philemon. Although Paul explicitly
states that Philemon is to receive Onesimus ‘no longer as a slave, but more than a slave,
a beloved brother’ (Philemon v. 16). As Oliver O’Donovan put it:
The early church, often criticized for failing to demand the ‘abolition’ of slavery,
dealt with the institution in the most direct way: it treated the proprietorial idea as
fraudulent mystification; it taught its slave-members to regard their ‘masters’ as

brothers who depended on their help. When a true description of the relation was in
place, the legal construct could only lose its credibility.
What the Church critiqued is the false and impossible assumption that someone can ever
own another person’s labour. This is impossible, O’Donovan argues, because ‘Divine
providence never allows two human beings to work together without discovering some
kind of community.’
Yet it is the case that only a few early Christian fathers and mothers, such as Gregory of
Nyssa and Maximus the Confessor, explicitly denounced the evils of slavery. Most
theologians, from Augustine to Las Casas, linked slavery and war. They were linked by
the rights victors had against the conquered. As Gustavo Gutiérrez notes, ‘the victims in
a just war … had a right to enslave the vanquished. To make them slaves for life instead
was regarded as a concession, almost a humanitarian gesture.’ Slavery was legal during
much of the Conquest as long as its victims were captured in a legitimate just war. This
would shift in the North American slavocracy where a new legitimation arose for it
based on the modern scientific category of race. Here, a peculiar understanding of the
Bible, coupled with a peculiar understanding of science, came together to justify black
slavery on the basis of racial superiority and inferiority. But the enslavement of black
Africans occurred long before this; it was a legitimation after the fact.
Not until the late 18th century did Christians and others begin to see how incompatible
slavery was with the Gospel. But it was primarily Christians who recognized this against
other Christians. Some of these Christians were of African descent and had themselves
been slaves. They recognized the incompatibility long before others, and took bold and
courageous steps to present it in all its horrible truth.
Jarena Lee was born into slavery in 1783, taken from her parents at the age of seven,
and called to preach in 1804. She claimed the right to preach because of the example of
the Virgin Mary who first made Jesus present. In Jarena Lee’s preaching, she forgave all
who harmed her. Her presence was so powerful that it converted slaveholders from their
previous false understanding. For instance, a Deist slaveholder attended one of her

sermons out of curiosity. He did not believe Africans had souls (a position rejected by
the Catholic Church since the debates at Valladolid). But her preaching was so
persuasive he had to recognize his previous errors. Lee recounts the story:
After I had done speaking, he went out, and called the people around him, said that
my preaching might seem a small thing, yet he believed I had the worth of souls at
heart. This language was different from what it was a little time before, as he now
seemed to admit that coloured people had souls, as it was to these I was chiefly
speaking; and unless they had souls, whose good I had in view, his remark must have
been without meaning.... This man was a great slave holder, and had been very
cruel, thinking nothing of knocking down a slave with a fence stake, or whatever
might come to hand. From this time it was said of him that he became greatly altered
in his ways for the better.
This may seem like a small witness. The slaveholder did not give up his slaves. Lee was
not Harriet Tubman (1820–1913) who ran missions for the Underground Railroad. Nor
did she try to lead a revolt against slavery like John Brown (1800–59), a conservative,
evangelical Calvinist, who found the pacifism of many abolitionists distasteful and
started an insurrection against slavery at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. He was tried and
hung for it. But the ‘small thing’ her preaching represented produced a conversion in the
culture that would make good on the vision early Christians such as Gregory of Nyssa
and Maximus the Confessor recognized.

Inquisitions
In comparison to the Crusades, the Conquest, and slavery, the Inquisition and the
Galileo affair are minor failures, but failures nonetheless. The Spanish Inquisition is
inseparable from Christian persecution of Jews. Although persecuted in Spain in the 7th
century, Jews lived alongside Christians and Muslims in Spain during the Middle Ages in
what is known as a time of ‘convivencia’;. Of course, historians are divided on how
peaceful these relations were, but they were certainly better than what occurred once
the Spanish Inquisition began investigating the ‘conversos’; (Jewish converts to

Christianity) in the 15th century. In fact, at the Council of Aries, France, in 1235, it was
decided that Jews throughout Europe were required to wear a yellow patch. Spain
refused.
The process of ‘inquisition’ was known prior to the Spanish Inquisition. It had a long
history. Throughout the Middle Ages, it was the office charged with ensuring orthodoxy.
In 1542, Pope Paul III transformed it into the ‘Congregation of the Holy Office’. It was
the ‘Holy Office’, or ‘Inquisition’, that tried Galileo and found him guilty of ‘vehement
suspicion of heresy’ – a specific, legal charge that was actually less than the committee’s
report against him, the greater charge of ‘formal heresy’.
The Spanish Inquisition, however, may be the most infamous of all the inquisitions. It
was an odd mix of Church and secular authority. It was primarily instituted, however,
not by the Church, but by secular authority. In fact, the Holy Office questioned its
authority several times during its existence. King Ferdinand of Aragon instituted it in
order to help solidify the religious unity of Spain. The Inquisition had authority only
over Christians. In Spain, Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived together, but in 1492,
Jews were required to be baptized or to leave Spain. Once they were baptized, then they
came under the authority of the Inquisition. Although a number of theologians and
Church leaders raised questions about the legitimacy of such forced baptisms, the
majority defended these practices on the basis that the Jewish converts were baptized
voluntarily because they had the option of exile. The vast majority of Jews did ‘convert’,
although it is no surprise that such conversions were in name only. Many continued
Jewish practices, which is where the Spanish Inquisition stepped in. It was instituted to
test the legitimacy, primarily, of the conversos’ faith. The primary charge punished under
the Spanish Inquisition was ‘judaizing’ – continuing Jewish practices, although other
charges were also brought, including witchcraft. These inquisitorial practices against
conversos were later implemented against Muslims, who were known as ‘Moriscos’. The
Spanish crown certainly used the Church to implement these policies.
Galileo (1564–1642) became convinced by the scientific work of the Polish Christian

priest Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543). His calculations suggested that the movement
of the planets assumed by the Ptolemaic system, whereby the earth was thought to be
the centre of the universe and the sun moved around it, could equally be explained if the
sun were the centre and the earth was a planet that revolved around it. Copernicus’s
ideas were well known long before the Galileo affair began in 1613 and had not created
controversy. Galileo refined the telescope, and with it, he began affirming Copernicus’s
theory from hypothesis to fact. In 1613, he was told by the Holy Office not to teach this
as fact but as a hypothesis. However, Galileo continued to publish works that did more
than present it as a hypothesis, and he attempted to defend his theory in terms of Bible
and theology. Galileo argued against a ‘literal’ interpretation, which of course was not
new. Christianity, like Judaism, had never thought that a text had only one meaning,
found in the literal interpretation alone. (Only modern fundamentalists teach that type
of understanding of Scripture.)
In fact, Galileo cited St Augustine extensively to make his case. However, Galileo’s
apology for Scripture sounded too Protestant for the Holy Office, which was then
confronting what it perceived to be the Protestant understanding of the Bible – that
each individual should read and interpret the text for him- or herself and not solely in
terms of the tradition of interpretation of the church fathers. In 1633, Galileo was found
guilty of Vehement suspicion of heresy’ and ordered under house arrest. The committee
assessing Galileo’s case came to two specific conclusions. First, ‘That the sun is the centre
of the world and motionless is a proposition which is philosophically absurd and false,
and formally heretical for being explicitly contrary to Holy Scripture.’ The Holy Office
did not completely accept this since it did not charge him with ‘formal heresy’. Second,
‘That the earth is neither the centre of the world nor motionless but moves even with
diurnal motion is philosophically equally absurd and false and theologically at least
erroneous in the Faith.’ Galileo was placed under house arrest at his villa, where he
continued as a practising Catholic, regularly attending Mass.

Making sense of failure

How are we to make sense of these events, and other failures such as the Jewish
Holocaust of the 20th century? Reading these histories causes bafflement. How could
any person cleave open the skull of another human being while crying out ‘Jesus is
Lord’, or put someone on the rack and watch her writhe in pain and then read the
Sermon on the Mount? For some, this history is too much. The failures of Christianity to
stand against these practices, let alone to be so complicit in them, gives grounds for
persons with an ethical conscience to reject it. At the very least, these stories require
confession and repentance from Christians. This has taken and continues to take place.
John Paul II asked forgiveness during a visit to Africa in 1992. He prayed:
From this African sanctuary of black pain, we ask forgiveness of heaven. We pray
that, henceforward, Christ’s disciples may be seen to be entirely faithful to the
observance of the commandment of brotherly and sisterly love left them by their
Teacher. We pray that they may never again be the oppressors of their own brothers
and sisters, but may seek instead to imitate the compassion of the Great Samaritan
of the gospel in their welcome of the needy. We pray that the scourge of slavery and
its consequences may disappear forever.
Such stories also rightly require, and have led to, important revisions in Christianity.
This is undeniable. No official Church body still sanctions crusades, slavery, or the use of
torture to investigate heretics, witches, or sinners (a practice that is, however, still
justified by some ‘civilized’ secular nations against their enemies). Most of these
corrections were internal to Christianity itself.
If we are to speak truthfully about this history, we should avoid thinking that some antireligious secular organization battled against Christians to free the masses from its
authoritarian rule. Nor was it a contest between the dogmatic orthodox and liberal freethinkers. Many deists who were certainly not orthodox Christians held slaves. Although
some persons recount these stories with that in mind, this sometimes distorts the history
and uses these profound failures to secure contemporary political goals. What is ironic is
that Christians first used and even ‘invented’ these stories against other Christians. This
occurred both by Catholics against other Catholics, and by Protestants who wanted to

portray the Reformation as the ‘liberation of the human spirit from the fetters of
darkness and superstition’. Protestants often told these stories to gain a comparative
advantage over Catholics. John Foxe (1517–87) drew on the Inquisition as evidence for
the utter corruption of Roman Catholicism. He wrote in his Book of Martyrs that practices
like the Spanish Inquisition occurred, and will occur, wherever Catholics were in the
‘ascendancy’. Now secularists often take over this Protestant polemic and use it against
Protestants themselves. Those who view themselves on the side of liberation find selfaffirmation the more they paint others as ruled by ‘darkness’. In so doing, they foster a
politics of fear – that were it not for ‘our’ side, those forces would know no end to their
evil devices.
Any interpretation of these events must take care to avoid a ‘moralizing’ that only uses
these past failures in order to demonstrate ‘our’ moral superiority. An old adage states
that the abuse of a thing does not remove its usefulness. As this is true of Christianity, so
it is true of most human endeavours. The violence of the Inquisition is miniscule in
comparison to the havoc wreaked by democratic nation-states in the 20th century.
Often, this violence has been perpetrated in an attempt ‘to make the world safe for
democracy’. Seldom does this lead someone to say, ‘democracy has proven itself too
dangerous, let us abandon it’. Likewise, it would be foolish to saddle Marx and/or
Marxism with all the failures of many of its more heinous practitioners. And it would be
foolish to argue that all ‘godless atheists’ will produce death-camps and genocide just
because some did so.
Often critics assume that the general problem that led to these failures was that religious
people thought they knew the truth about God. So the remedy is thought to be to
challenge, relativize, or privatize Christian truth-claims. Oddly, seldom do you hear
people diagnose these failures in terms of the actual use of violence, where the obvious
remedy would be for people to desist from employing violent means. Instead, we may
read the history of these failures in order to question and challenge ‘truth’, rather than to
challenge the violent exercise of power. The latter is more central to our secular politics
than it ever was in the pre-modern era.

The remedy for the past alliance between dogmatic ‘religious’ truth and ‘secular’ power
is to sever this alliance and relativize claims to truth. This is common among
philosophers, theologians, some religious leaders, politicians, and cultural producers. It
is found in popular music and learned analyses. However, as popular as this remedy
may be, it has had little success in diagnosing or remedying previous or current Western
(and non-Western) failures. It often assumes that if we get rid of religion, or at least
police it with secular power, violence will be diminished. There were some, such as
Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), who tried to build a politics based on the rejection of God.
He put more faith in the throne than the altar and thought that if we could do away
with religion, or at least subordinate it to the state, we could better promote the good
and avoid evil. His position was too drastic for most people in the 17th and following
centuries; few people at the beginning of the modern era thought we should do away
with God altogether. (Of course, the 20th century did produce a number of explicitly
secular states which sought to do this. To say the least, they did not create peaceful
political orders.) A better course of action was to privatize religion and allow it the
freedom to flourish as an internal, spiritual reality that had salutary ethical
consequences, which was the strategy of most of the great modern political thinkers such
as Kant, Rousseau, Jefferson, and Franklin. Ethics will relativize claims to Christian
(and other religions’) truth. Ethics is supposedly public and universal; religions, like
Christianity, are private.

Postmodern ethics
Modern ethics separates ‘ethics’ from ‘God’ and privileges ethics as a category greater
than God. It does this through two steps. First, ‘God’ becomes distant and unknowable utterly transcendent and nevertheless the source for the possibility of ethics. God
guarantees its formal possibility without affecting its material content. Second, ethics
becomes the stable referent for God. What we truly know is ethics, either as duty or the
pursuit of the greatest good for the greatest number. Because we know this, God
becomes a hypothetical possibility. God still has a ‘place’ in modern ethics, but it is as a
hypothesis or a private preference. This allows people who affirm God and those who do

not to join together in a common, and supposedly universal, pursuit of ethics.
Postmodernity, however, calls all this into question. It challenges any stable referent. It
does not necessarily deny a ‘stable referent’ exists; for to assert ‘there is no stable
referent’ would simply be to replace God or nature or ethics with the security of
‘nothing’. At its best, postmodern philosophers avoid this easy critique. Instead,
postmodernity avoids the closure of any totalizing account of what is good and true. In
this sense, postmodernity adopts the dominant modern diagnosis of our past evils as a
dogmatic attachment to truth and goodness allied with political, cultural, and
philosophical power. But unlike the modern remedy, it fails to offer yet another secure
foundation for the good or true that will somehow overcome our past dogmatic
commitments and set us on a sure footing. We cannot ‘overcome’ the past by the
certainty of any present reality. All we can do is turn such certainty against itself so it
does less harm. Neither God, nor nature, nor reason, nor ‘nothing’ can secure us. In fact,
any such foundation, even the foundation that we know with certainty, a stable
distinction between good and evil, will only fund further evils.
Few people go as far as the critique of ethics that one finds in a philosopher like
Nietzsche (1846–1935). In his inimitable humorous style, Nietzsche offered a scathing
critique of modern ethics, especially ‘moral philosophy’. He suggested it was a ‘soporific
appliance’, by which he meant it put you to sleep much like anaesthesia before surgery.
Once morality lulls you into complacency, then in its name someone can cut you open,
remove what is vital, and you never feel it. Nietzsche showed us the ethicist’s knife. Here
is his description of what is really going on in English utilitarian ethics:
Observe, for example, the indefatigable, inevitable English utilitarians: how
ponderously and respectably they stalk on…. In the end, they all want English
morality to be recognized as authoritative, inasmuch as mankind, or the ‘general
utility’, or ‘the happiness of the greatest number’, – no! the happiness of England will
be best served thereby.
Like the ‘new’ atheists, for Nietzsche, ‘God is dead’. But he thinks those who think they

can reject God and still cling to morality fail to see the radical nature of God’s death.
Because God is dead, we no longer have a direction, no ‘up or down’, no ‘left or right’.
We are spinning through an infinite nothing. We are beyond good and evil. Moralists
fail to see this and replace theologians by trying to find a security and certainty in
ethics that was formerly found in God.

Contesting God and ethics
If Christianity is essentially contested in modernity for the sake of ethics, ‘ethics’ is
contested in postmodernity. We can trace the disputed relations between God and ethics
in terms of the following quotes or paraphrases that set forth diverse philosophers’
understanding of this relation. The first two represent the modern attempt to make a
place for God that will nonetheless subordinate theology to ethics and make the latter
the primary category. The next three offer radical critiques of that effort.
Kant: ‘If the freedom to be moral exists, God can be hypothesized.’
Rousseau: ‘If the moral simplicity of the heart is, God is permitted.’
Dostoevsky: ‘If God is dead, everything is permitted.’
Nietzsche: ‘Those who reject God cling all the more firmly to ethics.’
Žižek: ‘If God is, everything is permitted.’
Kant and Rousseau represent positions furthest from Dostoevsky and Nietzsche. Kant is
convinced that humans have the ability to be moral because of their freedom, but he
does not know how to account for that freedom without God. God now functions as a
possible ground for my freedom to be moral, which must exercise itself independently of
that ground. Rousseau represents a modern/postmodern sentiment that we can have
spirituality without religion. He tells a story of a Savoyard priest who once believed the
truth of Christian doctrine, but gradually lost faith in its content. This did not result in
the loss of faith, but its revision. True religion is the ‘simplicity’ (or authenticity) of a
heart seeking to do good; all the dogmas, rituals, religious institutions, laws, and

sacraments merely obfuscate this true religion. God remains, but is incorporated into the
inner callings of such a sentimental impulse. Both of these first two approaches make
the nation-state the primary context for the pursuit of ethics.
Dostoevsky never actually penned these words for which he is famous. They represent a
sentiment expressed in his novel The Brothers Karamazov. If we lose God, if we lose
immortality and transcendence, then we will lose what makes life worth living - love,
goodness, truth. We will lose the quest for a mystery that is more than us, and be forced
to be satisfied with a good of our own making. In this sense, Nietzsche’s quotation,
which seems furthest from Dostoevsky, may actually be the closest. Without God, we do
not lose ethics, but we cling all the more firmly to it, even when we recognize we
ourselves produce it. We must cling to it because it is all we have. We have no festivals
of atonement that can redeem and forgive us for our transgressions. We only have
ethics. For Nietzsche, this is a failure of nerve.
Žižek’s quote poses an interesting challenge to the relation between God and ethics.
Unlike Kant and Rousseau, who re-symbolize Christianity in order to make it fit modern
ethics, Žižgek is more akin to Hobbes or Nietzsche who thought ‘God’ was positively
dangerous to a proper ethic. Prior to 9/11, Žižek (somewhat) defended the legacy of
Christianity in a work subtitled with the question ‘why is the Christian legacy worth
fighting for?’ After 9/11, he shifted (somewhat) and explained why the Western legacy
of atheism is worth fighting for. He too refers to Christianity’s failures, and writes:
During the Seventh Crusade, led by St. Louis, Yves le Breton reported how he once
encountered an old woman who wandered down the street with a dish full of fire in
her right hand and a bowl full of water in her left hand. Asked why she carried the
two bowls, she answered that with the fire she would burn up Paradise until nothing
remained of it, and with the water she would put out the fires of Hell until nothing
remained of them: ‘Because I want no one to do good in order to receive the reward
of Paradise, or from fear of Hell; but solely out of love for God.’ Today, this properly
Christian ethical stance survives mostly in atheism. Fundamentalists do what they
perceive as good deeds in order to fulfill God’s will and to earn salvation; atheists do

them simply because it is the right thing to do. Is this also not our most elementary
experience of morality?
Žižek finds atheism to be the true Christian legacy. Atheists, who neither blaspheme nor
condone Islamic religious practices, can treat Muslims as ethical agents by refusing to
censure caricatures of Mohammed in newspapers. They do this without concern for
‘God’, but only concern to say what everyone knows is right – such caricatures should
not result in riot and death, which occur, he suggests, when God is involved. For then we
have ‘permission’, permission to transgress the basic civility of everyday life in the name
of the God who asks it of us.
Is God the basis for ethics? If so, in what sense? Dostoevsky’s? Kant’s? Rousseau’s? Are
we better off without God at all? Are atheists now the true practitioners of Christian
ethics, as Žižek suggests? That a generic, theistic conception of a god is necessary for
ethics is not consistent with Christian tradition. This is why the early Christians were
accused of atheism. They did not find the ‘gods’ of antiquity as supporting a proper way
of life. In fact, they buried those gods. If they existed, they were malevolent forces.
Those gods permitted horrible atrocities; no one should bow a knee to them. Modern
and postmodern conceptions of ‘god’ often retrieve such pagan deities. We seek Thor
who christens battleships and blesses the violence of torture or abortion.
Or perhaps we resurrect Dionysius, the god Nietzsche recommended against Christianity,
a god who affirms the indulgence of every sensual appetite, much as the global market
encourages us to do as well. Or perhaps we are satisfied with an utterly unknown god;
one who never makes demands on us that violate our duty or sentiments? It is better for
such gods to die; ethics cannot be had while serving them. The proper answer to the
question ‘is God the basis for ethics?’ requires we become clearer on which God we
mean, and that is not easy. For how do we know God and what God demands of us?

Theological responses to modernity/postmodernity
Is God the basis for ethics? Which God? How might we know a God worthy of our

ethical obedience? If we cannot answer these questions, we cannot give an adequate
account of ‘Christian ethics’. But where do we look for knowledge of God, in ‘nature’ or
‘culture’ or Scripture? If nature or culture suffices, then we can also use those sources as
the basis for our ethics as well. God might be useful, but unnecessary. But if we think
that ‘grace’, or God’s gift of the Spirit to us, is necessary, then grace will have a
significant role to play in our ethics as well.
The above questions arose in the 20th century because of that time’s unparalleled
violence. Total war, genocide, concentration camps, gulags, obliteration bombing, the
atomic bomb dropped on civilian populations – all these were unprecedented in human
history. The ‘liberation’ from Christendom into secular nation-states that marked the
modern era did not end in ‘Enlightenment’ except the blinding fire of conflagration. This
is not to argue for a return to Christendom; in many ways, it wittingly and unwittingly
prepared the conditions for the rise of the secular. Perhaps religion returned, for good or
ill, in our postmodern culture because secularism so obviously failed.
Two important 20th-century theological movements set the stage for the most
interesting developments in Christian ethics that came as a reaction to those
movements. This is surprising in that, on the surface, these two movements could not be
further apart. Neo- (or liberal) Protestants embraced philosophical developments in the
modern era that emphasized that all our knowledge, including that of God and the good,
has been historically constructed. This made ‘culture’ the essential mediating norm for
theology. The task of theology was to be relevant to the ‘culture’ as it confronted
theology with new questions. Doctrine had always to be revised in correlation to the flux
of history. In opposition to this, Roman Catholic theology reacted against ‘modernism’,
even requiring an ‘oath’ against it. A Neoscholastic reaction against modernity and its
historicism emphasized the inherent rationality of ‘nature’. This preserved a sharp
distinction between faith and reason, theology and philosophy, where the latter served
as a necessary foundation for the former. The Neoscholastic position emphasizes
metaphysics, speculative logic, and eternal truths. Liberal Protestantism emphasizes
history, culture, and the ‘contextual’ character of all truth, claiming that we are at the

‘end of metaphysics’. For the Neoprotestants, ‘truth’ is never conformity to ‘the real’, as it
is with the Neoscholastics, because we have no access to the ‘real’, but only our
perception of it, which is limited by language and culture. Nevertheless, it treats ‘culture’
similarly to how the Neoscholastics treat nature. Culture functions as a source for ethics
that is known without the mediation of the grace. Here the Church must be relevant to
its culture and accommodate it by revising basic Christian teaching in terms of the
knowledge culture provides. This knowledge is not ‘natural’ as much as it is a ‘social
construction’. This assumption influences a great deal of contemporary Christian ethics,
leading to the development of diverse contextual positions based on race, culture, class,
gender, and sexual orientation. It has had the salutary consequence of opening up
ethical reflection to persons previously under-represented, or not represented at all, in
the tradition of Christian ethics. Slave narratives, women’s experiences, the privileging
of the poor or of other marginalized groups enrich the sources for Christian ethics. This
emphasis on historicism and context also makes it more difficult to speak of a common
moral good among Christians. The Neoscholastic position sees historicism compromising
truth.
Two important 20th-century theologians, one Protestant and one Catholic, found
significant problems in both Protestantism’s accommodation of culture and Catholicism’s
Neoscholastic doctrine of pure nature. The Swiss Reformed theologian Karl Earth (1886–
1968) and the French Jesuit Henri de Lubac (1896–1991) saw in both these seemingly
opposed positions a Christian affirmation of the secular and its violence; both wrote
against it. They were dissenters to both modern and Neoscholastic Christianity. Earth
rejected the theology of culture found in liberal Protestantism, for he thought it blinded
German theologians (including his own teachers) and Christians to see the violent
political errors of the modern era. If God were primarily known through ‘culture’, then
our knowledge of God can only affirm it. For this reason, Earth emphasized that ‘grace
disrupts nature’.
The Jesuit priest Henri de Lubac was a soldier in the First World War and a member of
the French (spiritual) resistance in the Second. As Earth found the liberal Protestant

emphasis on culture baptized the violent tendencies of his generation, de Lubac thought
a Catholic doctrine of ‘pure nature’ caused many Catholics to compromise with
Germany’s occupation of France. This doctrine suggested that human creatures have a
‘pure nature’ independent of grace that can be known by reason alone and made the
basis for ethics. This made for a moral rapprochement between those in and outside the
Church, but for de Lubac it also marginalized the Church, its Sacraments, Scriptures, call
to discipleship, and so on, from playing a significant ethical and political role. Like the
Scholastics, he affirmed that ‘grace perfects nature’, but it did not perfect a nature
complete in itself. It completes a nature that has a restless longing for something more;
it has a ‘natural desire’ for God, which can only be completed by grace mediated through
the Church.
What Barth and de Lubac oppose, as well as what they affirm, guides us in answering
the questions noted above. Is God the basis for ethics? Which God? How might we know
a God worthy of our ethical obedience? Barth critiqued correlating theology to culture
for it produced a ‘secular misery’ that empties the Christian faith of its content and
replaced it with secular conceptions of the good. Yet he did not replace ‘culture’ with
‘nature’. Barth denied Christian ethics had the continuity natural law ethics presumed.
This also had tremendous influence in Protestant Christian ethics. Taken to one extreme,
it produced a position known as’situation ethics’, where only the’situation’ and nothing
that comes before it provides an appropriate context for ethics. Although Joseph
Fletcher, who advocated this position, saw evidence for it in Earth’s work, others, such
as Paul Ramsey, saw it as a caricature. Yet Barth also produced an emphasis on the
doctrine of the Church as integral to a Christian ethic whereby ‘witness’ became a
primary ethical category. The task of Christian ethics, like the image of John the Baptist
in Grunewald’s crucifixion (Illustration 10), is to witness to the goodness that is Jesus
Christ.
For Yoder, who was influenced by Barth, Christian ethics is not finding the ‘right handle’
on history in order to make it come out the way one thinks it should. Instead, it is
‘witnessing’ to the reality that Christ inaugurates by his life, death, resurrection, and

expected return. Stanley Hauerwas, also influenced by Barth, argues that Christian
ethics requires a people (the Church) who embody and witness to the true and good
found in the Christian ‘narrative’. Hauerwas also emphasizes the habituation of the
acquired virtues within the community of faith.
De Lubac influenced Christian ethics by affirming a ‘single end’ to which all human
creatures are directed – friendship with God. This meant ethics cannot primarily be
understood via nature alone, but requires a return to the biblical and patristic sources.
De Lubac influenced the Latin American liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, as well
as John Paul II and Benedict XVI. In a dialogue with Habermas on the role of
Christianity in democracy, Benedict XVI (then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger) found less
help in the ‘natural law’ than did Habermas and wrote, ‘Unfortunately, this instrument
[natural law] has become blunt. Accordingly I do not intend to appeal to it for support
in this conversation.’ John Paul II wrote an important encyclical on moral theology
called ‘Veritatis Splendor’ (‘The Splendour of Truth’), drawing upon the biblical story of
the Rich Young Ruler (Matthew 16:19–30) to discuss ethics. He expressed concern that
Catholic ethics had capitulated too much to modernity, especially through an ethics
known as ‘proportionalism’, which argues that an act would be morally licit if it had a
‘proportionate’ reason, even if it should not be done otherwise. John Paul II saw this as
a species of Mill’s utilitarianism. In opposition to this, he emphasized that some things
could never be done because they were ‘intrinsically evil’; no ‘proportionate reason’
could ever exist for permitting such actions.

10. Grünewald’s crucifixion from the Isenheim altar. The image was central for
Earth’s theology. John the Baptist stands at the bottom right with the Scripture
open and his finger pointing to Christ. For Barth, this is the role of Christian
ethics - it is to witness, to point to what God has done for us
The following quote from John Paul II shows how he integrated an emphasis on ‘reason’
and the intelligibility of nature itself with a virtue-oriented ethic that seeks to order
desire to its true ends, to the ‘good of the person’. John Paul II stated:
Reason attests that there are objects of the human act which are by their nature
‘incapable of being ordered’ to God, because they radically contradict the good of the
person made in his image. These are the acts which, in the Church’s moral tradition,
have been termed ‘intrinsically evil’ (intrinsece malum): they are such always and per
se, in other words, on account of their very object, and quite apart from the ulterior
intentions of the one acting and the circumstances…. The Second Vatican Council
itself, in discussing the respect due to the human person gives a number of examples
of such acts: ‘Whatever is hostile to life itself, such as any kind of homicide,
genocide, abortion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; whatever violates the integrity
of the human person, such as mutilation, physical and mental torture and attempts
to coerce the spirit; whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as subhuman living
conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution and
trafficking in women and children, degrading conditions of work which treat
labourers as mere instruments of profit and not as free responsible persons.’
If we think of the various positions above in terms of a continuum, we would have at
one end liberal or progressive Protestant ethics. It answers the questions of God and
ethics by taking as its primary sources history and culture. At the other end would be the
Neoscholastics, who take as their sources nature and reason. Barth and de Lubac come in
the middle, both critiquing the dual nature of ‘grace and culture’ or ‘grace and nature’ as
the best way to answer these questions. Why all this matters can be seen in our
concluding section, where we look at specific issues in Christian ethics.

Chapter 4
Sex, money, and power: some questions for
Christian ethics

The purpose of Christian ethics is to help us live well, and in so doing make God’s Name
holy. For this reason, Christian ethics deals with the most ordinary, everyday activities
such as family life, sex and reproduction, economic exchange, and uses of power.
Stanley Hauerwas tells of a Jewish friend who states: ‘Any God who will not tell you
what to do with your pots and pans and genitals isn’t worth worshipping.’ This is what
makes Christian ethics both necessary and controversial. No one likes to be told what to
do in such intimate matters; we much prefer modern autonomy. But that is not an
option for Christian ethics; it must offer moral guidance on such matters, for what we do
about them says something about how we hallow God’s Name. It will, of course, also
deal with those extraordinary events in life that people may face, such as war or
abortion. But they are also always related to the ordinary.

Sex
What is the purpose of sex? The traditional Christian answer suggested three ends:
unity, procreation, and fidelity. For much of Christian tradition, these three ends were
united. You could not have one without being open to the others. Fidelity arises out of
unity and procreation, and likewise procreation should arise from fidelity and unity. It
is insufficient merely to be open to children without that openness occurring in a
context of monogamous, life-long commitment. This is why Roman Catholicism teaches
that the procreative end should not be artificially thwarted or the other two ends will be
as well, so that marriage will be less than it could or should be. This is also why
Catholicism cannot recognize divorce, although it does have casuistic means of declaring
marriages annulled. For some, these positions are not only relevant to how Catholics

should live, but apply to everyone because they are present in the ‘nature’ of sex itself.
The Orthodox Churches also have an historic opposition to birth control, but they do not
have a magisterium who decides the matter. Local bishops discern what is proper in
their jurisdiction. They also allow for an ‘ecclesiastical divorce’ followed by a second
marriage that has its own liturgical rite, including a rite of penance because marriage is
still assumed to be monogamous and life-long. Protestant ethics on marriage display a
wide spectrum. For much of their history, Protestants also opposed artificial
contraception and adhered to the traditional three ends of marriage, but this changed in
the 20th century. Some still argue that procreation is a necessary feature of sexual
expression, but that not every act needs to be open to children. Few Protestant Churches
have any means by which to assess something like ‘annulment’ or ‘ecclesiastical divorce’.
Divorce is seldom seen as a matter for ecclesial discipline any longer.
A revisionist tradition in Protestantism renders asunder the procreative and unitive ends
of marriage. It states that sex has the primary purpose of uniting two persons in an
intimate relation whether they are open to conceiving children or not. Procreation is not
intrinsic to the calling of marriage. These differing views obviously provide conflicting
takes on the question of homosexuality. For Catholics and the Orthodox, the created
nature of male and female is necessary for the sacrament of marriage. This too is found
in the nature of things; it is a natural and metaphysical reality. Protestants are more
conflicted. Once the primary purpose of sex is the intimacy of the two partners, then
material natures are not as significant. Sexual expression can be understood within a
changing historical context independent of ‘nature’. Of course, to some extent, all
Churches more or less recognize historical development in sexual practices. Scripture
depicts polygamous relations as normal among the patriarchs, but no Christian Church
allows for it, at least not that I know of (unless one considers very conservative
Mormonism a species of Christianity). This is largely because the New Testament is the
basis for the Christian reading of the Old Testament, and the unity between Christ and
the Church now becomes the context for Christian marriage, making it a monogamous,
life-long vocation.

Most Churches’ attitudes towards homosexuality have also developed historically.
Justinian’s law code made gay sex a capital offence because of a bad reading of the
story of Sodom and Gomorrah. Toleration of homosexual acts was thought to bring
natural disasters. While one can still find this sentiment on the margins of some
Christian communities, it no longer has any official standing. This is clearly a positive
historical development. In addition, most Churches, including Roman Catholicism, now
call into question the practice of capital punishment, another clear historical
development.
Should historical development proceed to the place where homosexual relations are
blessed as fulfilling the calling of marriage? This is one of the more divisive issues
among Christians today. Some Churches have already decided that it should, but this is
still a minority position. Where one finds oneself on the continuum between ‘history’
and ‘nature’ will have something to say about this question. If ‘nature’ matters, then
male and female will be the material means that constitute the sacrament of marriage.
If everything is fluid through its historical development, then even these natures are
unstable and marriage is subject to revision. Of course, ‘historicism’ and ‘metaphysics’
are not the only two theological and philosophical contexts for discerning the question
of the revision of marriage. Scripture and the virtues also play a role.
Six Scriptures in the Old and New Testaments deal in some fashion with homosexuality,
although that counts the story of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1–29), which
actually has nothing to do with homosexuality. Later Scriptures do not interpret it as
‘sexual misconduct’, but as is cited in Ezekiel 16:49, the ‘guilt’ of Sodom was ‘pride,
excess of food, and prosperous ease’ without aiding ‘the poor and needy’. The story of
Sodom and Gomorrah has more to do with economics than homosexuality. Nonetheless,
other passages speak to homosexuality: Leviticus 18:22, 20:13; I Corinthians 6:9–11; 1
Timothy 1:10; Acts 15:28–29; and Romans 1:18–32. Few would argue that Scripture
affirms or advocates homosexuality; it obviously does not. The question is whether the
contemporary understanding of the practice is the same as that which Scripture
condemns. Of course, how or what it condemns still matters. The virtues of liberality

and generosity move Christianity in a humanistic direction that seeks the protection and
welfare of gay and lesbian individuals, who are made in the image of God, even when
such unions could not be classified as ‘sacramental’.
Along with the revision of marriage, another pressing issue confronting Christian ethics
is new forms of human, and even ‘posthuman’, reproduction. Technological ‘advances’
make possible reproduction through artificial insemination, artificial insemination by
donors, surrogacy, and even the possibility of cloning or posthuman mixing of artificial
intelligence and human genetics. Obviously, for those Churches and Christians who
adhere to a traditional teaching on the normativity of a married male and female couple
as the context for reproduction, all of these disembodied forms of reproduction pose
serious problems. No Church to my knowledge advocates for surrogacy, cloning, or
posthuman reproduction. This is largely because Christians do not think it necessary for
people to reproduce in order for the world to be redeemed. While some think that the
only purpose to life is the continuation of the human species, even in a posthuman
form, Christians cannot share that sentiment. As Paul Ramsey used to say, ‘God intends
to kill us all in the end’. Everyone must die. Futile or frantic efforts to secure one’s life,
often at the expense of others, show refusal to accept this judgement and the promise of
new life in the resurrection.
This is why efforts to extend life at the expense of life, such as fetal tissue
experimentation, are such important matters for Christian ethics. We do not eat our
neighbours in order to satisfy our own need for protein. Nor should we create a social
environment in which our health comes at the expense of others. There have been, and
are, ethicists who argue that it would be licit to engineer a species of quasi-humans who
could provide transplantable organs and/or labour in service to human beings, but most
Christian ethicists categorically reject such a possibility (although we may nonetheless
already create and/or participate in such a system by the way our daily food is
produced and distributed). A more controversial question is if fetal-tissue
experimentation instrumentalizes human life to serve the living at the expense of future
generations. The fact that most people would object, or at least find it in extremely bad

taste, to package and serve fetal tissue as human caviar to help the poor with dietary
deficiencies demonstrates that most people still consider it something more than inert
material like asparagus or barley. Whatever status one grants fetal tissue, it is
something more than penicillin. For this reason, debates will continue to swirl around
its use for experimentation.
That God intends to kill us all in the end could lead one to think that Christianity has
little stake in the world as it exists. This is another charge Hitchens brought against it. It
is true that Christians believe we cannot save the world through our own resources,
including all the efforts at recycling and ‘green energy’ that we muster. Redemption
comes through an ‘apocalyptic’ inbreaking whereby just as Christ came the first time, he
will return (although no one knows exactly what that means) and inaugurate the new
creation. But it is a new creation. This gives no licence to destroy this one. Because the
good of all the nations will be preserved in the new creation, we have more rather than
less reason to tend to all that is good in this one; it has eternal purpose.

Money
‘Sharing’ is at the heart of any Christian ethics. This could be sentimental drivel, but it is
something more than that. The virtue of charity assumes that all our possessions are
gifts from God with which we are entrusted, in order to serve God’s creatures. We do so
through koinonia, which means ‘things held in common’.’socialism’ was Christian before
it was made ‘scientific’ and was fundamentally distorted by Marx and Engels. We see
this in the Pentecostal miracle in Acts 2. It reverses the story of the Tower of Babel in
Genesis 11. The Holy Spirit comes upon the disciples, and ‘devout Jews from every
nation’ hear in their own language the common language of the Spirit, which produces a
communion. The result is the Pentecostal miracle:
Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the
apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would
sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all as any had need.

(Acts 2:43–45)

The miracle is that they ‘had all things in common’, which is a translation of the Greek
word ‘koinonia’. Scripture contrasts a life in which goods are held in common (koinonia)
with one in which each individual holds his goods only for him- or herself. This would be
to hold goods as ‘idion’, which is the Greek word from which the English term ‘idiot’
derives.
The virtues of ‘justice’ and ‘liberality’ primarily concern use of money. The vice of
‘avarice’ (or greed) opposes justice because it takes more profit than one is entitled to.
For this reason, medieval theologians thought it proper for a destitute person to take
food from someone who had abundance and was unwilling to share. This did not violate
the Seventh (Eighth) Commandment not to steal. Avarice violates justice and all the
virtues, especially charity. For instance, lust is a form of avarice that seeks to consume
the other sexually solely for one’s own pleasure, just as gluttony is greed that consumes
more of one’s share of ‘our daily bread’ than is necessary. These were not private virtues
and vices; they were fundamentally public, for justice and liberality constitute a proper
political economy. John Chrysostom and Thomas Aquinas cited Ezekiel 22:27 to show
how such an economy goes bad: ‘Her princes in the midst of her are like wolves
ravening the prey to shed blood…and to run after gains through covetousness.’
Although only seven passages of Scripture directly address the question of
homosexuality, numerous passages address the use of money. The following passages
from Exodus and Luke are typical:
If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall not deal with
them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from them. If you take your
neighbour’s cloak in pawn, you shall restore it before the sun goes down; for it may
be your neighbour’s only clothing to use as cover; in what else shall that person
sleep? And if your neighbour cries out to me, I will listen, for I am compassionate.
(Exodus 22:25–27)

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love
those who love them. If you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that
to you? For even sinners do the same. If you lend to those from whom you hope to
receive what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much
again. But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your
reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most high; for he is kind to the
ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
(Luke 6:32–36)

We should not underestimate the influence of passages such as these on Western culture
and politics. As David Bentley Hart notes, Aristotle and much of antiquity could only
conceive of a slave economy where one’s station was fixed by nature. In fact,
Christianity brings with it an understanding of the human person that revolutionized
relations between master and slave, man and woman, parent and child. Christianity
brought a ‘conceptual revolution’ to a slave economy, and to the economy of men and
women and how they relate to each other, even if – as Hart also puts it – ‘the Great
Church of the imperial era was not exactly heroic in its vision of the social implications
of its creed’. Economy was not only for the purpose of gain, nor was it primarily
understood as the most efficient means to distribute scarce resources. It was a means for
exercising virtue.
But if anything has historically developed to the place where it seems to have become a
contradiction with previous eras, it is Christian approaches to the economy. From
Aristotle through Luther, it was assumed that taking interest on money was immoral.
This was not because people lived with the false assumption of a zero sum economy in
which every profit came at the expense of someone else; it was because money was
understood to be primarily something that facilitated equivalent exchange. Money itself,
as Aristotle put it, ‘did not fructify’. That is to say, money, unlike animals and plants,
does not produce more things of value. Profit itself was not illegitimate, but profit
should occur through a morally legitimate activity whereby goods are genuinely

increased. So, for instance, I can buy some sheep, hope they are sufficiently randy so
that they reproduce, and make a profit in wool. I can even enter into a ‘society’ with
others to help sell my wool. Others can participate in my risk and my profit. What I
cannot do, what was considered immoral until the rise of capitalism, was assume that
my money simply made more money. Is this as foolish an idea as many modern
economists suggest? (John Maynard Keynes seemed to be the sole exception.) In order
to test this idea, I performed an experiment a few years back. I took two one-dollar
bills, placed them in a cosy, secluded place on my desk, dimmed the lights, played some
romantic Barry White music, and waited. Nothing happened. Indeed, money does not
fructify.
I recognize that when we now speak as if money makes money, we do not really
disagree with Aristotle and Aquinas. What we mean is that money can be employed as
something more than a store of value that facilitates exchange. Money has a much more
complicated reality for us, so complicated that not even economists nor business persons
understand it, as the crisis of ‘credit default swaps’ and the Great Recession of 2008
demonstrates. For us, money is a financial instrument that can do things previous
generations did not think it could, or should, do.
Charles Wheelan identifies ‘four simple’ uses for financial instruments. First, they raise
capital by allowing us to borrow money; they make possible ‘credit’. We borrow money
we do not have today in hope and anticipation of what we will have in the future.
Second, money’stores, protects, and makes profitable use of excess capital’. The capital
that is raised, even as a future possibility, can then be rented out. This occurs by
establishing a ‘rental rate’ for capital, the rate of interest. Third, money functions as
insurance against risk by futures buying. Finally, money also makes
possible’speculation’ through futures buying. It can be used to insure risk or to take risk.
Money buys a possible future through making credit, interest, insurance, and
speculation possible. Because money is credit, interest, insurance, and speculation, it is
not something ‘real’ to which we can point. Money is virtual. Christian ethics raises
questions about several of these uses of money, especially that you should use money for

futures speculation. This was traditionally condemned because it usurped God’s ‘time’.
The future belongs only to God, and therefore to ‘buy’ it was to assume a god-like status.
Before capitalism triumphed in the West, it had to destroy this idea, which it did.
Most of the original architects and defenders of a capitalist economy recognized it as a
‘liberation’ from Christianity. Once it gained ascendancy, many Christians came to
defend it and see it as consistent with, if not dependent upon, Christian ideas. Others
find in it the source of the secularism that pervades Western culture. The global market
is even viewed as a ‘simulacrum’ of the Catholic Church. This is not surprising, as Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations received its name from Isaiah 61, a prophecy about the ‘year of
the Lord’s favour’ when Israel returns from exile. This is the same passage that Jesus
quotes in his first sermon in Luke. The prophecy states:
Strangers shall stand and feed your flocks, foreigners shall till your land and dress
your vines; but you shall be called priests of the Lord….; you shall enjoy the wealth
of the nations and in their riches you shall glory.
(Isaiah 61:5–7)

In a biblically literate culture, many would have known the allusion in the title to
Smith’s revolutionary 1776 publication. Was he suggesting that if we follow his three
basic principles, we would create what the prophets promised but didn’t deliver? Those
three principles are:
1) Everyone should act primarily based on his or her own interests.
2) No one should interfere with the market or gain an undue advantage – the playing
field should be level.
3) Once these first two principles are established, then led by an ‘invisible hand’, the
result will be social harmony.
Smith makes only one reference to the ‘invisible hand’ in his Wealth of Nations, but it is
essential to his argument. Although we act self-interestedly, some force – nature, the

stoic god, the logic of a free market – nonetheless works to bring about social harmony.
Has this worked? Since 1776 we do not seem to have created a more harmonious world,
even if we have produced great wealth.
Should Christians continue to support capitalism, or should they follow the example of
liberation theologians, who seek ‘liberation’ from capitalism into a socialist economy?
These debates, like the ones over homosexuality, have been vociferous within
Christianity. They have subsided somewhat with the tearing down of the Berlin Wall in
1989. Some Christian ethics then announced the triumph of capitalism. That
announcement was premature. It might also be the case that it is only within a
‘Constantinian’ framework that Christians think they have to determine what is the
proper global economy that will work, and then try to implement it. This assumes a
position of power over the culture that is quickly disappearing from Christianity, and
for the better. But this does not mean that it will not offer interesting alternative
economic arrangements, as it always has. Perhaps these alternative practices will
become examples to the larger society, will be taken over and used for the good of all,
just as has happened with hospitals and universities.

Power
Should Christians rule, and if so, how? How should they think about loyalty to the
nation-state, about voting, running for and serving in political office, about crime and
punishment, especially capital punishment and war? I mentioned earlier a shift that
occurred from Origen and Tertullian to St Augustine; whereas the former could not
countenance a ‘Christian ruler’, Augustine could, with qualifications. Here a key division
remains among the Christian Churches. The Anabaptists, or historic peace churches, see
non-violence and a refusal to rule by means of power alone, as essential to Christian
faith. They tend towards a ‘restitutionist’ witness that privileges the first few centuries of
Christianity when Christians were excluded, and excluded themselves, from the
instruments of state power. The conversion of Constantine and rise of Christendom were
a ‘fall’ from this ‘original witness’.

Catholics, Orthodox, and most Protestants have traditionally rejected this position.
Everyone recognizes that, on the whole, the early Christians were non-violent. We
regularly find claims setting forth the ideal of peace, such as this from Origen:
If a revolt had been the cause of the Christians existing as a separate group, the
lawgiver of the Christians would not have forbidden entirely the taking of human
life. He taught that it was never right for his disciples to go so far against a man,
even if he should be very wicked; for he did not consider it compatible with his
inspired legislation to allow the taking of human life in any form at all. Moreover, if
Christians had originated from a revolt, they would not have submitted to laws that
were so gentle which caused them to be killed as sheep and made then unable even
to defend themselves against their persecutors.
That the early Christians tended towards non-violence is relatively uncontested; why
they did so is. Some argue that the early Christians were non-violent primarily because
service in the Roman military was linked to emperor-worship. Christians were less
opposed to killing than idolatry. But if Origen’s statement above is emblematic of early
Christian opposition to violence, then it seems to have more to do with the kind of rule
Jesus inaugurates than what Christians opposed. They were to embody the peaceable
kingdom of the lamb who was slain, whose very body was the reconciliation of the lion
and the lamb. Jesus is depicted as both. He therefore inaugurates a new kind of political
rule.
Although the Anabaptists have made this ‘original witness’ to a different kind of political
rule central to their understanding of Christianity, we even find it in those who affirm
the ‘just war tradition’. For instance, Augustine opposed capital punishment against the
Donatists despite that being the normal imperial method. Although he thought it
appropriate to use violence to protect the innocent, he did not find it proper for a
Christian to kill another in self-defence. It took some time for Christian theologians to
permit killing in self-defence. Even when they did, it came with qualifications. Killing in
self-defence is legitimate only as an indirect effect of a direct intention. One could not
directly intend to kill merely to save one’s own life. This is called the ‘principle of double

effect’, and is very important in some Roman Catholic ethics, although what it permits is
disputed. For instance, this principle suggests that in trying to protect myself, I may
accidentally kill another, even though that was no part of my original intention. But
some ethics, such as proportionalism, makes this the essence of ethics. Any action can
have more than one effect. Some of those effects are intended, such as the intention to
stop an aggression. Others are unintended, such as killing the aggressor in the attempt
to stop the aggression. For this more expansive use of the principle of double effect, the
unintended effects of a direct action can be legitimate even when they are not
accidental but foreseen.
The just war tradition sets conditions that limit when killing is morally permissible. It
was first taught by Cicero and was part of ‘pagan’ morality. It was reshaped within
Christian tradition, and continues to undergo development. Most Christian ethicists
argue that the just war tradition and Christian pacifism share a presupposition against
violence, but not all. Paul Ramsey denied this claim suggesting that just war has a
presupposition against disordered injustice more so than against violence. Nevertheless,
the just war tradition limits legitimate reasons for which Christians can go to war and
on what can be done within war. The first is called the ‘jus ad bellum’ (the justice
necessary to go to war) and the second the ‘jus in bello’ (the justice necessary to
prosecute the war). Confessors originally used these principles to determine the
sinfulness of a soldier (soldiers regularly underwent penance after a war in the Middle
Ages assuming they had to some extent sinned). Later they became part of international
law. This transition occurred through the work of the Spanish Dominican Franciso de
Vitoria (1492–1546). An important question concerning just war is raised by the
contemporary Christian ethicist Dan Bell. He asks whether it should be understood
primarily as a means of ‘Christian discipleship’ or a ‘public policy checklist’. When it
becomes the latter, it loses the heart of a Christian ethics even if it still does some good.
The just war principles are:

The just war tradition is the way most Churches interpret the Fifth (or Sixth)
Commandment: ‘do not kill’. This tradition limited what could be done when it was in
effect. It was cursorily dismissed in the modern era, but has made a comeback because
of the horrors of warfare in those centuries. Even the Crusades were understood to be
‘just wars’, which needed the declaration of a just cause as well as the standard
limitations on what could and could not be done. Of course, there have always been
violations, and Anabaptist theologians often ask to what extent does this tradition
actually limit war and to what extend does it justify it?
The just war tradition is no monolith; nor, for that matter, is pacifism. There are
different kinds of pacifism as well; some of which represent romantic and Utopian
thinking that non-violence can always be an ‘effective political strategy’ that secures
harmonious ends. Most Christian pacifists do know this is romantic. Pacifism is not
primarily an effective political strategy that will always win (although we also know it
does not always lose). It is primarily a witness to God’s peaceable kingdom that finds in
Christ the victory over the principalities and powers. This witness has even made the
Roman Catholic Church revise its stand. Once it taught that pacifists were the enemies
of all humankind because they seemed to be unwilling to protect innocent neighbours
against unjust aggression. Now the Catholic Church recognizes that they too can serve
the common good and should have a place in a just political society.

Public authorities should make equitable provision for those who for reasons of
conscience refuse to bear arms; these are nonetheless obliged to serve the human
community in some other way.
(Catechism 2311)

Conclusion
So what is Christian ethics? It is the pursuit of God’s goodness by people ‘on the way’ to
a city not built by human hands. It is not a precise science but the cultivation of
practical wisdom that comes from diverse sources. It draws on all that is good in God’s
creation and among the nations. But it also acknowledges that creatures cannot attain
their true end without the gift of God’s own goodness. This is no cause for despair
because God communicates this goodness to us. It comes through creation, even when
creatures make it unrecognizable. God nonetheless repairs creation’s brokenness, first by
the call of Abraham and Sarah and the creation of a unique people. They share with all
of us God’s gracious communication: the gift of the Divine Name, the Torah, and the
Tabernacle/Temple, the dwelling-place of God on earth. God’s repair of divine goodness
extends to the Redemption brought by Jesus, whose life, teachings, death, resurrection,
and ascension perfectly perform that goodness. He then shares it with us through his
body, the Church, making possible a communication of his life through Sacraments,
God’s Word, and the infused virtues, gifts, fruits, and beatitudes they bring. Christian
ethics is joining in God’s own intentions for creation by praying the prayer he taught us:
‘May your Name be holy and may your kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven.’
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