Those who rejP(‘L biblical ethics in the name
of “maturn)
of an argument than they bargained for

may be “'(,ttlﬂg into more

Commands for Grown-Ups

Richard J. Mouw

M()dom theologians no longer explain

strange  Revelations about the ordi-
narv world but tend to seck strange realms in which
those Revelations will be ordinary truths.” Thus Lr-
nest Gellner in a parenthetical aside from his con-
troversial attack on recent “linguistic philosophy™ in
Words and Things. While his judgment may apply
to much that goes on in Protestant thv()l();,\ today,
there are other conte mporary Christians, those who
think of themselves as “evangelicals” or traditional
“confessionalists.” Insisting—to tov with William of
Oceam’s well-known dictum—that worlds are not to
be ereated bevond necessity, evangelicals refuse to
aceept the “strange realing” pl()posod by manv con-
temporary theologians.

They insist lhv Bible is more than a record from,
and of, the past. In it God addresses us today with
information, i.c., claims to be believed, truths about
God and man and about this world, as it is, was and
shall be. Those who reject this view of revelation
commonly charge that it leads to consequences sim-
ply unaceeptable to the reflective twenticth-century
mind.

More particularly, they charge that anyone who
sees the Bible as pl()\ldmg reliable, often specific,
commands or directives for the moral life fails to
understand the requirements for moral decision-mak-
ing. 1 believe the reasoning behind the charge is
hardly convincing, often being based on great con-
fusion about what those of us who appeal to divine
moral authority are really saying,

But first some preliminary comments: Defenders
of the Bible's authority 1(;_,11Lul\ counter carieatures
and literalistic abuses of their position with a re-
minder that the Bible is not a textbook of natural
science; neither, we must add, is it a textbook of
moral science. The Bible, in the view @ shall de-
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fend, is the authoritative record and vehicle of God's
address to, and dealings with, man in all of his ac-
tivities, projects and 1('ldtlmls]nps—lncludln!, those
which are properly called moral. "The Bible offers no
theory of moral obligations nor a theory of moral
]ushﬁculmn it docs (.‘.l" man to obedicnee in the
moral sphere as in all other spheres, and points him
to the grace which empowers us to do the right and
avoid the evil.

The moral philosopher, on the other hand, critical-
Iv refleets upon the moral sphere, pondering the na-
ture and foundations of moral obligation and how
men ought to go about deciding \\lmt is the right
thing to do. The Christian moral philosopher deals
with the same questions but with a conscious recog-
nition of his membership in a community to which
God has spoken a word on, among other things,
moral matters. The Christian moral philosopher con-
cerns himself with the status of divine directives in
Christian moral reasonings. He puzzles about what
it means that these directives were first addressed to
people in cultural and political settings quite dif-
ferent from our own. On occasion, hc engages in
apologeties, spelling out what he sces as a plausible
moral perspective, in response to crities. The q)()]o-
gist may answer charges diveetly or, as 1 will at-
tempt, he may challenge his crities” assumptions.

Talk about divine moral commands is extremely
unpopular. The belief that there is something fun-
damentally wrong about people sul)nntlm;, to lll()ld]
direction “imposed” upon them from “above” or
“without” scems to be one of the few beliefs capable
of wuniting thinkers of otherwise divergent philos-
ophies. Whether it be B(llldl]d Russell ‘ntmulatmg
the credo of the “free man,” or Jean-Paul Sartre de-
n()unun;_, “bad faith,” or _]ulmn Huxley preaching «
1('115’1()11 without revelation,” or Herbert Marcuse en-
visioning man’s final “liberation”—all agree that sub-
mission to “external” moral authority is incompatible



with a proper undmsl.mdm;’ of “the good life.”

Agreement on this score is not limited to intellec-
tuals; it even scems ¢ apable of bridging the “gen-
eration g_,ap " Comparce the counter-culture’s “do your
own thing” with Frank Sinatra’s musical apologia:
that, gr anted all the mistakes and hurts, at least this
much is truo and this is what really matters—"T did
it mip wi 1\'

Th(‘ dlt_,lllll(‘llt% Zﬂl\'(.‘l] fOl T(‘](‘(,tlllg 'lnoldl h(’t(‘r-
onomy,” especiallv as they relate to the traditional
und('lslandmg of Christian mor ality, deserve a closer
examination. Patrick Nowell-Smith, for example, has
recently attacked the whole enterprise of Christian
cthies on the z_,loun(ls that it promotes an “infantile”
morality with the “characteristics of dc()ntol()g,v
lulcmn()m\. and realism, which are proper and in-
deed necessary in the dev clopment of a child, but
not proper to an adult” (“Morality: Religious and
Sccular” in  Christian Ethics and (ontemporan/
Philosophy, edited by Tan Ramsey). And, in the pro-
fessed service of Christian cthics, Cmomo de Graaft
insists that “there is no room in m()mhty for com-
mands, whether they are the father’s, the school-
master’s or the priest’s. There is still no room for
them when they are God’s commands” (“God and
Morality” in Christian Lthics and Contemporary
Philosophy).

De Graafl's charge, as stated, is simply false. There
is at least one condition under which an adult moral
agent might have a clear moral obligation to obey
commands; for instance, when he made an intellige nt
promise to do so and has no overriding reason to
break the promise. 1f, for example, when Mother
Mary told the servants at the Cana w edding feast,
“Do whatsoever he commands vou,” they had an-
swered by promising o do so, then thev had at least
a prima facie moral obligation to AMary to obey the
Lord’s commands.

But those who are suspicious of commands in
morality surely have something more basic in mind
than this; th(‘\ are skeptical of a moral svstem in
which * (\t('m.lll\ lmpos(d commands have a cen-
fral place. This ske pticism is closelyv related to idea
about psvchological development, as is obvious in
Nowell-Smith’s comments.

The work of the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget
(whom, incidentally, Nowell-Smith cites in support
of his position) is important to their argument. In
outlining the stages of the moral deve l()pmcnt of the
child, Piaget deseribes a “heteronomous™ stage, char-
acterized by “the pnmltlvv consciousness of duty”
and in which “duty is nothing more than the accep-
tance of commands reccived from without.” This
stage precedes that of “autonomy,” in which a rigid
sense of duty is re placed by a “morality of good-
ness.” The child beg ;’ms to reflect on the pomt of
moral rules and begins “to appeal to reason in order
to bring unity into the moral material.”

Perhaps Christian morality, of the sort that stresses
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obedience to commands, results from inadequate
moral development, a “freezing” at the heteronomous
stage. This arrested development might be com-
pared with Piaget’s account of a normal transition
from the heteronomous stage to the autonomous one:

[t scems to us an undeniable fact that in the course
of the child’s mental development, unilateral re-
speet or the respect felt by the small for the great
plays an essential part: it is what makes the child
accept all the commands transmitted to him by his
parents and is thus the great factor of continuity
between different z’vnvmhons But it scems to us
no less undeniable . .. that as the child grows in
years the nature of lns respeet changes, In so far
as individuals decide questions on an equal footing
-no matter whether sub]utlwl\ or objective h—
the pressure they exercise upon cach other be-
comes collateral [thls and other quotations from
Piaget’s The Moral Judgment of the Child|.

The normal transition from he teronomy to autonomy,
then, is intimately related to a clmm,(' in the child’s
attitude toward the one who issues commands: the
more the child sces the commander as a person like
himself, that is, the more the respeet between the
commander and the commandee becomes mutual,
the less the child will look outside himself for moral
authority. A person whose moral development is ar-
rested at the heteronomous stage has failed to come
to sce a particular moral commander as an equal, or
near equal, to himself.

ritics of Christian moralitv, however, do
C not accuse Christians of assigning an
undeserved role to the moral commands of human
beings, of parents. for example, but of God. Piaget's
theory might be extended in this way: A person
whose heteronomy is frozen at the le vel of the God-
Man uLlh()mlnp is one who has-failed to come to
see God as an equal, or near equal, to himself. TPut
this way, the proposition hardly secems worthy of
serious consideration. For “mature” morality also in-
volves, surcly, the sincere desire to be faithful to the
facts as one sces them. A Christian who outgrows a
morality becaunse it fails to see the equality, or near
equality, of God and Man, or because it involves
the sort of “respeet felt by thv small for the great,”
would be in rather direet conflict with some central
Christian beliefs, among them the belief that God
and Man are not equal, nor even nearly equal, with
respect to greatness, moral or otherwise,

Appeals to the type of psychological develop-
mental theory espoused by Piaget are irrelevant to
the question of whether a moral system can legit-
imately emphasize obedience to divine commands; at
least the relevance of such appeals is not obvious
without some subsidiary arguments, such as attempt-
ing to demonstrate God’s moral non- supremacy.

The case can be put another way. Tmagine a per-



An omniscient,
omnibenevolent moral
agent has spoken
in moral
matters

son who undergoes a normal transition from the
heteronomous stage to the autonomous onc. lm.lg_,mv
further that the spirit of autonomy inspires him to
refleet much on moral questions. Qucstl()ns about the
nature and grounds of the moral life occupy his
mind to the extent that in his conversation, reading
and study he concentrates on man’s m()ml rela-
tionships, finally carning a Ph.D. or two in the
process, even spvndmg some time studying under
Piaget at the University of Geneva. Suppose that as
a result of all of this he concludes: (a) men are
capable of, even prone to, considerable self-decep-
tions and confusion re jia u(lmg, moral matters; (b) the
moral state of mankind is so sorry that any reliable
moral guidance from “the outside” would be wel-
come.

Christians are committed to views very similar to
those arrived at by our hypothetical sceker. They
hold that sin has affected human ¢ qmut\ for moral
deliberation to the degree that we are dospualol\
in need of moral guidance, and that such guidance is
available: for an omniscient, omnibenevolent moral
agent has publicly spoken on moral matters.

If a person can reasonably believe Christian teach-
ings about human sinfulness and about God’s moral
mlulo then it is also reasonable to aceept the im-
plications of such heliefs for the moral life and Chris-
tian moral decision-making. A proper challenge to
the Christian notion of obedience must g0 l)cv()nd
basically psychological claims about the m.ltunl\
of Christian morality and question the existence and
nature of God and/or the existence and nature of sin.

he Christian brand of heteronomy, as
distinet from the heteronomy discussed
by Piaget. might be termed a mature hotmonom\
Here the attitude of commandee to commander
one of mature trust, legitimate respect and lcsp(m-
sible obedience. In the Scriptures God calls humanity
to enter into covenant with Him, a J(Iah()ns]np
based upon a proper understanding of God’s author-
ity and the human condition, and a free, responsible
acceptance of the covenantal obligations.
Often ceriticisms of the Christian ethic of obedience
to divine commands presuppose that the Christian

view of the God-Man relationship must be under-
stood in terms of the “despotic” model (Bertrand
Russell’s favorite charge). Thus, Erich Fromm pre-
sents the biblical story of the fall into sin:

Acting against God’s orders mcans frecing him-
self from cocrcion, emerging from the unconscious
existence of prechuman life to the level of man.
Acting against the command of authority, com-
mitling a sin, is in its positive human aspect the
first act of freedom, that is, the first human act. In
the myth the sin in its formal aspect is the cating
of the tree of know lvdg(' The act of disobedience
as an act of freedom is the beginning of reason
| Escape From Freedom|.

Fromm sces two options open to us in our attempt
to relate to the rest of reality: “submission” to some
external power or authority, thm(l)\ sacrificing onc’s
individuality, or engaging in a spontdn( ous rela-
tionship to man and nature” in such a way that one’s
individuality is kept intact. Obedience to divine
commands is obviously, for him, the first kind of re-
lationship. But note h()w he describes the second
relationship: its expressions “are rooted in the inte-
gration and strength of the total personality and are
therefore subject o the very Jimits that exist for the
growth of the selt.” The Christian, faced with the
chmco might well choose this svcond option as
Fromm describes it. For the Christian understands
his relationship to God not in terms of the despotic
model which characterizes Fromm’s  “submission”
but as an involvement in a “growth process™ which,
as I"mmm puts it, ucogm/cs tlmt the pxocoss is “sub-
jeet to” (must submit to?) certain “limits.” The rub
comes, of course, when we ask questions such as:
what, limits? from what source? in what soris of
activity does  the “total personality”  derive its
“strength™ Jlere the Christian insists that the de-
bate over the “reasonableness” of divine commands
annot be 'm'ricd on apart from a discussion of dif-
fering views of the nature of man. The fact that
Christians do have a view on that subject, one in-
timately related to their account of moral values, is
not cnolwh to distinguish the Christian’s position
from Fromm’s, or hom anvone clse’s.

In spelling out the way in which his view of hu-
man nature affects his un(]mstandlng of our moral
situation, the Christian cannot avoid speaking of
the sin which, as he sces it, characterizes our present,
fallen condition. Two aspeets of that condition are
important to the present discussion. The first is the
role that self-deception plavs in human life. In the
biblical account of man’s fall, Eve deliberately chose
to pretend to a role, or office, which she knew full
well she could not fill: she succumbed to the Temp-
ter's challenge that she “be like God.” This primal
act of sclf-deception extends itself into all arcas of
human  activity, including moral activity. In the
moral realm it shows up in the form of rationaliza-



tion, the “inventing” of reasons for doing what ought
not to be done.

Christians are not alone in recognizing the per-
vasive force of sclf-deception in human affairs. In
recent vears the intellectual community has been
sensitized to its presence on the (.Olpmdtt' level, cs-
pecially as national sclf-deception about race rela-
tions and forcign p()hc\ This sensitivity, however,
is not always as acute in dealing with sclf- -deception
on the mlmmtc personal level. Jean-Paul Sartre, in
Being and Nothingness, does present a fairly com-
prchcnswv plclum of the role of self- dou.'ptlon in
“bad faith projects,” although Sartre isn’t very clear
in pmp()smg an antidote to that condition.

The Christian insists that the sclf-understanding
necessary 1o being freed from self-deception can only
come in the light of some external, transcendent
standard. As John Calvin put it:

It is certain that man never achieves a clear
knowledge of himself unless he has first looked
upon God’s face, and then descends from contem-
plating him to scrutinize himself. For we always
scem to ourselves n;,ht(ous and upngﬁht and wise
and holv~this pride is innate in all of us—unless
by clear proofs we stand convinced of our own
uml;_,ht(-()usnoss foulness, folly, and impurity [In-
stitutes of the Christian l{clmz(m Book 11

A sccond, and related aspect is the Christian at-
titude toward culnerability. Paul Goodman deseribes
the fear of being vulnerable in this way:

If a man is not c.onhmm]l\ pl()vmg his potency,
his mastery of others and of himself, he becomes
prev to a panic of being def cated and victimized.
Every vital function must therefore be used as a
means of proving or it is felt as a symptom of
weakness. Simply to enjov, produce, learn, give or
take, love or be angry (rather than cool), is to be
vulnerable [People or Personnel and Like ( on-
quered Province).

Goodman suggests that this fear of vulnerability
stems from our accepting the “top-down manage-
ment” model, first expressed in the modern era in the
external forms of political and social organization,
and gradually “internalized,” producing the internal
strife he deseribes. He proposes a de-structuring of
the present modes of social/political life which will
result in corresponding benefits for the individual
psyche.

Theologically conservative Christians see the de-
velopment of this model, differently but agree. with
Goodman on the fundamental nature of onc’s at-
titude toward vulnerability. This is the question ad-
dressed by St. Paul when he speaks of “bondage”
and “liberty” in a way that scems, to the secular
mind, to have things reversed. For in the Christian
view, the life dedicated to the “proving” of onc’s
sovereign mastery over men and things is a life of
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fearful * bondagv’- 10 be made capable of obedience
when that is the proper response, of sclfless service
when that is required, of recognizing and submitting
to expertise and correction when that is what is be-
ing offered—this is “liberation.”

In arguing for the p()sltmn that God has
commanded us to act in certain wavs, 1
would distinguish between a direct moral ,u.stzﬁva-
tion and an indirect moral justification for a given
course of action. A person has a direct justific m()n
for a course of action if he reasonably believes it to
be supported, in the light of all relevant factual in-
formation, by what he takes to be the correct moral
criteria. A utilitarian, for example, would offer as
]ushhcahon for a specific act of, sav, physically harm-
ing another person the umsldvmtlon that, in the
ll;,llt of all available relevant factual information,
the 1cl will produce more good consequences than
bad. A deontologist, on the other hand, might offer
as a ]ushh ation for the same act the consideration
that, while the act, as an act of harming another
person, is prima facie wrong, the act has additional
moral features, the pu-soncv of which overrides the
prima facie wrongness of the act qua act of harming
another person.

An indirect moral justification for a course of ac-
tion is different. Suppose one holds that an act is
morally justified if, and only if, it possesses property
p (for instance, l)(‘m[_, pmdmhw of the greatest
L,()()d or being one’s actual duty); suppose also that
p is not dircetly accessible with respect to a given
course of action. But there might be some other dis-
tinet, and accessible, property ¢ (for instance, that
the action is recommended by someone with an ex-
pert grasp of the matter), the possession of which
makes the possession of p cither logically certain or
inductively probable (other things being equal). In
such a case, one could accept the presence of g
as reason for believing that the action also possesses
p—tlml is, as recason for bolwvm;, the action is
justified.

As we can distinguish between direet and indirect
justification, so we can make a further distinction
in the question itself: “What makes something right?”
is different from “How do we go about deciding what
is right®” A moral system may offer the same answer
to both questions; hut it need not, for they are dif-
ferent questions.

I am not saving here that because God commands
s'()mothing we have a direct justification for consider-
ing it to be right. (Thus, my arg_,umcnts here are
not in suppmt of the view that “such-and-such is
right” means “God commands such-and such”—al-
thouz_,h I suspect some ariation on that statement
might I)ldllSll)]\ be defended.) Ilere 1 maintain the
numnml view that God's commanding something pro-
vides at least an indirect justification for believing
that course of action to be morally right.
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Failure to make this sort of distinction can lead
to confusion in discussing morality and God’s com-
mands. For example, this by Wolthart Pannenberg:

The plocl.unalum of nnp(*mtwcs backed by divine
authority is not very persuasive today. No doubt
s0me p(()pl(r do not steal or commit ddlllt(‘l\ be-
cause God has forbidden such behavior. Buf pre-
sumably their number is fast declining. In a ration-
ally organized world people are aceustomed to act
.l(u)ldmg to reasons, even if they do frequently
fail to follow their better msl;_,hls To dlsul)c an
imperative that is proclaimed without clear rea-
sons and cffective sanctions will appear \uong to
fewer and fewer people | Theology and the King-
dom of God|.

The comment is puzzling for several reasons, not
least beeause it is sociological in nature—how people
today are 'A(.cusl()m('d t() act” and what “will appear
to be wrong” to them—and most thinkers since
Hume have been somewhat embarrassed to derive
normative conclusions from, such premises. (That
’mnvnhcrg infends a normative conclusion is ap-
parent in the sentence immediately followm;_, these
remarks: “Neither can the appeal {0 conscicence pro-
vide absolite norms for behavior.”)

Furthermore, if .q)pmls to the wayv in which the
contemporary world i “organized” are legitimate,
one could as well ‘u;,u(' that we live in an age of
specialization, in which it is often impossible for
individuals to possess “clear reasons” for the guide-
lines and claims they act upon. 1 might, for ('\amplv
be perfectly justified (in the indirect sense) in re-
porting to my wife that 1 have an uleer, and ac ting
upon the belief that my report is true, if 1 had re-
ceived the diagnosis from a physician whom 1 know
to possess the proper credentials—even though 1
could not explain preciselv what an uleer is, or intel-
ligently refute the claim that I have a hiatal hernia
instead.

It would perhaps be nice if we could personally
explain and provide (direct) ]usllh ations for all
the directives we act upon. But in the absence of
such p(ls()n.ll (‘\])(IUS(‘ it is not unreasonable to
trust authoritics whose credentials have been reason-
ably established. Of course it may be that people
tod.u arc not, for the most pdlt interested in God's
credentials. Bul to have one’s credentials ignored is
not the same as losing them.

commands cannot be attacked, it should

be clear by now, without also challenging a complex
of beliefs with which it is intimately associated. To
attack such a morality on psyc hological grounds is to
onter into a discussion of issucs which g go far beyond
questions of psy chological dv\olopm('nl /\ppell.s to
“maturity,” or fx('cdom or “rationality,” open up
legitimate questions .lb()ul the theoretical framework

Q_ morality based on obedience to divine

in which thosce terms are understood. Ultimately, one
is led to issues relating to the existence and nature of
the deity, and of man’s condition, and to funda-
mental questions concerning the Iocus of moral au-
thority.

Yot another frequent criticism of the sort of moral-
ity I have been defending is that it inakes things too
easy, that in the final (uml\ sis it must be ]udﬂ(,d to
be, if not incolierent, then’ at least stultifying in its
cffects on human beings. There is an element of
plausibility in this charge, for the attitudes and l)(’
havior of Christians \\ho profess to be living i
obedience 1o God’s moral directives have often been
marked by a lack of moral concern and struggle.

This sy ‘ndrome, however, is duc more to an indif-
ference to the complex wmld in which we live than
to some intrinsic fault in the Christian moral posture.
Anyone who seriously commits himself to passionate
involvement in human struggles soon realizes that it
is impossible to remain morally “pure.” The Chris-
tian faces many situations in which he must violate
at least one of God’s commands. This suggests, 1
think, that divine moral commands inform us of our
prima facie duties. A prmm facie dut\ is one which
we ought to perform “all else being vqlml that is,
we must do it unless it is ()\(*mdd('n b_v some
“weightier” duty.

The dlff’cult\' comes in the weighing, of course,
but this is a dlﬂlcult\ for any morality that recog-
nizes the binding-ness of more than one dutv. Iis
claim to be a recipient of divine moral dircetives
does not [ree the Christian from the complexity and
agony of moral decision-making. For man—to gen-
cralize upon an ancient te 1chm;5—“ as not made for
the Law: rather, the moral Law was made for man.
The commands of God are no pattern for a life of
isolated “purity,” but directives for following the way
of service and self- saulhcm;, love.

In this light one recognizes the unfairness of Jo-
scph Fletcher's charge that a m()mllt\ based on
specific Sulptuml guidelines is a “pre fab morality”
which serves as “a kind of neurotic security device
to simplify moral decisions” (in Situation Ethics).
The position 1 have outlined involves struggles
which might differ from those experienced by Fletch-
er and others, but it does not ne u*ssnnl\' simplity
the moral life; in addition to the dilemmas described
above, there is the ongoing and difficult hermencut-
ical and theological work necessary to getting the
directives themselves straight.

What this morality offers, then, is not simplic-
ity; it does offer hope While the One who first
gave those directives did so on a mountain, He meant
them as guidelines for travel in the wilderness.
Knowing well the gap between the sketchiness of the
guidelines and the mug.’h p]au.*.s in the wilderness,
He added a promise: “Behold,.T send an Angel be-
fore thee, to l\vop thee in the way, and to bring thee
into the place which 1 have pwpau.d (Ex. 23:20).



