Religious Ethics REL-52

Fred Simmons

Lecture prompts 9-4-07
Locate the Course:  1) explicate the difference between meta-, normative, and applied ethics, and identify our principal inquiry between the former two domains; 2) distinguish historical, problems, and theoretical approaches to ethics, and identify this course as an instance of the latter.

To the extent that there is a thesis to the course, it is that views about each of the theoretical moments we shall consider—prospect, method, and goal of a religious ethic—has implications for assessment of the others.  Many combinations of the various viable positions that each theoretical moment admits are possible; I hope to show how affirmation of a given position on one of the three topics affects positions on the other two.  There are diverse ways to connect these dots; while I believe some constellations are more attractive than others, I do not think one is best.  I am confident, however, that all of the individual positions we will consider are compelling in their own right.

I have tried to devise this course as an embarrassment of riches—we are surveying the principal positions in religious ethics, and we will engage them as expounded by the giants of the genre.  We are reading many of the most influential minds in the Western tradition, and we will often be reading them at their best, so I hope you will appreciate how each view is truly powerful and persuasive, though some are incompatible.  As a consequence, it may prove agonizingly difficult to discern your allegiances, but I also hope it proves exhilarating to try, as you push these works of sheer genius in the way they deserve and most readily repay, to wit, by engaging and juxtaposing them with their worthy interlocutors. 

Since the works we are studying are so significant and singularly excellent, I have only needed to assign very modest amounts of reading.  Yet precisely because they are so significant and singularly excellent, it is necessary to read all assigned material carefully.  Since this is a seminar rather than a lecture, simply attending class will not be sufficient to reap the rewards of this literature.  The reading assignments are very specific and deliberately chosen; this is not a bibliography but a minimum set of readings in which nothing is superfluous.
The Challenge of Religious Ethics

‘Religious Ethics’ is an imposing name for a single course since each word in the title signifies an unfathomably massive topic in its own right.  As such, their conjunction seems so complex that any one class on this compound might appear hopelessly ambitious.  

Yet the challenge posed by the intention to study religious ethics may be even more fundamental than the sheer scope of the supposed subject.  For the conjunction ‘religious ethics’ presumes that these topics are sufficiently compatible to be conjoined, but upon further reflection this is far from clear.  On the contrary, there is reason to think that ‘religious ethics’ is, strictly speaking, an oxymoron.

Let’s approach that prospect in this way:  if God, or the gods, or whatever would be the object of religious devotion, is really worthy of worship, and not simply numinous power that coerces or is prudent to placate, then God, or the gods, or whomever must be holy, must be good.    
Yet if the claim that ‘God (or the gods, or whomever) is good’ is not to be a tautology, that is, not to be a trivial truth wherein the predicate (good) is contained within / an aspect of the subject (God) [bachelor example], then ‘goodness’ must be something specifiable independently of God.    However if goodness is a property / notion conceivable independently of God, then it seems that there is really nothing that religion or belief in God would add to it.  Of course fear of Divine retribution could add motivation to comply with moral norms, but these are again prudential rather than truly moral considerations.  Instead if ‘goodness’ is truly distinct from God, ethics would properly be independent of at least theistic religion, and hence there would be no such thing as a genuinely ‘religious ethics’ in a theistic sense, but only ethics that may or may not have a religious veneer or trappings.  
More extreme still, if the proposition that ‘God is good’ is not merely tautology, it would appear that ethics would not simply be independent of religion, but in fact antecedent to it, for if God is to be worthy of worship, God must be good, and if goodness is specifiable independently of God, ethics seemingly harbors a standard to which God is accountable, for the subject of religious—again, as opposed to merely prudential—devotion must be worthy of worship, and thus good, among other things.

So perhaps ethics cannot properly be meaningfully religious.  Conversely, it also seems that if religion is to be distinct from ethics, and not exhaustively subsumed by it, it too precludes the prospect of a genuinely religious ethics.  For if believers adhere to or otherwise try to placate God or the gods not because they are good (as would seeming return us to religion circumscribed within ethical bounds) but because they are powerful, then obedience to Divine commands may indeed be religious, but it is not ethical, for ethics is commonly thought not a matter of coercion or manipulation but duty—what should or should not be done because it is right or wrong.

In short, whether considered from the vantage of religion or ethics, the notion of religious ethics seems self-contradictory, for if religion is to add anything to ethics, and thereby be a non-trivially religious ethics, that addition takes us outside the ken of the ethical while so long as it remains truly ethical, reference seems unable to enrich the notion of ‘goodness.’  

As you likely imagine, there are answers to these challenges, or at least some things to be said in response to them.  After all, I am offering a course on ‘religious ethics,’ and as we have seen from the syllabus, there is no shortage of authors who have written on the topic.

Nevertheless, rather than introduce some of those answers today, I think it would be more fruitful to take another step back and frame a more general question, namely, about the relationship of religion and ethics.  Since this is a course about religious ethics, it is appropriate to begin by considering how these domains intersect, overlap, and diverge.

And here we confront something so obvious as to be platitudinous, and yet so important as to state anyway, namely that religion and ethics are each such diverse domains that there is no one adequate answer to a question such as “how do religion and ethics relate?”  Indeed this diversity seems to preclude all responsible generalizations about religious ethics, and that is why when we consider methods and purposes of religious ethics we will do so in the context of a single religious tradition.
Still at this general level, I think a couple of basic remarks may be cautiously issued about possible patterns of relationship between religion and ethics—not so much with respect to whether there is such a thing as a distinctively religious ethic, but instead about the relative priority of religion and ethics.  Specifically, some may think religion tells us to do what we already know we should but find difficult, and thus that genuinely religious people are the sort we all have reason to admire, even if we would not ourselves choose to make their sacrifices.  Think of Ghandi, the Dali Lama, Mother Theresa.       
On the other hand, some may think that religion does not simply ratify our sense of the good and the right, but radically transforms it so that sometimes religiously obligatory behavior is only intelligible to those who accept the theology behind it.  Think of orthodox Jews, or the Amish.

To those sympathetic to religion, it may be nice to think that religious beliefs could shape our values and not just our compliance with them, yet all of us also know that religious rationales can prompt people to do things to others that we abhor.  So there are trade-offs; in some ways it seems that religious devotion should properly be able to supersede our non-religious sense of values, but in other ways it seems that some non-religious senses of value should properly supersede whatever religious devotion could seem to justify or even enjoin.

How a person conceives of this relative priority of religion and ethics has implications for the method of religious ethics likely to seem most persuasive.  For example, if one thinks religion largely ratifies what we already know on reflection to be right and good, it is attractive to think right and good are properties in some way independent of God.  One historically influential candidate for something with such an independent status is human nature itself.  Given the kind of creatures we are, some things are good of us and some things are not.  We can reflect on human experience and learn, for example, that cruelty is bad and kindness good.  For proponents of natural law this is not because God tells us so, nor because Jesus lived a certain way, but because the kind of creatures we are can be helped and harmed, enhanced and diminished, in characteristic ways.

To those who think specifically religious beliefs should have a bigger influence on our conception of right and good, Divine command is a perennially attractive option:  our duties are our duties because God commands us (e.g. 10 commandments) and our values are our values because God has revealed them to us.  Often the idea is that it is insufficient to think that religious beliefs are exhausted by believing that God created and left things to themselves like the watchmaker who winds up the watch and lets it tick.  Instead God on such a view is still immediately relevant because there are things we need to know that we cannot tell ourselves; God must reveal and command so that we may know how to live as we ought.

But whatever the method, however we know what we should do and be, and on whatever basis those claims are made, there remains the question of purpose:  what is the point of a religious ethic?  Why should anyone comply with it or care about it?

There are many answers to such questions, and many are compatible.  Still some answers will seem more attractive than others based on what a person think of the relationship between religion and ethics and the method appropriate thereunto.  As I mentioned at the outset, I do not think any answer better than another when considered in isolation, though some surely fit better with other convictions than others, and it is just such patters of congeniality that I hope we can come to appreciate through our time together this semester.

Ethics

So much for this synopsis of the themes of the course.  Before we adjourn for the day, I’d like to say a little bit about ethics, leaving explicit reference to religion aside for now.

For our present purposes, we can understand ethics as the study of what ought to be.  As such, it is a matter of values and their implications for action.

Ethics thus presupposes that there are meaningful differences between states of affairs and between actions.  However if this presupposition is true—if some states of affairs are better than others, not everything that happens should, and not all that should happen does, then ethics is meaningful because it attempts to identify and clarify these differences.

Distinctions:  is / ought; positive / normative

Good / bad:  value / states of affairs

Right / wrong:  obligation / actions

If we agree that there are meaningful distinctions between states of affairs, and between actions; if some states of affairs are better than others; if some actions are required and others forbidden, how do we decide which are which?

Well, why not think the right thing to do is to do whatever will yield the best results, for what could be better than the best?

Consequentialism

Utilitarianism (egalitarian, hedonistic, maximizing)

First objection:  too demanding

Reply:  satisficing consequentialism

Riposte:   how to draw the line—just what is good enough?
Second objection:  justice problem
Reply:  Deontology--right not exclusively a matter of consequences; etymology; can thus brand injustice as categorically wrong

Third objection:  conflicting duties

Reply:  prima facie and all things considered duties

Riposte:  does this not effectively become a form of consequentialism—rule consequentialism (unlike duties, rules can be broken and readily admit of hierarchical organization).

Fourth objection:  how can duties be sufficiently specified but not become objectionably ad hoc

Reply:  Virtue ethic—focus on character rather than discrete actions

Riposte:  How to define the virtues?

Fifth objection:  specification of virtue alone insufficient; in some circumstances the virtuous may properly need to recur to ethics to know how to actualize their virtuous disposition.

Upshot:   religious ethics, even within a single tradition, are not unique in ineluctably harboring a likely irreducible plurality of attractive alternatives.  This helps us see the kind of discipline we will study this semester:  value based, no single privileged perspective, trade-offs inevasible   
