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Should Christian ethics be subject to change?

Introduction

Quick answer is yes, just as theology is constantly engaging with the problem of how to make sense of the divine generation after generation using contemporary concepts and language to make sense in contemporary contexts the sense of God made available through our experience and our tradition, similarly we are engaged with the task of working through how our beliefs impact on our actions – a useful shorthand for what I mean by ethics.

I want to explore by use of topical examples some of the issues that I grapple with in my work when seeking to live out the demands of Christian faith.

The examples will concern 

· family relationships, covering marriage and divorce, including the introduction of registered civil partnerships

· matter of life and death – euthanasia, both active killing and decisions to allow deaths that might possibly be avoided

The issues will include 

· the nature of moral authority; the extent to which Christians approach matters differently to non-Christians

· the complexities of the prophetic role of Christians in relation to ethics in a pluralist society (not secular); ethics for Christians and ethics for society

Might see this as the source of moral authority and its scope
1. Plausibility of the view that it should not change

Begin with the 10 commandments

‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’ (Exodus 20:14)

Is this unchanging and how does it help?

Consider:

Q1 What is adultery? 

Is polygamy adultery? Major issue for missionaries to confront.

Is artificial insemination by an anonymous donor adultery? CofE said yes when it first emerged, but why is this so

Introduction of external partner?

Fulfilment of fundamental purpose of marriage - the procreation of children

Is what is really wrong with adultery that it interferes with the inheritance of authority and property.

Genesis 29 & 30 record Jacob’s bigamous marriage to Rachel and her Sister Leah. When they cannot conceive, then Jacob has children by their slaves Bilhah ad Zilpah. 

Matt 5:27-31 remarriage after divorce.

Q2 What is the appropriate response to adultery?


An offence against God: stoning?


A reason for exclusion from communion


A betrayal, ground for divorce if people choose to exercise it?

Something that alters our view on someone’s status – illegitimacy (exlusdion from burial in consecrated ground)

Secular view is that parenting and marriage need to be divorced, so that no child is disadvantaged by their marital status. Is this anti-Christian?

Sins of the fathers – a traditional Christian doctrine.

NB Jesus is an illegitimate son. 

Conclusions: 

· Beyond a very superficial level, sticking to old formulations masks change

· The tradition is ambiguous

· Some traditional views now look very unpalatable

2. Nature of Christian ethics 

Q1 Are 10 commandments examples of ethical principles anyway?

Is morality about following divine commands? 

· If so, nothing different about ethics from other aspects of Christian life (Bonhoeffer – not about knowledge of good and evil). Chrisitian morality (expected behaviour) independent of ethics (good). Consequence what is moral for Christians has nothing to say for others.

· If so, can be changed whenever the divine command changes. Stability only comes from belief in the unchanging nature of God. But this is bizarre in the context of a changing world if it means adhering to commandments from earlier times.

· Obscene to link with threat of damnation

Greek philosophers saw this dilemma: if morality is based on divine command, then either God can command things that are not right, in which morality is not about goodness, or God is not free to command anything other than what is right, in which case there is a higher value than God, against which those commands can be judged. In which case, why not bypass God and go straight to the nature of goodness.

Solution is to distinguish processes communication/discovery with substance.

Q2 This makes issue as much about how decisions are made as what decisions

· What is at stake (deontology) v What will happen (consequentialism)

· Following rules v enshrining values  (Pharisees, Sabbath observance, Situation Ethics – Joseph Fletcher)

· Impact of actions v intentions (character/virtue – adultery)

Nothing specific about Christianity here.

NB On dying well
3. The independence of Christian ethics?

· Christians may have special access to knowledge of proper behaviour but what if it is unclear?

· If we do have special positions, are they only for us or are they universal

Thomist position

· Natural law, universal, discoverable by reason (even if not recognised) without divine assistance (Finnis)

· All societies recognise the value of life (sociological evidence, subject to change)

· No attempt to live good life can be made unless you are alive, therefore it is contradictory not to value life (logic)

· We have agreed (e.g. Declaration of Human Rights) that respect for life is pre-requisite of stable society.

· Divine law, universal but only discernable through divine revelation. Force comes from our belief in God.

· Problems of discernment

· Ritual/moral e.g. taboos around menstruation, unclean foods not regarded as moral. Homosexuality is?

· Human law. Matter of legitimate choice.

Where does marriage fit (traditional topic is slavery)?

· How about limits of marriage?

· Deceased wife’s sister – biblical precedent for, 20th Century relaxation.

· Step-parents & parents in law?

· Transsexuals

· Homosexuals?

4. Christian ethics in a pluralist society
ECHR Litigation on father-in-law=daughter-in-law marriage paid particular attention to a Church of England working party that found that prohibition was outdated (based on doctrine of one flesh)

Modern divorce law based on ‘irretrievable breakdown’ initiated by C of E putting asunder,

Espoused approach that separated what was right for society from what is right for Christians. 

Distinction between public and private morality (NB Biblical basis – adultery rules, turning other cheek)

How should we approach abortion?

· Accept that it is a matter of private choice?

· Balance of wrongs – avoidance of back-street abortions & women’s deaths – empirical foundation, might change

· Public concern – Joanna Jepson, meddling busybody, campaigner for rights of unborn child [what is basis for human rights?] or religious crusader

· Victoria Gillick

· Josephine Quintavelle

· Coherence of view that abortion fundamentally wrong but woman’s right to choose?

Abortion complex because of debate over status of unborn child.

How do we approach the euthanasia debate?

· Dianne Pretty litigation & Roman Catholic bishops
· Prevention of harm (empirical) v dignity of human life

· Unanimity of Bishops, one vote against in Synod

· Divergence from societal angst on this

· Quality of argument

· Legitimacy of imposition of religious position?

5 Lessons of history

Position of Thomas More

Martyred for refusing to accept that Henry VIII could divorce his wife This was ‘directly repugnant to the laws of God and his holy church’.

· Obedience to the law (king) within limits of divine law

· Divorce only for the Church not state to legislate for, and only for the whole of the Church

· Now accepted. Method familiar but not the substance.

Little doubt that Christian positions have changed? 

Should they have?

· Inevitable

· Context dependent?

· Matter of identity?

