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Relativism & theMoral Law

Let us begin with prayer.

Lord, we thank You for the great privilege we hatgnowing You, Creator of the ends of the earti, o
Redeemer, and Lord of the nations. We pray thanhase be faithful in our generation to spread Your
Gospel to the whole world and to hold up Your stadd of righteousness, which are for our own good
and for Your glory. We pray that You will be within this class to give us insight and wisdom and
appreciation for diversity in cultures but abové allove for Your Law. These things we ask foudes
sake. Amen.

| wanted to add an excursus on cultural relativéstd the moral law. We keep bumping into this issue
so | thought | would try to sort through some thanigat have to do with this. Talking about God’svLa
that is universal, there is only one moral lawles¢ is one lawgiver and judge. He has given on&imo
law for the whole earth. So we are assuming theaugality of the moral law that stems from God as
Creator of all and Ruler of all and Judge of dlisiwhat C. S. Lewis calls the Tao. That is thergtand
expression for the moral law as it has come toesgion in various cultures at various times. Theae
been a tendency, particularly in the last genematim undermine the idea of there being a universal
moral law because of the observations that conma tnaltural relativism. There are two parts to this.
The first part is the fact of cultural diversity.eMave constantly pressed upon us that moral pescti
vary from culture to culture. That is an empiritadt and we recognize it. But from this empirical
observation, a normative judgment is thought tt%l When you look at the world globally, diverse
moral practices show that there is no universaldsted of morality—that morality belongs to partemul
cultures. And from the obvious fact that therediverse cultural practices, there is the inferetheg
there is no universal standard of morality. Althbulgis insight is often associated with the Modern
Age, the work of cultural anthropologists, partamly Margaret Mead has been associated with cudiltura
relativism. This point was made in the Ancient VdoiThe ancient ethicists were aware of this. Tieere
a passage iHerodotusthat gets cited from time to time. Herodotus, mgtin the fifth century before
Christ, said that Darius, after he had gotten thgdom, called into his presence certain Greeks who
were at hand and asked what he should pay theat tbebodies of their fathers when they die, to
which they answer there is no sum that could tehgan to do such a thing. He then sent for certain
Indians, men who eat their fathers, and asked tindmhe the Greeks stood by, what he should give
them to burn the bodies of their fathers at thetehse. The Indians cried aloud and bade him farebe
such language. And so Herodotus concludes, “Pemasiright in my judgment when he said, ‘Custom
is the king over all.” What is shocking to one gpoof people is the practices of another group thoer
vice versa in this area of how to handle the dead.

Our response should be that we should distingwigthiral relativism from moral relativism, and | leav
three points that | think may be made. The firshps to observe the logical fallacy: the fact of
diversity does not entail that no standard exigt® fact of diversity does not prove that no stadda
exists. Some culture may know the standard and®tiw. Diversity does not prove that no standard
exists but only that it may require critical retiea to discover the standard. There is a logiakaty
involved in moving from the fact of diversity to@ating a norm of principle that therefore therads
universal standard. You get this quite frequentlpur culture. Moral relativism is thought to be a
logical inference from a diversity of practice. Wih#&ocelyn Elders was Surgeon General in America,
she was asked at one point whether it is wron@gte [children out of wedlock. Her response was, “No,
because everyone has different moral standardsll; We fact that persons have different moral
standards does not mean that one of those standardscorrect. It means we have to sort throingh t
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standards to see whether (in the interest of admldhaving them out of wedlock is the right thinglee
wrong thing to do. However, you hear that quite ownly. From the fact that people have different
moral standards, no critique can be made. Oneedbéist answers to that question is that we davet |
that way. We do find things that we critique ofath It would have been quite illuminating had ¢her
been a follow-up question whether the Surgeon Gétleought polygamy was wrong. It is practiced in
some cultures. Is the answer no because peoplediféetent standards? Is a cross-cultural universal
standard something that we may pursue? | thinkishi&e first thing to observe. There is a logical
fallacy when you move from a description to a ndi@aprinciple. It does not necessarily follow.

My second response is that there may be unityardibersity so that different customs may be
culturally conditioned applications of a commomgiple. In other words, you are dealing with
something in common although the practice diffara particular culture. In Herodotus’ example, the
issue is how to respect the dead. Although thedeveysity in practice, there is at least unity in
principle. Theoretically, it would be possible kahe question, “Which is the more appropriate
response to the dead?” As far as | know, whereasation has persisted as a respectful means of
dealing with the dead, cannibalism has not. It im@yracticed in some remote, isolated cultures| but
think there is the possibility of correction in Hgdollowing through what the principle is.

My third point would be—as C. S. Lewis’ illustratis of the Tao indicate, which is the appendiX he
Abolition of Mar—plainly, similarities do exist across cultures. Afe told that every culture has taboos
against incest and against wanton killing, at l@a#tin one’s “in” group. There is some sacredness
human life. Anthropologists have documented sudhensal elements. C. S. Lewis had documented the
principles that were embodied in those. | would @agn where particular practices and rules vary, we
should notice that there are areas related to hurasgs living in this world—areas of responsililit

that overlap. Life and health, marriage and famititese are not just arbitrary in terms of culturieey

are applying some universal principle.

Then my fourth point is that some practices mayetetive to culture and others not. For example, th
head covering in apostolic times is a conventiovey of showing public propriety in gender relations
But in other cultures, there are other ways of shgwropriety in gender relations. So, it is acidi to
introduce into a culture where that has no sigaifee simply for the sake of following what was a
convention in apostolic times. How to show respecthe dead may be in some respects conventional.
Christians sometimes debate over whether crematiburial is appropriate given the doctrine of the
resurrection. How to show respect for the dead b&aiyn some respects conventional but not to the
point of requiring a widow to leap upon her husBarfidneral pyre in an act of self-emulation, the
practice of suttee. The British, when they ruledidn simply made suttee against the law, agairmst th
long-standing cultural practice. We should distisgubetween cultural practices that are applicatioin
the principle and the principle itself in which theactices may be corrected. Practices can beatede
provided you do not adopt the theory of culturgdeledency. | got this thought and the expression of
this thought from Arthur Holmes’, a long-time pre$er at Wheaton College, book on ethics. He cites
an anthropologist named William Sumner. | havereatt Sumner, but he writes, “Relativists like the
anthropologist William Sumner hold that moralitynist a matter of independent rational judgment but
is causally dependent upon cultural context.” Tfuges the particular morality of a people cannot be
other than it is. Truth or falsity of their moradltefs does not really arise. This means that uf e
raised in a culture where cows are sacred, yowtlqurestion the truth or falsity of that. You jastopt
it—it is culturally unquestionable.

Our response should be again to make a distinbebmween cultural relativism and moral relativism.
The former does not entail the latter. Here | thirlkkshould distinguish between cultural transmissib
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moral principle and cultural determinism. We arpeatelent on our culture, at least initially, foloa of
things—more than we realize in terms of practites te adopt. But it does not follow from that that
moral values are by definition culturally deterndrso that we never question the truth or falsitybt
we imbibe from our culture. | have two points byywed elaboration on that response.

The first response is that historically, as a natfdact, there have been internal critiques #rege

within a culture. So I think that the idea of cu#tbdependency to the point of cultural determinism
historically falsifiable. To me, the best exam@dhe Hippocratic Oath from around 400 BC.
Hippocrates required his medical students, befereduld allow them to study with them, to take an
oath. Among the things that he required in thah daathat they would not use their medical knowkdg
to produce an abortion or to allow euthanasia, @teéhe person’s request. So, two of the issudsatiea
being hotly debated in our culture now, Hippocrateste into his oath in 400 BC. The Hippocratic
movement in medicine was a minority movement. W§@nread the Hippocratic Oath, it calls on all
the gods of Greece—all the pagan gods by Apolloainthe others. So, it is not directly influendeyl
biblical principles at that point. But it was a odwtionary movement that rose within Greek culture.
With the coming of Christianity, Christian medigahctices removed all the pagan gods and required
the oath be taken in the name of the Lord, the @&atiFather of Jesus Christ. Then it became the
standard from the West. But it arose within Greglkuce. We cannot document where Hippocrates got
the idea of doing that. It is possible that billievelation had some to do with it. | do not thihiat we
can exclude that. But in any case, it shows theretlare prophetic voices that arise within a calthat
critique the standard cultural teaching. It alsovehthat although we are initially dependent upon o
culture, we are not dependent upon it to the pafimiot ever having an internal critique. We shaubd
minimize the power of cultural formation.

Gertrude Himmelfarb had a book published in 199kd& he Demoralization of Societin it she

makes certain observations about the values ingbastehe reigning culture, particularly in sanciity

life issues. She writes, “It takes a great efférvdl and intellect for the individual to decidbat

something is immoral and act on that belief whenl#étw declares it legal and the culture deems it
acceptable.” You can do it. It is not culturallytelenined, but it is not an easy thing to do togetie

culture to that extent. And so, she goes on to‘Sdys is searching. It is not only our politicaic

cultural leaders who are prone to this failure afrah nerve. Everyone has been infected by it to one
degree or another.” We should not think that weehescaped dependency upon our culture. We need to
always be engaged in the process of critical exanan in ourselves because the moral forming power
of our culture is a significant thing.

The second point that | would make is that we recthat across cultures there are exceptions to
diversity and you can rightly ask, “Are these (&xeeptions that you have in the Tao as Lewis
represents them) due to accidental similaritie® amiversal characteristics of human beings agi th
societies?” C. S. Lewis’ point is that these valaesobjective. The kinds of things that are regmésd

in the principle of the Tao are true to the kindefngs we are. Well, if they are true to the kinfls
beings that we are, then cross-cultural critiguesagso possible. We are talking about the possilmf
universal moral principles because of a universatrmonality of humanity. Our responsibility, | think
is to show that beliefs may very well change witbrenadequate information and moral instruction.
Cultures are not monolithic. It becomes clearghainformation age that cultures are very fluichat/
are the boundaries of a culture? You can no losgeak of a monolithic culture except in very remote
areas where you have isolated groups of peopleieSdo exchange moral views and should not fail to
enter into engagement with others and expose easéb that kind of moral engagement.

© Spring 2006, David C. Jones & Covenant TheologBerhinary



Christian Ethics Lesson 15, page 4

| mentioned earlier in the course that the issuafahticide was one of these accepted issueslinreu
that through the witness of Christians became we@able. The appeal was to think through the
principle of which it is held to be wrong to tak&aman life. They would ask what infants are and
whether it is right to expose them to that kindrofg. So, cross-cultural critiques are possibtéirik
that a contemporary example that gets some preiss jgarallel right of females as a right of passag
males in circumcision. It is called female circusien, but actually this operation is very differémmm
male circumcision. It is the removal of the cliggrand so it is described now as genital mutilatidrat
has a pejorative aspect to it, but now some cudtdoepractice it. Well, | think that it is a culaliy
accepted practice. Young girls want that operaitiocorder to identify with their culture. They caa b
guestioned cross culturally on the basis of whetinerot that does, as a matter of fact, cohere with
human dignity and sexual function as God has cdeadeo be. That is an issue that particularly some
moral relativists find as a sticking point. It gadswvn very hard when you are talking about moral
relativism to come to this issue in which womenlagang subordinated to the sexual desires of men so
that a man’s wife is only for him and sexual pleass not a female ideal. That is a very differimg.

Is this ethnocentric? That is typically the ideattjou get in many of these arguments—that it is
arrogant and intolerant to critique another cultiéet | think that that depends on how it is argued
think that sometimes Westerners have been arragéme way they have critiqued other cultures. |
think that the answer is to recognize that we #reudordinate to the same moral law, recognizé\wea
all have sinned and fall short of the glory of Gadd open ourselves to criticism of our culturerfro
outside. That is a necessary function of crossiallengagement. Humility requires being open to
criticism. But it is obvious we cannot leave pedjlevhatever practices they deem acceptable within
their culture. The thing most in the news now et cleansing. Everybody regards ethnic cleanagg
not just a culturally-conditioned practice, buisippealed to a universal moral law to which thgams
commit themselves.

| think that we can apply this in the issue of noarital sex. How do we persuade people who accept
non-marital sex according to a different standaurtithk that it is in the sexual area where people
mainly press relativism of the standards. | thimkttthat is a self-serving faith. You get more agrent
on human life although it has its problems now witbdern technology, as we will see later on. Bat th
most relativistic area is in terms of sexual relasi where people resist being told that thererighd

and a wrong. Lewis Smedes approached this issugegboint by distinguishing between an ethics of
caution. We are talking about non-marital sexuaritourse, non-marital sexual relations. He said,
“One way to approach it is the ethics of cautiohjoh asks, ‘Will I get hurt?”” Well, that is notvarong
guestion to ask. You can get hurt. You can get éombtionally, particularly if you are young. Buttie

is always an emotional element involved in this tiegmate of human relationships. You can also get
hurt physically with the spread of venereal disebs®v, because of the dreaded, fatal disease of, Aid
an ethic of caution, which leads you to a monogantaithful relationship, is a significant prinagolo
bear in mind and to advocate cross-culturally. €hethen the ethics of concern. Ethics of concern
asks, “Will I hurt somebody else?” That also iggiimate question to ask. This ethics of caut®n i
more egoistic, but we have seen that self-refengnduties are not to be excluded. There is a point
them. We have a moral responsibility to take cdém@uoselves. Ethics of concern is concern lestrt hu
somebody else, and you can hurt somebody elsee Hnerwvery destructive behaviors in terms of the
risks that are taken emotionally. With respect teraale partner, there is a risk of pregnancy anithat
goes with that. Both of these point us to a coneditelationship as being the ideal place for sexual
activity.

The third area that he specifies is an ethics nofranand. This goes beyond the ethics of caution laad t
ethics of concern. These are, when examined, caeséglist in nature. Consequentialism is a part of
our ethical reasoning. Some things are wrong becalheir bad effects so you could argue thatehes
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are contingently wrong. But the question of whetihes right should be asked. And you are talking
there about something intrinsic in nature, whethisrright in terms of what sexuality is for tharhan
person and whether this intimate human relationshipch has the potential of bringing children into
the world, is right outside of a permanent monogasnelationship. | think that although we have a
strong biblical argument for that, it is possileconstruct that in non-religious terms. If we das
probably better to use the language of characterdar to get a hearing. We must understand, howeve
that a mark of character is doing the right thiwjch includes respect for others, respect for eles

and respect for the relationship. You can makesa @ar that, pursuing that line of fault, which w

do in more detail when we come to the seventh commant. Although people have different moral
standards, they ought not to have different statgdds bringing children into the world outside of
marriage wrong? Well, if you look at the effectsoihging children into the world outside of a
committed heterosexual relationship, outside ofriage, we do not need to wait to be able to prove
empirically the destructive effects of non-margek. We know in advance, in terms of the way in
which God has created us as human beings, that ihan inappropriate sexual intercourse because it
outside of that committed relationship. It comewddo whether sexuality is simply a function of
physical organs for pleasure or whether therensetbing especially life-enhancing about it in a ¥eo
person union. Natural law reasoning, which is wreah adopting here, concludes that adultery and
fornication are wrong because it takes from the &rusex act its unitive as well as its procreative
aspect. God has set this up so that two human $aigjoined, in terms of that relationship, wib t
potential of bringing children into the world. litkk that that case has to be made, but it is aseros
cultural standard, even with American society beeane now have many subcultures that disagree on
sexual morality. This is something to be taughhim public school as we approach it in terms of an
ethic of character. There have been movements atave abstinence-based sex education in the
public school. Some of them have been very suagkessliooking at it in terms of all these perspees

but including an intrinsic understanding of sextyal relationship to human beings. The reason why
marriage has had such a commitment up until ouergegion with the sexual revolution is because there
is something in human nature that that is the fudiiling aspect of human nature. It has been erbd
since the latter part of the 20th century, but labkhe devastation that it has brought in its wake

There is a lot more that needs to be added tolibat, think you get a perspective. We should not b
into moral relativism from the fact of cultural eémrsity. We should recognize cultural diversity and
appreciate it. We should not be swayed by the thebcultural dependency because it is falsifiable
both within cultures and cross-culturally. We doeqt cross-cultural critique. It is not ethnocemtri
when one culture critiques another. We should nilytsabordinate ourselves to finding the truth loé t
objective moral law.

This is not an argument for theism. This is an argat for the recognition of objective moral valu€s.
S. Lewis makes the case on that basis that obgestoral values are there. So the first thing tandaur
situation is not to get to the source of the mt@ai, but to get to the fact of objective valuethihk that
C. S. Lewis provides us a good model for gettinthatissue. It must first be established that vee ar
being held to a universal moral law on such issseapartheid, and now ethnic cleansing. Then we can
ask, “Where does the universal principle come frésrévolution an adequate basis by which that can
be determined?” Apologetics is not my strong pdaot, that would be the next question to ask. Tis fi
thing is to establish that moral distinctions dreré and that people, in spite of themselves, rézeg
them. In spite of the postmodern observation treaivare encumbered selves, we come with things
that are our own perspective. Even postmodernisalisdefeating if it is thought to be determirgsti
because that would mean the postmodern theoryigs@g¢terministic and so you argue in a circlet Bu
think that the fact of the matter is that we do Iha that way either as individuals or as humanitie
make these judgments about certain actions thatareist inappropriate but they are wrong. They ar
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immoral. What is the source of that kind of langea§Vhat is the source of that judgment? | would say
in advance that if human beings are created imtlage of God, no answer is going to satisfactorily
give an account except that it is God who has nuada this way. | think you can appeal to general
revelation, which is what | am suggesting we daeher

General revelation has the status of a commandslesmbodied in the way human beings are so that
this is true to the way human beings are. Thewadse recognition, if not perfect recognition, oathand
then differences of how it is worked out in praetitthink that it is a further step to ask if humzeings
are what the Bible says we are—created in the im&@od. No account of the moral law, no account
of the Tao, no account of the platitudes of moydfitst principles of practical reason) will beeagliate
without tracing it back to the Creator. So the [Erarschaeffer method is to go through the inadeigaac
of the various alternatives that are presentetidavdheir inadequacy in order to create a vacuum in
which the idea of God as the Creator fulfills thétat is a complex process, but | think that i tte
viable method. We begin with the assumption, prpesjtion if you will, that human beings are created
in the image of God. The source of moral knowleidgle Creator and therefore no account of morality
will be adequate unless it takes that into accolimen comes the laborious job of analyzing pos#ias
they arise and presenting the positive side of lmwChristian assumptions or presuppositions, thing
that are inexplicable on an evolutionary basisifdab place.

Since we have a little time here, | want to read jst one brief section from the bob&st Innocent
Blood Be Shed

On July 31st, 1941, less than a year after thaestduthe flag had been ordered by Vichy Pastor
Trocme received a written order from the mayor ef@hambon instructing him to ring at full

tilt the bell of the temple for a quarter of an hbeginning at high noon August the 1st. On that
day, France would be celebrating the anniversaBetéin’s founding of the French Legion of
Veterans for bringing about the national resolutida was told that by ringing the bell he was
showing his gratitude to the marshal for havinguigia discipline and pride into the soul of
France by establishing that legion. All memberthefLegion had taken an oath of allegiance to
the marshal himself and not to any laws coming ftbenpeople or approve them. They were a
militant force. The cutting edge of the nationalataitionist’s task was to set an example of
patriotic enmity against Jews, Communists, and Fasons. [...] As soon as he received the
order to ring the bell, Trocme went to the custod&the temple and asked her not to do so. The
next day, there was silence at noon around theléeripe little Catholic church of Le Chambon
rang its bell expressing its ancient solidarityhnwthie national government of France. Trocme
might never have heard what had happened at th@dehhe had not met the custodian by
accident the day after the anniversary in the éghling square of Le Chambon. Now, the
custodian was named Emily, and she was a Darl8l&t.was a Plymouth Brethren, and she had
the job of being the custodian of the Reformed chuwhen, on August the 2nd, Trocme stood
in the square like a tree over tiny, sturdy Emilyo allies were facing each other. Emily did not
begin the conversation. She and her fellow Darbysdre not given to chatter. “Well, Emily,”

the pastor asked, “everything went off well yestgfZiNo incidents?” “Everything went off

well, Mr. Trocme. There is nothing wrong.” Darbysskence. Then Trocme insisted, “Come
now, Emily, you were not visited by anyone?” “Olat lyes,” replied the piping voice with an
accent that ended every syllable with a vowel. f€heere two ladies from up there,” and a tiny,
thick arm swept up toward the northern hills of@leambon. “You know those proper ladies
who speak French.” Silence. Emily was referringiw® people who had come to Le Chambon
for the summer from the great cities and lived uffanhills in the handsome villas. Their
cosmetics and their classic French were all that@sted Emily about them. “Well, then?” asked
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Trocme, adopting with reluctance the slow pacerofl{s speech. “Well, they came to look for
me and they said, ‘You are not ringing the bell,ilgnit is a national holiday today.” “The

pastor gave me orders, | told them.” ‘*Oh, well,wauld really be surprised if your pastor had
allowed it to be rung. Come, Emily, hurry. It isamoand it is an order from the marshal.’ Part of
Emily’s meager repertoire of expressions was k& ldtooked smile on one side of her mouth.
This smile appeared suddenly as she looked uggidstor. It was almost mischievous, youthful
smile, protestors who are in complete command af gituation. “And what did you say?” “|
told them that the bell does not belong to the herbut to God. It is rung for God otherwise it
is not rung. Otherwise, no!” “Bravo, and then whappened?” “Oh, well, they ordered me to
open the big front door, and they told me that twewld ring the bell themselves, but | did not
want to do that. Then | defended my temple.” Therhe wide square of Le Chambon, Emily
placed herself before Trocme as she had placedlhbesore the painted ladies—firmly planted
on her feet, her thick arms outspread like the ahascross, shivering slightly with enthusiasm
and with remembered power defending her templeghwias of course not her temple at all
since the Darbyists worshipped in total independdram the Huguenots. “And how did it all
end, Emily?” Again that smile, but her eyes wengneh “Oh, you remember, Monsieur Trocme.
Yesterday at noon it was raining spears hard. luvaer the lintel of the big door; the painted
ladies were out in the courtyard. Soon, they weigpthg wet and they left.”

Well, those ordinary acts of firmness in the righe part of the story. There are many examplelsatf t
in the book. They are heroes, and Emily is ceryaonle of them.
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