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Must Morality be Grounded on God?

John Rist

My title ends with a question-mark, which might lead you to think that it is 

-

that kind of  thing.” He was telling us, that is, that his moral code depends on 

does not say that he ought to do what he does, unless he can be construed to 
mean that what I like to do (or what I choose to do) is what I ought to do. But 

like ought not to do it.” Nor, of  

right to be helped if  they are suffering or in trou-
ble. On the contrary, he famously commented that such supposed rights are 
nonsense on stilts; that is, that the notion of  a natural right is unintelligible. 

morality seems to be centred on the sense of  the moral

force of  it—is intelligible, let alone useful.

in this space of  this paper, not only that morality must be grounded on God 
-
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MUST MORALITY BE GROUNDED ON GOD8

highly popular in early modern times, had already been challenged by Plato 
in the Euthyphro.

At least since the time of  Duns Scotus in the early fourteenth centu-

-

-
ment in a world in which Christianity was fractured (and agreement about 

disputes about justice with powerful non-Christian societies. If  God could be 
left out of  the calculation, perhaps common ground could be found, possibly 

Christian God himself  was more or more widely dismissed as morally disrep-
-

the philosophes

and atrocities depicted with satisfaction in parts of  the Old Testament, and 
of  the unedifying delight shown, it was thought, by the Christian God and 
his followers in watching or looking forward to watching the tortures of  the 

-
thy of  the moral dignity of  enlightened human beings. We, it was increas-
ingly supposed, can do better than the Christians in constructing models of  

-
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ancient Israelites.

no mere historical question since it also lurks behind contemporary debates. 

cannot be considered as moral laws, so—God abandoned—we must indeed 

whereby we discern the dictates of  right reason and will that they apply to 

-

-

democratic.

-
Christian 

that whether or not the Christian God is the best option for a higher being on 
which morality must be grounded, the debate about God and morality had 

recorded by Plato and with Plato himself.
 In the Phaedo Plato makes some particularly challenging remarks 

perhaps unkindly (though one can see his point), be willing to apply them 

they are like social insects, bees or ants, and that they will be reincarnated 

-
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the atheist certainly—and many decent but unthinking people probably—are 
not entitled. And the same applies to a number of  philosophers to whom 

the human person; that he does so depends not on his supposed defence 
of  such an idea but on the hidden assumptions he has inherited from the 

home-background. And similarly we can ask why Aristotle is entitled to claim 

to kalon),” when he has rejected the Platonic 

 So our problem is not that unthinking people are often morally su-

-

they are prepared to pay a fearful price for maintaining their old moral ways. 

by somehow not knowing about the tortures and murders being carried out 
in the concentration camp down the road.

pointed out elsewhere,1

which confronts us today in thinking about the relationship of  morality and 

and we shall return to this, his idea of  God must be importantly different 

he has.

it may mean that men in general are the measure or that each one of  us is the 

1  Plato’s Moral Realism: The Discovery of  the Presuppo-
sitions of  Ethics 
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11JOHN RIST

measure. Plato normally takes it in the latter sense, probably supposing, right-

-

from collapsing into a claim that we each of  us construct our own code of  

such security. 
 In opposition to all this Plato claimed that not man but god is the 

not depend on the dictates of  human reasoning or human passions, and that 

the form of  the Good, would decree. In the Timaeus he tells us that God 
-

offers arguments to show not merely that many unthinking people may only 

last resort morality itself  cannot be defended against the implications of  Pro-

 In what sense, then, could I, or could we, be the measure of  all 
-

different ways—though each in rough agreement with Plato—that without 

of  all about moral obligation, are defensible. That reading of  the situation, 

that something they call morality can be constructed without such defences, 
-
-

strate about the basic principles of  morality; I shall look therefore at both 

 Morality is concerned with what is good or with what is good to do 

There again, any interpretation of  the implications of  such comments will 
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of  obligation in the nature of  what is—but perhaps only with reference to a 
-

-

status quo

When we identify such goals as good and desirable, we imply—perhaps 
problematically, as we shall see—that we ought to pursue them (and perhaps 

and that the establishment of  a healthcare system is good for some particular 

itself  (or at least of  some manifestations of  human life) is a good, indeed a 
logically prior good. 

means to secure those goals—or whether we can more generally justify the 

or identify what our purposes are or ought to be. Thus, if  we want to de-

either (implausibly) assume that we must follow our passions blindly, or we 

right circumstances there really is a rational (or more rational) course while 
logically incumbent on us (hence 

appears

-

could
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-

-
-

character both of  our genetic history and of  our moral nurture that we face 

 Undoubtedly Kant was the philosopher who made the most deter-

-
-

about the worth of  human beings, while adding others drawn from similarly 

-
sion between duty and happiness.

some sort of  right all to be treated equally) and secondly that what we think 

Kant argues that we can legislate how it is right for human beings to act, and 
-

inter 
alia

-

therefore 
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MUST MORALITY BE GROUNDED ON GOD14

we can refute him, and if  so on what kind of  metaphysical or religious basis. 
Yet despite all that, a number of  religiously-minded philosophers still think 
that we must follow Kant in the direction of  practical reasoning if  we are 

-
self  intended—is that morality (after all) is not just rationality, but that it is 

-
cal schemes are Protagorean. Such would be all forms of  contractarianism, 

therefore moral course) to promote the greatest good or safety of  the great-

ought to act 

sense, or feel 
ought to promote the greatest good of  the greatest number—or indeed why 
we ought

a practice ought to be performed. 

some sort of  determinist fashion, like dogs dragged along behind the Stoic 

-
-

of  alleged knowledge as to how the future will pan out and therefore how we 
ought 

-

against nihilism in some form or another, whether the nihilist claims that all 
-

an genealogist, or whether he merely objects that he has no compelling rea-
carpe diem -
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-

and comfort which make it preferable to do so. But moralists (and their fol-

been acquitted. They were condemned not because they offended against 

that, I need to show that I 

like Goering, but we cannot claim any absolute right to do so—unless as 
Gorgias we hold that might makes right. Yet 

lit upon, or because they did not like jack-boots.
 I now turn to a further assumption sometimes made by those pro-

-
sumption is necessary for Christians claiming that what is natural is rational, 

towards what we -
-
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 At this point I want to turn to Augustine for a little help, and of  
course to an Augustine who has appropriated important Platonic premises 

-

(De moribus ecclesiae catholicae 

-

in the ninth book of  the Republic, had already grasped that knowing the truth 

-

philosophical world which had lost the Platonic insight that in the good man 

world which has fallen back on the notion that our actions must ultimately be 
either or by an intellect 

disjunction by arguing that practical reason writes out its dictates as moral 

Republic, Socrates is challenged by Glau-

hand. That he return, Socrates remarks drily, is a just demand, and as a just 

circumstance. And indeed that Plato is basically right about this is far from 
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17JOHN RIST

to what More, in his Encheiridion Ethicum, 
faculty.”
 In line with his adaptation of  Platonism Augustine holds that if  we 

like doing that sort of  thing and are good at it), while still being unable to 
follow their moral implications, or indeed any strictly moral implications. In 

ought does not imply can
if  there are no transcendent norms, then morality is impossible and must be 

-
alism, perhaps disguised as morality (as Plato had earlier noted in the Laws 

-

situation is, of  course, that God, some of  whose attributes are the Platonic 

-

based on ignorance of  the human condition or designed (He cites ancient 

-
tional) morality, not a mere code of  practice, is possible. But let us ask more 

and a denial that Platonic eros

justify notions of  what we ought to do needs to be strengthened considerably. 
-

that of  crime—and hence a more robust distinction between what is moral 

relation between the soul and the Form of  the Good is curiously non-re-
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Symposium; namely, that as the soul progresses up the ladder of  perfection, it 

objects, culminating in the Beautiful itself. The question that regularly occurs 

of  the impersonal does not replace

boats by usually female names, indicates that we try in often facile or futile 
Symposium 

replaces that of  the personal—and he himself  seems to 

in the Phaedrus (which in many other respects corrects the Symposium) does 
Sophist he 

 But for Christian (and other) theists that is not enough. For such, the 
person is that he (and therefore we) can 

-

but by no means only of, a Kantian sort. But in the case of  Kant and indeed 

contention that almost all modern and contemporary morality depends on 
(Christian) metaphysical and psychological theses to which its proponents are 

 Being a person is important not only in that we usually assume (un-

-
ing sums up what morality is about; it is also important in a broader sense 

to the difference between sin and crime.
 The difference between a crime and a sin (which may or not legally 

an offence against a personal deity, not merely against an impersonal Form, 
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obedience is integral to a the-
istic morality, and why some different model of  obedience is demanded by 

also offends again a Person 
who has, and claims, the right to be obeyed because of  what He is and what 

the serious nature of  moral lapse and the immoral—and unrealistic—char-

philosophy (and yet more mindlessly of  much theology), but such denials 

 The distinction between ordinary crimes and sins that offend God 

Many Greek philosophers, from Xenophanes and Heraclitus on, were insis-
tent that traditional accounts of  the gods were false because the gods were 

-
ment, similar charges were brought against the God of  the Old Testament 

and that not only by such as Voltaire but by concerned Christians like Pierre 
Bayle. Both the older and the more recent critics argue that if  there is a God 

that he must be subordinate to other moral realities such as Goodness; he 

to a genuine problem, for morality as mere
to abuse and indeed is regularly abused in religious traditions where the God 
to be obeyed is not presented as necessarily or primarily good—as when 

God are of  no use in the account of  morality I want to defend, harking 
back as they do to the crude amoralism of  the Greek Olympians or to early 
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MUST MORALITY BE GROUNDED ON GOD20

Hebrew accounts of  Jahwe which can be interpreted similarly—that is, as de-

obey God not simply because he commands us to do so but also because we 

and therefore happily. No account of  morality will be plausible if  it fails to 

if  we were. Traditionally, this antithesis has been posed in the form that sin 

begins with the humble (but not humiliating) recognition that we are not 

and self-idolatry are not limited to dictators; the contemporary Western so-

out pearls of  wisdom to their unthinking admirers; some indeed boast of  

holier-than-thou hypocrisy, as it has often been portrayed by those who con-

-
cially in the City of  God where he comments on the role of  philosophy in the 

is important for morality is one of  the implications of  the remark of  Aristo-
tle in Metaphysics

situation in general terms. (hard-core Thomists beware!) We can learn from 
metaphysics (as from the other sciences) what we are as members of  the 

Nicomachean Ethics 
-
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each located in radically different circumstances.
 One practical effect of  this is that though humanly and legally there 
may be something we can do to remedy the effects of  a particular criminal 

law is broken), we cannot be sure of  the accuracy of  the moral understanding 
that underlies (or should underlie) the judgments that we (or our representa-

as responsible

punished. There is a sense in which the unerring justice of  God is a warrant 

the peculiarly serious nature of  moral offences—that is, of  sins rather than 
-

-

that apparently random and irrational situation—and why it is so important 

ignored as much by Christians as by de facto pagans like Hobbes, accounts 

in the story of  the fall (or failure) of  Adam and its consequences—and we 

-
niently and easily forgotten facts about human life. Please consider the fol-
lowing citation on the impact of  the atrocities of  the Second World War and 

-
able to the well-conducted imagination…and hardly approach-
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able without some currently unfashionable theory of  human 
mass insanity and inbuilt, inherited corruption.2

These are the words of  an atheist, bearing witness to the empirical precision 

fall is to usher in a human race intended for perfection; otherwise it would be 
an account not of  fall and corruption but merely of  change. And an intended 
perfection implies an intender.

-
struction which lacks any morally (as distinct from legally or otherwise con-

we may pretend or be deluded

base their moral language, and hence their moral claims, on metaphysical or 
religious underpinnings which they in fact reject and to which they are not 

-
tion, especially on philosophical psychology, we should be able to restart 
ethical enquiry in a less disingenuous spirit. Indeed, one or two philosophers 

-
ularist ethic based—so they claim—on no hidden metaphysical or religious 

Reasons and Persons -

lucidly described by MacIntyre in the opening pages of  After Virtue in which 

-

On Dover Beach. For 

2  Paul Fussell, Wartime: Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War (New 
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23JOHN RIST

-

though our opinion-formers and élites know we do not! Some, like Rich-
ard Rorty or the Rawls of  Political Liberalism, are more straightforward about 

-

-

 There is a curiously unphilosophical tone about all such proceedings; 

once commented that someone in court for theft would get short shrift if  
he said that he knew the difference between right and wrong but that he had 

-

without recourse to religion.

-

minds are fragments, within the cosmos. Implausible as such an account of  

within -

as a serious defence of  such metaphysical entities as natural rights. The Age 

from a bad metaphysics which has been shown up for what it is, but from 
mere whim and wishful thinking. Such empty platitudes are grist to the he-
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Summing up his confessed failure to reconcile the claims of  duty and 
happiness near the end of  his Methods of  Ethics, Henry Sidgwick lamented the 
appalling social consequences if  such a failure became known to the public 

be better to pretend that there had been no failure. By now that pretence has 
-

Republic (560c ff.) 
the theme of  the historian Thucydides that sophists and demagogues manip-
ulate moral terms to trick the public, he implies here and elsewhere that the 

anything in their world can properly to be called a lie. 

a personal God, only to argue that without such a God morality (as distinct 

I am not quite at an end.  If  non-transcendental morality must be 
reduced to something like a professional code, always intellectually defence-
less against nihilist challenges, why do a number of  committed Christian 
philosophers think not only that they can but that they must defend it not 

factors must be considered if  we want to frame a reply. Some are moral, the 
-

ophers (as indeed many Western Christians) seem, as it were, to be punch-

leads them to debate such matters entirely on terms set by their opponents, 

meta-ethics, they should proceed as far as they can within the limits of  secu-
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lar philosophy, but be prepared to admit it when by doing so they hit a brick 
wall. For perhaps that brick wall might be demolished if  God were allowed 

do not want to be shown up as nihilists or as defenceless against nihilism; we 
alone can show you how not to be trapped as you are.

Finally, I will mention a startling case where the attempt to talk to 
secularists on their own terms not merely collapses but demonstrates its own 
impossible absurdity. Some Catholic philosophers, despising the pre-Humean 

of  religion, but of  course no atheist can regard religion as a good, and many 

-
struct a list in which religion (including his own religion) is not a good or he 

for as Plato and Aristotle agreed, truth is more important, especially for a 
philosopher.

Although at a cursory glance it may not look as though morality 

contemporary theophobes wish it otherwise and try to pretend it is otherwise 
(if  they think about it seriously at all), morality and religion—philosophical-
ly at least—stand or fall together. That is, unless we conspire to use words 

-

—The Catholic University of America


