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and the Dependence of  Morality on God

Mark C. Murphy

about a somewhat less standard way of  arguing for this dependence. I will 

I. Against God-of-the-normative gaps and 
against the autonomy of ethics

Here is what seems to me to be the standard way of  approaching the ques-

answer, one needs to show that secular or naturalist or non-religious moral 
theory must fail to capture adequately some feature of  morality, and so one 
must say that morality is thereby dependent on God.

One must, then, begin with a certain conception of  morality. One 
might say that, perhaps, morality consists of  the set of  norms of  action 

one would focus on one or another of  the particular features attributed to 
-

nation. So one would then proceed to ask further questions of  the following 
someone’s norms—and if  they 
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31MARK C. MURPHY

1 
John Rist has argued that for something to be genuinely morally obligating 

-

capable at least of  wanting to be just.”2 Morality considered in this way, he 
argues, is more adequately accounted for by a religious conception of  ethics, 

argument, but just to indicate that it is an instance of  the sort of  argument 

-
dence of  morality on God—looking for particular features of  the phenom-

accounted for—looks too much to me like disreputable God-of-the-gaps 

-
-

nation of  a seemingly natural phenomenon, theists might well be tempted to 

-
grates the created order to think of  it as lacking unity and integrity, requiring 

-

1  Professor Rist was one of  the other keynote speakers at the conference at 

it that person.
2  

Philosophical Investigations
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 It seems to me that often this standard way of  appealing to God in 

appearance of  ongoing retreat.
-

grounded in God can be metaphysically satisfactory. There are a number of  

objective moral values. 
To say there are objective

nature supplies the absolute standard against which all things are 

3

-

-
ber of  writers suggested that a standard nontheistic account treats moral 

persons who can be made well or badly off.4

3  

Is Goodness Without God Good Enough?, 

4  

an Adequate Foundation for Morality,” in Is Goodness without God Good Enough?

in Is Goodness without God Good Enough? .
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33MARK C. MURPHY

5 But of  course neither is it straightforwardly 

-
planatory gap when it is far from clear that this appeal succeeds any further 
than a nontheistic account does.

-

has to be brought in where the natural fails. But the recent history of  theo-

-

-
ness—why particular responses to the good, say, are appropriate and others 

-
-

6

will was a mistake from the start—that the features of  natural morality that 

not going to be in 

-

5  Is Goodness without God Good 
Enough?, 170. 

6  -
Philosophy Compass
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-
plicable. 
 For most of  Natural Law and Natural Rights, John Finnis empha-

metaphysically basic in showing why what is so is so. Yet there appear to be 

reasonableness.

Natural Law and Nat-
ural Rights 
natural law. But this is not so. Here is what Finnis takes the appeal to God to 

-

to the rational appeal of  the principles.7

them. And that, I think, is the most that one could hope for if  one commits 
oneself  to such an autonomy-of-ethics thesis.
 For the moment I just register that I do not share these scruples. I 

7  John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights
404.
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35MARK C. MURPHY

-
ams8) and non-theistic accounts (e.g., those offered by Peter Railton9 or Mark 
Schroeder10 11

in ethics that are non-theistic to think that a theistic

-

II. An alternate way of approaching the dependence 
of morality on God

12 While the standard way of  proceeding asks what role 
vis-à-vis

vis-à-vis morality for God to 
be who God is.

natural

8  Robert M. Adams, 

9  Philosophical Review
Social Philosophy and Policy

10  Mark Schroeder, Slaves of  the Passions
11  Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness
12  The following is, roughly, the methodology of  my God and Moral Law: On 

the Theistic Explanation of  Morality
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 One might balk at this comparison between the natural and the nor-

respond here. But the response I would focus on is the rejection of  the idea 
-

else. (Suppose the Islamic necessitarians were right that God necessarily cre-
ated. If  so, there being something other than God would be necessary. But it would 

-

key thesis is not Morality must depend on God but Given God’s existence, morali-
ty must depend on God

-

that Given God’s existence, morality must depend on God
-

these are good reasons to worry about the fundamental dependence of  mo-
rality on God. But my main point at the moment is that this thesis is not a 

III. Suárez’s “best argument” for 
concurrentism in the natural order

-
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37MARK C. MURPHY

 But what sort of  dependence of  morality on God should we, then, 

back to the analogy between God and the natural order. Suppose we think 

there are a number of  general truths about the natural world, and that these 
necessity; either they are metaphysically 

physical necessity. Furthermore, these truths are knowable through the ordi-
nary natural processes of  coming to understanding about the natural world. 

explanatory order among them, and this 
 in some way and is itself  complete in its own order, 

answer in terms of  natural features.
-

order commits one to holding a strongly deistic picture of  the dependence 

order was endorsed by theists who held a much more robust account of  the 
dependence relationship between nature and God. These were concurrentists 
about the natural order.13

-

-
tween God and creature.

natural 

13  

Philosophical Perspectives 5 

and Prospects,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly
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-

general -
tribution does not itself  specify a particular natural effect. Nonetheless, this 

is general, it is fully immediate. Both the creature and God cooperate in pro-
ducing each effect in the natural order, though they contribute differently. 

 It is not to my purpose to get into the metaphysics of  concurrence. 
-

in the transaction determine the particular character of  the effect. So Aqui-

14 and Molina writes that 

-
rence of  the secondary causes in a way not unlike that in which 

the action of  a human being in order to generate a human being 
and by the action of  a horse in order to produce a horse.15

16 While the elec-

because the appliance is a toaster -

natural order on God for some guidance in how we are to think of  the de-

14  Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles 3.66.6 in Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles: 
Book Three: Providence, Part I
of  Notre Dame Press, 1991), 218.

15  Molina, Liberi arbitrii cum gratiae donis, divina praescientia, providentia, praedestina-
tione et reprobatione concordia, part 2, disp. 26, §11, trans. Alfred Freddoso (unpublished 

16  and and Concur-
rence,” Leibniz Review
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39MARK C. MURPHY

-

account of  the relationship between God and the natural order. If  we want 

occasionalist picture on which God is the immediate and complete cause of  

-

Some of  these arguments hold that it is arbitrary or incoherent to hold that 

bringing about of  those effects. Some make appeals to Scripture, either to 

in nature (e.g., the miraculous non-incineration of  Shadrach, Meschach, and 

course of  nature] in and with all agents pertains to the breadth 

imperfection on the part of  the creature, …this imperfection is 
-

ipated being as such.… For the rest, there is in this way a perfect 
and essential ordering between the First Cause and the secondary 
cause, and there is nothing impossible here…therefore, this gen-

17 

17  Disputationes Metaphysicae 22, § On Creation, 
Conservation, and Concurrence: Metaphysical Disputations 20–22, trans. with an introduc-
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-
-

dition. And as nothing precludes this relationship between God and creature 

 This way of  arguing for the thoroughgoing dependence on God 

-

IV. Moral concurrentism

So I say that there is an approach to the question of  the dependence of  mo-
rality on God that comes from the God side of  things rather than the mo-

-

a number of  general truths about the natural world, and that these general 

-

 But our topic is morality and God. And my point is that there is 

a more satisfactory account of  the relationship between God and the moral 
order.
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41MARK C. MURPHY

 Suppose that we think about morality what we think about the 

that hold as a matter of  necessity. We are capable of  knowing these truths 
through ordinary natural processes, processes that enable us to grasp what 
goods there are and what sorts of  responses by us agents are appropriate or 

these naturally known general truths of  morality. In short, suppose we think 
that something like a natural law moral theory is, in outline if  not in details, 
the correct account of  what morality is like.

moral necessities rules out the prospect that there would be any meaningful 

naturally capable of  grasping and which morally necessitate our acting in cer-
tain ways in response to them. But it would be hasty to conclude that there is 

the same sorts of  features, the concurrentists described a way for there to be 

natural order. So perhaps there is something analogous to concurrentism for 

-
turely cooperation in bringing about effects in the natural order. On the one 

-

sort of  transaction that will take place. Suppose, then, that we think of  God 

itself, such that all particular creaturely goods are good by participation. We 

18 -

19 What 

18  Adams, 
19  God 

and Moral Law.
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 A theistic account of  the humanly good, then, should appeal both 

belonging to our kind to be like God in these ways. If  this is correct, then we 
can sketch an account of  what it would be for human agency to be good—
how certain instances of  it can be good or less good, and how indeed certain 
kinds -

and bads that bear on that action; otherwise it is bad. A type of  action is 
wrong if  and only if  to be an action of  that type is to be a bad human action. 

and 
creaturely natures.

 Why should theists, then, accept this, or some similar, sort of  theis-

argument.” Theism requires us to think of  God as highly as possible. Part of  

-

—Georgetown University


