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Morality and God

Christopher Tollefsen

-
-

I wonder whether there is disagreement here, or simply difference of  empha-

to us, as practical and moral agents. I will argue that it makes both a moti-

other possibilities.

I. God as Explainer of Morality

-
mon to many natural law theories, God creates human beings with rational 
natures; those natures specify the good for human beings. At this point, nat-

nature, considered through the lens of  practical reason operating without 
-

creates; human nature, human good, and human reason obligate.1

Now Murphy objects to this line of  natural law thinking that it does 
explanans -

ty.2 A theistic explanans -
-

at simply by looking at the explanandum

1  See Mark C. Murphy, God and Moral Law: On the Theistic Explanation of  Moral-
ity

2  Murphy articulates his account of  explanans
one of  God and Moral Law.
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MORALITY AND GOD48

makes certain demands on how we should see His entering into an adequate 

-

not God, do that. 

-

-

-

explanans-centered 

 I am interested in this question of  the explanans -
tion, but in a way that differs from Murphy. Maybe he will not disagree with 
anything I say. But I want to lay out a different way of  thinking about this is-

the difference of  emphasis is consequent upon a kind of  dissatisfaction with 

 In Natural Law and Natural Rights, John Finnis wrote that the content 

3 This claim has 

and free creation are necessary

3  John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights



49CHRISTOPHER TOLLEFSEN

genuinely is an ontological dependence of  the natural law on God. For the 
normativity

and I think that this further bit raises interesting questions about how to 

of  practical reason and morality.

claim that practical reason apprehends a number of  basic and incommensu-
rable human goods as the starting points for human action. In deliberating 

-

preference, sensory appetite—of  all that is other than, or opposed to, prac-
tical reason

those and only those possibilities whose willing is compatible with a will to-
4 But the demand could perhaps better 

pursuit of  human goods.”5

-

practical reason charges the moral agent with the task of  pursuing a dynamic 

4  

-
dom, Nor God Alone,” Theological Studies

5  -

and Ultimate Ends,” American Journal of  Jurisprudence

[3
.1

45
.1

83
.1

37
]  

 P
ro

je
ct

 M
U

S
E

 (
20

24
-0

4-
18

 2
1:

26
 G

M
T

)



MORALITY AND GOD50

and open-ended state of  harmony of  all persons in the goods, in which those 

emerge as an object, 

-

is guided only by the First Principle. 

ideal, since all rational agents are not co-present to one another. But from the 

one another, and pursuing goods with a mutuality of  good will. That state of  
-

dom.” But the Kingdom, which is for the glory of  God, is our true natural 

-
this

of  bringing practical reason to bear on human choice and action in the most 

a human way in the Kingdom, and in a more than human way in the beatif-

been made clear to human agents in the natural law, itself  another instance 

understood by the agent as to be carried out as part of  a large scale and, from 

-
-

sible relationship to God; and action in accordance with morality—with right 

-
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means to an end.
-

with human persons that manifests His glory.6 normativity 

of  God. For God creates us for our good, and is displeased with us only 
when we act contrary to that good; our relationship with Him is thus built up 
by reasonable pursuit of  our well-being in all its dimensions, and His purpos-

7

-

-

degrees, the goodness of  the means.
 One might object that this is true only where the means are them-

they do all the work, and God 
-

8 

as being one of  participation. But, I take it that they would deny a claim he 
just are, are 

identical with, certain theistic facts.”9 -

6  

Kingdom.
7  See Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 3.122 (henceforth, SCG).
8  Murphy, God and Moral Law, 162.
9  Legal Theory

206.
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ticipation is really distinct from that in which it participates….”10 And in the 

life in a stronger sense than this….”11 This suggests that the participation 

-

shining through the goods of  human nature that makes them desirable and 
response-worthy. That does not seem a form of  cooperation as regards the 
goodness

cannot really say that it is God’s

-

12 Murphy gloss-
-

cern.

-
ing for any and all of  the goods. Indeed, the participation account, whether 

-

-
tion.

and D), they can choose to do so for its own sake.
 Playing D and D is not really my thing; but I would like to further 

10  

the Summa Theologiae, 1-2 Question 94, Article 2,” Natural Law Forum
11  

Ends,” 135.
12  Murphy, God and Moral Law, 162.
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relates their play to me, so I buy a dungeon for them, and offer them the op-
portunity to play it. Now the new game is a game like any other, and play is a 
basic good, so it might seem like nothing has changed vis-à-vis the goodness 

this 

they are present in the playing and to the players in a way that seems both 

kids choose to play this game both for its own sake and in order to please me, 
and thus foster the relationship.
 The same seems true of  the natural law account presented by Gri-

create the category of  games, or their goodness, but God creates the law and 

He would not create these but for his purposes. So God is present in the 

then the fact of  creation really does show ontological dependence of  the 
goodness of  those goods on God.

II. The Difference the Kingdom Makes

agency and purposes. In this section, I look at a different way in which the 

-

-
ing Christian ethics as oriented towards the Kingdom with secular ethics, and 

 How does thinking about the Kingdom contrast with thinking of  
-
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otherworldly in its focus, and un-bodily in at least its emphasis. St. Thomas 

by describing the resurrection as the bene esse of  beatitude, while also holding 
13 But we are bodily beings, 

humans is possible apart from the well-being of  our bodies, and our relations 
-

fected seems not entirely coherent. Finally, from an ordinary, and non-philo-

14

-

-

begin now imperfectly what will be the eternal task of  the perfecting of  the 
communion of  Christ, angels, and men in the goods which are common to 
these beings.
 As to the contrast with secular ethics, I will put aside those ethical 

-
braced by self-aware agents, and whether, if  so, they could sustain a culture 

directed by those goods. He can, that is to say, come to a pretty good grasp 
of  the demands of  morality.
 But, while this agent can, and, let us assume, does, will the goods, 

13  Aquinas, ST I-II, q. 4, a. 5, c.
14  

True Ultimate End of  Human Beings.”
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agent—unless he is a Socrates, or some similar rarity—can be consistently 

-
munity. Finnis notes, in the closing pages of  Natural Law and Natural Rights, 
that our participation in the goods in this life is doomed to failure, and this 

15

-

resist the thirty tyrants when they insisted that he arrest, and bring to certain 

as many Christians are as well, by their awareness of  the passing of  human 

-
munity be destroyed. And the doctrine of  the Kingdom makes a further dif-

fundamentally changed structure of  practical reason and practical willing, for 
-

cases this will not change the nature of  the object of  the act; but an action 
is what it is by its intention, which encompasses both end and object, so a 
change in the ultimate end willed by an agent means that agents who will the 
Kingdom perform different acts with each choice they make than agents who 
do not will the Kingdom. And of  course, agents could not do this without 

Christians.

-

15  Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights, chap. 13.
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an underdetermined matter for choice is, from the standpoint of  personal 

a rational life plan, and thus beyond what the natural law prescribes in the ab-

16

III. Divine Commands

commandments enter into this 
-

-
manding the precepts of  the natural law; how we know the precepts of  the 
natural law as commanded is a matter of  discussion. Perhaps God makes 

-
haps in some other way.

be complemented by three further loci -
vis-à-vis the 

that 
of  commands. Second, the body of  human beings preparing material for 

body with a particular mission, this body must be constituted and directed 

-

16  For a discussion of  the norm that one should seek, accept, and carry out 
The 

Way of  the Lord Jesus, Christian Moral Principles
Press, 1983), chap. 25, question E.



57CHRISTOPHER TOLLEFSEN

 One reason that morality might seem to require supplementation 

ultimate end that, inter alia
end encourages. But the image of  the Kingdom, the material for which is 
being prepared here and now by acts that are fully open to the human good, 
seems to me to discourage that thought. Commands are not needed to bridge 

17

 A second reason might be the Kantian idea that moral obligation 
or necessity must be understood as being unconditioned.18

-

law because law 
is a command, and a command is a speech act, but the promulgation of  the 

19

 Still, the law is communicated by God to man, and Finnis argues that 
this
is law

20 Not only does 

21

 So in conclusion, let us consider those speech acts by which God 

17  

Lay People in the Church, trans. Donald Attwater (Westminster, 

18  See Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of  Morals, trans. M. Gre-

19  Murphy, God and Moral Law, 79.
20  John Finnis, Aquinas: Moral, Political and Legal Theory -

21  For a similar thought, articulated from the standpoint of  liberal democratic 
political theory, see Anthony Duff, Punishment, Communication, and Community
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MORALITY AND GOD58

speech acts by which He communicates the norms for the guidance of  the 

just are the form of  speech act by which an authority directs as an authority. 

 Perhaps these are disguised commands. But I want to raise the pos-
sibility that at least some of  them are authoritative invitations

constitute in some cas-
es what will now be the common way, and my announcement of  that com-
mon way is thus an act of  authority. But I take myself  not to be commanding 

wish, in the choice itself, to continue their cooperation with me as the head 
of  our merry little band, and to play their part in that band. 

comply, as I do on other occasions when I tell my children that they must 
do X or suffer some punishment. But there is an internal sanction built in, 
that of  failing to act (a) in cooperation with me; and (b) in accordance with 

my family.
-

authority because His choice has made this to be the way for Smith, as op-
posed to Jones. The claims about sanctions and obedience seem right here as 

but no command. 

because they are commanded, but because they are necessary for our well-be-

willingly disobey the precepts of  the natural law, and this is undesirable; so 
an obligation to obedience is superadded to the obligations internal to the 
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-

not an imposed punishment, and threats about hell are actually warnings. In 
the commandments, God reminds us what the natural law is, and what the 
intrinsic consequences of  failure in the natural law are. And God of  course 

also so as to be friends with Him and manifest His glory.
 Perhaps, as Kant holds, we must, as beings whose will is not holy, 

itself  is a command. Perhaps this is a misunderstanding on our part in con-
sequence of  our fallen nature.
 Commandment seems a deeply, perhaps primarily, political concept. 
So it seems to play its primary role in the politics of  the Old Testament, 

-

commands constitute His Church as a corporate body. This seems to me 
the most plausible place to think that God really does issue commands; yet 

to his disciples after the washing of  the feet in the New also push me in the 

 All language about God is analogical, and tells us about our relation-
ship to God rather than about God Himself. But God has endorsed a partic-
ular way of  thinking about our relationship to him, one that should inform 
our conception of  His communication to us. That special way of  relating is 
that of  Father. Now it is true that fathers relate to their children by way of  
command. But it is also true, I think, that in thinking of  our most appropri-
ate uses of  parental authority, commanding is not really central, and in many 

failure, not just on the part of  my children, but of  me.

22 That 

22  Aquinas, SCG 3.121.
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-
al—has perhaps been somewhat deformed by our relying on too close an 

law and to the form of  speech act associated with imperfect human fathers 
of  intransigent children. Perhaps in so doing, we miss out on a crucial aspect 

-
cess miss out on something we could learn about communication in our own 

—University of South Carolina


