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God and the Grounding of  Morality

Nicholas Rescher

1.The Best-Interest Theory of Morality

The question of  the grounding of  morality has been on the agenda of  phi-
Republic -

Now there are two substantially different ways of  posing the issue 

1. Why should

2. Why must
of  me through its being actually obligatory rather than merely 

acting morally one supports and promotes a system of  action and interac-
bellum omnium contra omnes is the 

the strictures of  morality we engender a user-friendly system of  procedure by 
Moral Point of  View sets out the 

details of  such an approach.)1

Best-Interest Theory of  morality.

not do is to show 
why one is obligated duty and obligation to do 

left to wonder why transgressions are not just ill-advised and counterproductive, 
but actually wrong or wicked.

1  Kurt E. Baier, The Moral Point of  View
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 This later issue calls for an altogether different approach—one that is 
not geared to deliberations regarding Question 1; rather, this requires a shift 
of  orientation to Question 2 with its concern for the mandating dimension 

the subsequent discussion will focus.

2. The Divine-Command Theory of Morality

In this regard there enters a by-now familiar doctrine connecting God and 

are rendered morally unacceptable by the fact that God forbids them. Moral 

moral transgression constitutes disobedience. 
 Notwithstanding its surface plausibility, this position is ultimately 
untenable. For one cannot but acknowledge that God, as a preeminently ra-

is merely  rather than created by the circumstance of  being commanded 

-
ly identify the demands of  morality and  the moral norms. But those 

raison d’être of  their own.

2 And so 
while God undoubtedly wants—and indeed commands—us to be moral, it 
is ultimately not because of  this that we should be so, but because of  the 

wish for our sake, and not for ulterior reasons of  his own.   
 And so, the ultimate source of  actual obligation can neither lie in 

2  

Republic. 
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3. A Different Turning: 
The Duty-of-Gratitude Theory of Morality

Now what I propose to argue here is that moral obligation is not a duty of  
obedience, but rather a duty of  gratitude
as ruler creator that is crucially at issue in an adequate account 
of  morality. 

will

is not a contractual product but a freely bestowed boon. Precisely because the 

the source of  obligations of  inherent propriety rather than of  obligations of  
arrangement or contract. 

everything. From every 

1. Prudentialitism

2. Enlightened Self-Interest  Any failures to be appropriately grate-

3. Divine Command

instruct us accordingly.  

4. Deontology: Appropriate gratitude is demanded by the princi-

5. Utilitarianism: -

6. Virtue Ethics: -
tue.
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self  nor society nor obedience to the will of  man or God, but rather the con-
sideration that it represents something that we owe to the power, force, or 
potency that has brought us into being as a debt of  gratitude for affording us 

are well advised -
required

we are obligated to be moral so as to make a due acknowledgement of  gratitude for 

 1. Duty to ourselves st person]
 2. Duty to others  nd person]
 3. Duty to God rd person]

-

the most of  our opportunities for the good. And this obligation in turn em-
anates from the third—from our debt to God, the creator and course of  all 

 We are part of  a world not of  our making that puts at our disposal 

-
portunities for the good. This obligation calls upon us to make the most and 

ultimate basis for our commitment to morality.
 And so on the line of  approach contemplated here the generic 

one single, paramount sort of  obligation; namely, the acknowledgement of  

-

that acknowledges this practice is thereby clearly rendered superior to what it 
otherwise would be.    
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4. But are Those Opportunities for the Good Real?

But why should our being here (Dasein

 The answer to this question lies in the fact that our presence here 

-
tion as a free rational agent able to make contributions to the goodness of  
the world.

-

designed for our personal
-

opportunities for the good beyond our reach, but we can certainly try. And we 
-

ties—to God if  you will permit—to make such an effort. And in this regard, 

even in merely trying—in setting ourselves to make the effort—we automatically succeed in 
making the world a better place that it otherwise would be. Contributing to the good 

goes beyond mere good intentions but stops well short of  success. In this 

powers is by doing what (little) we can to make this world of  theirs a better 

making the effort we automatically make the world better than it otherwise 
would be.
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5. Summary

-

prudence to 
establish actual obligation.

2. Nor can moral obligation be rooted in a contract entered into 

moral obligation is a debt of  gratitude 

-

Dasein and actual 

and potencies comprise what for other, more traditionally theo-
logical points of  consideration is called God.

 And so, the upshot of  these deliberations is the conclusion that in 
-

mate source and focus of  the obligatoriness that is characteristic of  morality as 
such. 

6. A Postscript on the Insufficiency of Divine Command Theory

-

because God commands it.

-
-
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because they are 

created  by it.

-
-

(1) Punishment. The commander must be obeyed because his in-
junctions are enforced by force majeure
some sort of  penalty for disobedience.

(2) Misfortune. The commander has our best interests at heart. In 

(3) Contractual agreement.
compact. The commander must be obeyed because rather in the 

them one by one. 

of  wrathful punishment.
 As to the second route via misfortune, there can certainly be no 

we are well advised to obey, not that we ought to do so in the sense of  a moral 
obligation.
 Finally, one cannot root the obligation to obedience in a contract 

impracticable.
 The best and ultimately only cogent way to ground the obligatoriness 
of  a moral mandate is the route of  gratitude. For while we could doubtless be 
required morally obligated to 
do so not by obedience and subordination, but by a due acknowledgement of  

to the present argumentation is that there are certain facts about morality that 
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matter of  monumental ingratitude. 
 For, to bring a useful analogy to bear, God is the good parent, the 

(as Christians see it) by sending his only begotten son as redeemer to die on 
-

wants his children to be both happy and good, and knows—as most parents 
-

-

—The University of Pittsburgh  


