[)oes Moralty Depend
on Religion ?

The Good consists in always doing what God wills at any particular
moment.
EMIL BRUNNER, THE DIVINE IMPERATIVE (1947)

I respect deities. I do not rely upon them.
MusASHI MIYAMOTO, AT ICHIJOJI TEMPLE (ca. 1608)

4.1. The Presumed Connection between
Morality and Religion

In 1995 the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) sued
Judge Roy Moore of Gadsden, Alabama, for displaying the
Ten Commandments in his courtroom. Such a display, it said,
violates the separation of church and state. The ACLU may not
have liked Moore, but Alabama voters did. In 2000, Moore suc-
cessfully campaigned to become chief justice of the Alabama
Supreme Court, running on a promise to “restore the moral
foundation of law.” Thus the “Ten Commandments judge’
became the most powerful jurist in the state of Alabama.
Moore was not through making his point, however. In the
wee hours of July 31, 2001, he had a granite monument to the
Ten Commandments installed in the Alabama state judicinl
building. This monument weighed over five thousand pounds,
and anyone entering the building could not miss it. Moore was

sued again, but the people were behind him: 77% of American’
thought that he should be allowed to display his monument
Yet the law did not agree. When Moore disobeyed a court order
to remove it, the Alabama Court of the Judiciary fired hin®
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R saying lh‘ﬂt he had placed himself above the law. Moore, how-
\ ever, bcllevcc! that he was putting God above the l-;m'. N
The United States is a religious counuy. 78% of Ameri-

cans say they believe in God, and another 15% say they believe

in a universal spirit or higher power. Members of the clergy are

oftcp treated as moral experts in America: Hospitals ask them

to sit on ethics committees; reporters interview them on the

moral dimensions of a story; and churchgoers turn to them for

counseling. The clergy even help decide whether movies will

be rated “G,” “PG,” “PG-13,” “R,” or “NC-17.” Priests and min-
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Culyy isters are assumed to be wise counselors who will give sound -
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I (194?] Why are the clergy regarded in this way? The reason is

not that they have proven themselves to be better or wiser than

other people—as a group, they seem to be neither better nor

a. 16{38) worse than the rest of us. There is a deeper reason why they

are regarded as having special moral insight. In popular think-

_ing, morality and religion are inseparable: People commonly

believe that morality can be understood only in the context of

religion. So, because the clergy are authorities on religion, they
are assumed to be authorities on morality as well.

It is not hard to see why people think this. When viewed

. from a nonreligious perspective, the universe seems to be a

) sued - oo meaningless place, devoid of value and purpose. In

ng I_hf his essay “A Free Man’s Worship,” written in 1902, Bertrand
it said, Russell expressed what he called the “scientific” view of the
nay no! world:
yre U That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision
Elbﬂma of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth,
mo[‘ﬂl his hopes and fears, his loves ;‘End his beliefs, are but the
ndge outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire,
) no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can
he preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all t!l(’:

In [ e labours of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all

1o [l.l the noonday l}rigllllless of human genius, are destmo:rd1 to
| dic]a extinction in the vast death of the solar system,'am} 'tmt-

3 ﬂds' the whole temple of Man'’s achievement must 1n.c‘\|mblj.

L i‘rﬂs be buried beneath the debris of a universe Im 1‘1111151—-;-1111'

ll'f: qfls these things, il not quite hcyon::l ciisp.ulc,i :tll‘l:‘}‘ljl(;'-‘t::]ll;;;:l)i

3['15‘ (. certain that no philusuphy which rejects them G I

tﬂ"eﬂ,r to stand.
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4.2. The Divine Command Theory

Christians, Jews, and Muslims all believe that God has told us to
obey certain rules of conduct. God does not force these rules
on us. He created us as free agents, so we may choose u-'hai_t_o%
do. But if we live as we should, then we must follow God’s laws.
‘This'idea has been expanded into a theory known as the Divine
Command Theory. Essentially, it says that “morally right” is a
matter of being commanded by God and “morally wrong” is
a matter of being forbidden by God.

This theory has a number of attractive features. It imme-

i
]
diately solves the old problem about the objectivity of ethics. i
Ethics is not merely a matter of personal feeling or social cuis- 1
tom. Whether something is right or wrong is perfectly objec- =
tive: It is right if God commands it and wrong if God forbids it. t
Moreover, the Divine Command Theory explains why anyone -
should bother with morality. Why not forget about “ethics” and
. Jjustlook out for yourself? If immorality is the violation of God’s u
' commandments, there is an easy answer: On the day of final a
reckoning, you will be held accountable. V
There are, however, serious problems with the theory. Of o
course, atheists would not accept it, because they do not believe ,
that God exists. But there are difficulties even for believers. Th p
: o . The
main problem was first noted by Plato, the Greek philosop} .
who lived 400 years beforejesus of Nazareth, pher
& Pl;}to wrote dialogues, or book-length conversations, that .
ys teatured his teacher Socrates, In one of them, the E a
j»;alm, th}::re is a discussion of whether “right” can bn;,dtefglitémi ]
“that which the gods command.” Socrates i i S &
P " s skeptical and asks, in
command i{ﬁeéa%(é%}ili“s.%fi]'eh%?%s—?ﬁ’.ﬂlﬂ!?nﬂ_l_tz.91‘.*5_19 epoos 38 B
=<0t 1L 18 Nght? This js one of the most famous W

questions in the history of philosophy. The British philosopher
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