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objective matter in which the author of the Law and the
author of the Gospel are seen to be identical; I can
only believe in this unity.91

One example of the condescension of God’s secondary
will may be noted in the divine attitude change concerning
divorce. It is God’s primary will that husband and wife live
together.92 However, in an adulterous situation, God's
secondary will graciously allows for divorce.?3 1In an
abusive case where one’'s life is in danger, or where the

lives of one’s children are at stake, God’s secondary will

91lThielicke, Ethics, 658-59. “Es ist mit dieser
Bewegung dhnlich wie mit der Bewequng zwischen Gesetz und
Evangelium: auch hier kann ich die Einheit von beidem nicht
gegenstidndlich sehen und fixiern. Ich kann Gott theologisch
nicht als eine Einheit konstruieren und gegenstédndlich
machen, in welcher der auctor des Gesetzes und des
Evangeliums in seiner Identit&dt sichtbar ist; aber ich glaube
ihn als diese Einheit.” Ethik, 2.1:318.

924pBut at the beginning of creation God ‘made them
male and female.’ ‘For this reason a man will leave his
father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will
become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one.
Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.

. « . Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another
woman commits adultery against her. And if she divorces her
husband and marries another man, she commits adultery” Mark
10:6-9,11. “A wife must not separate from her husband” 1
Corinthians 7:10b.

9341 tell you that anyone who divorces his wife,
except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman
commits adultery” Matthew 19:9.
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may even demand a divorce. Thielicke explains,

This alteration [in God’s will] is most clearly seen
when Jesus sets aside the divine permission of Mosaic
divorce (Matt. 19:7; Mark 10:4). He points out that
“from the beginning” of creation it was not so. Divorce
does not correspond to the true [that is, primary] will
of God or the true plan of creation but is simply a con-
cession of the divine patience to the “hardness” of
men’s hearts which sometimes makes divorce indispensable
(Matt. 19:8: Mark 10:6).94

God'’'s secondary will may allow, or even require, a
woman to get a divorce in order to save her life from an

abusive husband; yet, at the same time his primary will

94Thielicke, Ethics, 571. “Am deutlichsten tritt
diese Alteration zutage, wenn Jesus zwar die gdttliche
Erlaubtheit des mosaischen Scheidebriefes einrdumt, wenn er
aber gleichzeitig darauf hinweist, dass “von Anfang der
Schépfung” so nicht gewesen sei, dass es darum auch dem
eigentlichen Willen Gottes und dem eigentlichen
Schépfungsentwurf nicht entspreche, sondern nur eine
Konzession der gottlichen Geduld an die menschliche
“Herzenshdrtigkeit” sei, die unter bestimmten Umstdnden der
Ehescheidung eben nicht entraten kdnne.” Ethik 2.1:194.
Thieliche continues by adding, “Wiirde aber das
Schépfungsgebot, gemdss dem Mann und Weib einander endgiiltig
zugeordnet sind, ungebrochen aufrechterhalten, so wiirde das
in der Welt der Schwiche und der ok\npokapSic zu unertrédglichen
Zustinden fiihren. Das radikale Schopfungsgebot wiirde in
dieser Welt und auf dieser Ebene nur Schrecken und Chaos
stiften. Die Welt ist dem gottlichen Entwurf so entfremdet,
dass sie an ihm zerbrechen und zugrunde gehen miisste, wenn
Gott nicht die Gnade seines sich akkommodierenden Eingehens
iiber das Recht seines urspriinglichen Anspruches triumphieren
liesse.” Thielicke, Ethik, 2.1:194.
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condemns such action, because divorce, no matter how neces-

sary it may be, is still less than the perfection which God’s
primary will desires. She too must repent. For her divorce
illustrates that she, by her very action of divorce, is
participating in (and thereby sharing the guilt of) a
marriage which is less than what God’s primary will demands.

The second example of a social problem that involves a
moral dilemma is the problem of the just war. This also may
be analyzed in terms of a conflict between the primary and
secondary will of God.

It is God’s primary will that humankind live together
in peace and harmony.?3 Yet, God’s secondary will may allow

or even demand one to participate in a just war.96

95The pacifists emphasize God’s primary will when they
mention such passages as, “Blessed are the peacemakers for
they will be called sons of God” Matthew 5:9. “If it is
possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with
everyone (mdvruv wpdmev)” Romans 12:18. “Finally my
brothers, good-by. Aim for perfection, listen to my appeal,
be of one mind, live at peace (eipnredete). And the God of
love and peace will be with you” 2 Corinthians 13:11. “Make
every effort to live in peace with all men (Eipvivnv Swikete peta
ndvtwv)” Hebrews 12:14a. All Greek references are taken from
the Novum Testamentum Graece, Eberhard Nestle and Kurt Aland,
eds. 26 edition (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft,
1979).

96ruther and the other advocates of the just war
theory emphasize God’s secondary will when they point out
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With this duality in mind a Christian soldier may

serve in the military with a clear conscience. For in this
sinful world the vocation of the soldier is needed. It is an

important service of love.97 However, that cannot be the

that participation in a just war is not contrary to God's
will. Luther writes, “Auff die weysse haben das schwerd
gefuret alle heyligen von anfang der willt, Adam mit seynen
nachkomen. Alsso furet es Abraham, da er Lot, seynes bruders
son, erredtet und schlug die vier konige, Gen. 14. so er doch
gantz und gar eyn Euangelisch man war. Also schlug Samuel,
der heylige prophet den konig Hagag, .l. Reg: .15. Unnd
Elias die propheten Baal, 3. Reg: .18. Alsso habens gefurt
Mose, Josua, die kinder Israel, Samson, David und alle konige
und fursten ym allten testament. Item Daniel und seyne
gesellen Ananias, Asarias und Misael zu Babylonen. Item
Joseph ynn Egypten und so furt an.

Ob aber yemand wollt furgeben, das allte testament
sey auff gehaben und gelt nicht mehr, darumb kunde man den
Christen solch exempel nicht furtragen, Antwort ich: das ist
nicht also. Denn S. Paulus .l. Cor: .10. spricht: “sie haben
die selbige geystliche speysse essen unnd tranck getruncken
von dem felss, der Christus ist, wie wyr, das ist, sie haben
eben den selben geyst und glawben an Christum gehabt, den wyr
haben, und eben so wol Christen gewessen als wyr. Darumb,
woran sie recht than haben, dar thun alle Christen recht von
anfang der wellt biss ans ende.” Luther, W. A. 11:255-56.
(L. W. 45:96-97.)

97Luther writes, “Obs nu wol nicht scheinet, das
wurgen und rauben ein werck der liebe ist, derhalben ein
einfeltiger denckt, Es sey night ein Christlich werck, zyme
auch eym Christen nicht zy thun: So ists doch ynn der warheit
auch ein werck der liebe. Denn gleich wie ein guter artzt,
wenn die seuche so bose und gros ist, das er mus hand, fus,
ohr odder augen lassen abhawen odder verderben, auff das er
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last word. For the soldier, by his very action in battle, is

culpable and stands accused of participating in a situation
that is less than what God’s primary will demands. Thielicke

writes,

What is involved is that will of God which has voluntar-
ily restricted itself in face of the fallen world. This
is why a Christian in the armed forces, while he may
with a “good conscience” champion his cause so far as
this is possible, risking his life for his country and

den leib errette, so man an sihet das gelied, das er abhewet,
scheinet es, er sey ein grewlicher, unbarmhertziger mensch.
So man aber den leib ansihet, den er wil damit erretten, so
findet sichs ynn der warheit, das er ein trefflicher, trewer
mensch ist und ein gut, Christlich (so veil es an yhm selber
ist) werck thut. Also auch wenn ich dem krige ampt 2zu sehe,
wie es die bosen strafft, die unrechten wurget und solchen
jamer anrichtet, scheinet es gar ein unchristlich werck sein
und aller dinge widder die Christliche liebe. Sihe ich aber
an, wie es die frumen schutzt, weib und kind, haus und hoff,
gut und ehre und friede damit erhelt und bewaret, so sind
sichs, wie kostlich und Gottlich das werck ist, und wercke,
das es auch ein bein odder hand abhewet, auff das der gantze
leib nicht vergehe. Denn wo das schwerd nicht werete und
fride hielte, so muste es alles durch unfride verderben, was
ynn der welt ist. Derhalben ist ein solcher krieq nicht
anders denn ein kleiner, kurtzer unfriede, der eym ewigen
unmeslichem unfriede weret, Ein klein ungluck, das eym
grossen ungluck weret.” Luther, W. A. 19:625-26. (L. W.
46:96).

“Denn das ist auch ein beruff, der aus dem gesetz der
liebe her quillet.” ZLuther, W. A. 19:657. (L. W. 46:131).

»Und ynn solchem krieg ist es Christlich und eyn werck
der liebe, die feynde getrost wurgen, rauben und brennen und
alles thun, was schedlich ist, biss man sie uberwinde nach
kriegs leufften.” Luther, W. A. 11:277. (L. W. 45:125).
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for his wife and children, can never simply “approve” of
war. He knows that even a war which — given things as
they are — is “just,” must always stand in need of for-
giveness.98

The social problems of divorce and the just war, as
well as the bioethical conflicts examined above, illustrate
that actual moral dilemmas do occur in modern society. There
are times when the moral agent is confronted with two oppos-
ing laws of God in such a way that he must break one in order
to keep the other. Contrary to the second tenet of non-
conflicting absolutism there are times when there is no third
alternative and sin becomes unavoidable.

The third tenet of non-conflicting absolutism stresses
that there may be exceptions and qualifications to God’s
absolute commands, but such exceptions or qualifications are
always part of the command itself. They are not projected
onto the absolute command from the outside. Robert Rakestraw
writes, “NCA does recognize qualifications and even excep-

tions, but these are always within the absolute itself! They

98rhielicke, Ethics, 655. “Dass es nidmlich um den
sich beschridnkenden Willen Gottes angesichts der gefallen
Welt geht. Darum kann auch der christliche Soldat, der im
Rahmen des MO&glichen mit gutem Gewissen seine Sache vertritt
und der mit seinem Leben fiir Vaterland, Weib und Kind
einsteht, den Krieg nie einfach “bejahen.” Er wird vielmehr
um die Vergebungsbediirftigkeit selbst des rebus sic stantibus
“gerechten” Krieges wissen.” Thielicke, Ethik, 2.1:314.
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are part of the absolute and are therefore not exceptions to

the absolute.”99

Rakestraw illustrates this with the example that
children are to obey their parents. He claims that built
into this absolute principle is the exceptional clause,
“except when they command that which is known to be contrary
to God’s revealed truth.”100 Rakestraw emphasizes that the
moral agent must distinguish between two different
“categories or kinds (not ‘levels’) of absolutes.”10l The
first category concerns direct obedience to God; whereas, the
second category concerns obedience to those “whose authority
has been delegated to them by God.”102 This distinction is

of the utmost importance.

Examples of the first category include prohibitions
against lying, murder, adultery, and the commands to be
patient and kind to others. The second category

99Rakestraw, 249. See also Olson, 8-9.
100Rakestraw, 249.

1011pid. In order to avoid leaning toward
hierarchicalism Rakestraw intentionally points out that these
are not to be considered “levels”; however Olson, a modified
non-conflicting absolutist has no problem using that term,
see Olson 8. This is their main distinguishing
characteristic.

102Rakestraw, 249.
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includes such matters as obedience to parents, govern-
mental officials, and local church leaders.103

At this point non-conflicting absolutism emphasizes
that there can never be moral conflicts between these two
categories of authority because, “The absolute is defined in
such a way that obedience is to be rendered [to the secondary
category] only when human demands do not violate clear
Scriptural prohibitions and instructions.”104 1In this way
any apparent conflict is easily resolved by simply remember-
ing that one is to obey God rather than man (Acts 5:29).

Geisler criticizes this tenet by refusing to accept
the fact that the absolute laws of Scripture can contain
their own qualifications and exceptions. He maintains that
any law ceases to be absolute if it has any kind of qualifi-
cation or exception whatsoever. Geisler writes,

Unqualified absolutism does not need a thousand qualifi-
cations to kill it; it can die “a death by one qualifi-

cation.” As Kant acknowledged, even one exception to a

rule proves the rule is not genuinely universal.l05

It is theoretically possible for an absolute rule to

contain a qualification and still remain absolute. Such a

103Rakestraw, 249-50.
104Rrakestraw, 250.

105Geisler, Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Book House, 1989), 91.
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qualification would only be a clarification of the absolute

rule. In the example given above the absolute rule would not
be “children obey your parents.” The absolute rule would be
“children obey your parents, unless they command that which
is contrary to God’s Word.” Contrary to Geisler'’s clainm,
there is no reason to presume that this latter rule, that
contains the exceptional clause, cannot be absolute.l06 1t
would simply mean that there are to be no exceptions to the
rule that “children are to obey their parents, unless their
parents command that which is contrary to God’s Word.”
Geisler’s criticism does not negate this third tenet.

There are, however, two major problems with this third
tenet of non-conflicting absolutism. On the one hand, if the
laws concerning obedience to God, and obedience to those with
delegated authority, are both considered to be absolute, then
non-conflicting absolutism dissolves into a kind of hierar-
chicalism as soon as it gives precedence to the former over
the latter. It does not matter that Rakestraw goes out of
his way to call them “categories” rather than “levels.” When

he gives precedence to one category over the other he has

1061t was mentioned above that by the term “absolute”
we mean a rule that is more than prima facie. An absolute
law (or rule) demands universal obedience in all times and in
all places, without exceptions.
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developed a hierarchy. As Geisler writes,

The only way one can know which moral law should be
qualified is if he has knowledge of which is higher and
which is lower. But this is a form of graded absolutism
[or hierarchicalism], not unqualified absolutism [or
non-conflicting absolutism].107

On the other hand, non-conflicting absolutism could
resolve the dilemma by reclassifying the laws concerning
obedience to delegated authorities. If such laws were no
longer viewed as absolute, but merely prima facie, then they
could not create a moral dilemma with any absolute law. For
the prima facie law would give way to any absolute law. If
this option were chosen, then they would have to choose a
different example with which to emphasize the role of quali-
fications and exceptions within absolute laws. This is
precisely what Olson has done. He writes, “The qualifica-
tions (or better definitions) of murder . . . exclude capital
punishment, self defense, and killing in war.~”108

However, the non-conflicting absolutists will look in
vain for any Scripture passages (that is, any clear sedes
doctrinae) where the fifth commandment is clearly revoked or

suspended for the sake of capital punishment, self-defense or

1071pid., 92.

10801s0n, 8.
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killing in a just war. These three situations may be allowed

by Goed. In some cases they may even be commanded by God,
according to his secondary will. However, no where in
Scripture is there ever the remotest reference that the fifth
commandment is revoked or suspended because God, according to
his secondary will, allowed or commanded capital punishment,
self-defense, or a just war. It is an unscriptural human
assumption to take for granted that such a suspension or
revocation consistently occurs, or has ever occurred, in such
situations. This third tenet, in the form it is presented by
Rakestraw and Olson cannot be maintained without becoming
hierarchical, or unscriptural.

The fourth tenet in non-conflicting absolutism is that
the moral agent is not responsible for whatever evil may come
as a result of his obedience to the law. Rakestraw explains
that, “The person who obeys a clear ethical absolute in a
situation of apparent conflict is not morally accountable for
whatever evil may be done by others in response to such
obedience.”109 Rakestraw gives the example of lying to save
a person’s life. He claims that in order to save a life one
may speak a half-truth or deceive by speaking unrelated

truths, but the moral agent must not lie. He explains the

109Rakestraw, 251.
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rationale behind this by quoting Erwin Lutzer.

The Christian believes that his responsibility is obedi-
ence and that the consequences of moral action are then

in the hands of God. If refusing to commit adultery or

even telling the truth . . . causes others to die, this

also is within the providence of God.l10

Geisler criticizes this point by emphasizing its
failure to be concerned about sins of omission. Geisler

writes,

Unqualified absolutists believe there is no real moral
dilemma in the case of lying or permitting murder. They
believe there is only one moral obligation in this situ-
ation - to tell the truth. The only other duty, they
say belongs to the person threatening to do the killing.
He is responsible for what he does with the truth we
give him. But is this over-looking the fact that there
is also a duty to save innocent lives, to show mercy?

In short is there a real conflict between truthfulness
and mercifulness? 1In other words, the choice is really
between an act of commission and one of omission. And a
sin of omission can be just as much a sin as a sin of
commission (James 4:17).111

Geisler makes a compelling point here. He could also
have mentioned Luther’s explanation to the fifth commandment

in the Large Catechism, wherein he writes, “Therefore God

110Rakestraw, 251-52, citing Erwin Lutzer, The
Morality Gap (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972), 110.

111geisler, Christian Ethics, 89-90. “Anyone, then
who knows the good he ought to do and doesn’t do it, sins.”
James 4:17.
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also rightly calls all those murderers who do not afford

counsel and help in distress and danger of body and life, and
will pass a most terrible sentence upon them in the last
day.”112 1In view of the importance of sins of omission, this
fourth tenet of non-conflicting absolutism cannot be main-
tained. For the moral agent is not only responsible for his
actions, but he is responsible for his inactions as well.
The following tenet is directly related to this.

The fifth tenet in non-conflicting absolutism can be
viewed as the direct cause of the fourth tenet above. It
holds that Christian ethics must be deontological. Rakestraw

writes,

NCA is primarily and essentially deontological. . . .
NCA stresses duties rather than results. We follow a
given norm first of all because it is good in itself to
do so, not primarily because it appears that it will
produce good effects.l13

Likewise, Olson also explains, “It is an absolute not

to murder; but it is not an absolute to save a life. . . . We

112ryther, Concordia Triglotta, 635. “Darumb heisset
auch Gott billich die alle M6rder, so in No6ten und Fahr Leibs
und Lebens nicht raten noch helfen, und wird gar schrecklich
Urteil iiber sie gehen lassen am jungsten Tage.” Die
Bekenntnisschriften, 608-609.

113Rrakestraw, 252.
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must not decide ethical matters on a teleological basis.”1l4
This fifth tenet is mistaken on two accounts. In the
first place, just as in the fourth tenet above, it minimizes

the importance of sins of omission. Geisler observes,

Olson contends that “it is an absolute not to commit
murder; [yet adds in the same sentence!] but it is not
an absolute to save a life” (p. 12). What significant
moral difference is there between a sin of commission
(which takes an innocent life), and one of omission
(which willfully allows that life to be taken)?115

In the second place, this overemphasis on the deonto-
logical element does not give adequate attention to the tele-
ological element in Christian ethics that was noted to be so
important in chapter two above. For these two reasons this

fifth tenet must be rejected.ll6

114Olson, 12.

115Geisler, “Response to Olson,” 83, citing Olson, 12.
In some cases, there may be a “significant moral difference”
between actively taking a life and passively allowing a life
to die (for example, when extraordinary treatment is withheld
from the terminally ill); however, the difference does not
lie in that the former action breaks an absolute law,
whereas, the latter inaction does not. The entire fifth
commandment is absolute, both in what it forbids and in what
it commands. The difference lies in the degree, or in the
extent, to which the moral agent is involved in the death.

116The fourth and fifth tenets seem to illustrate that
a lack of teleological awareness in ethics leads to a failure
to recognize sins of omission.
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The sixth and final tenet in non-conflicting abso-

lutism is the principle of double effect.

In cases of ethical conflict where it appears that a
given action will produce two effects, one desirable and
one undesirable, it may be permissible to perform the
action as long as the undesirable effect is not directly
intended. Such matters as wounding or killing a person
in self-defense and surgery to save the life of an
expectant mother, when the fetus will surely die as a
result of the surgery, are typical cases in which the
principle of double effect may be applicable.ll7

Traditionally, the principle of double effect empha-
sizes that an act is morally justified if it meets four
criteria. First, the action which causes the evil must be
morally good. Second, the intention must be focused toward
the performance of the good effect and not the evil effect.
Third, “The good effect must precede or at least be simulta-
neous with the evil effect.”l18 Fourth, the good effect must
proportionately outweigh the evil effect.

The importance of the intention of the moral agent,
noted by Rakestraw and emphasized as the second of the four
criteria of the theory of double effect mentioned above, was
also stressed by Peter Abelard. He refers to the morality of

the same act performed at two different times, with different

117Rakestraw, 252.

118rakestraw, 252.
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intentions.

In fact we say that an intention is good, that is, right
in itself, but that an action does not bear anything
good in itself but proceeds from a good intention.
Whence when the same thing is done by the same man at
different times, by the diversity of his intention,
however, his action is now said to be good, now bad.119

Thomas Aquinas discusses the intentions of the moral
agent who effects two separate results from one causative

action.

A single act may have two effects, of which one alone is
intended, whilst the other is incidental to that inten-
tion. But the way a moral act is to be classified
depends on what is intended, not on what goes beyond
such an intention, since this is merely incidental
thereto.120

This distinction later became one of the basic principles in

the theory of double effect.l21

119p. E. Luscombe, ed. Peter Abelard’s Ethics (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1971), 53. “Bonam quippe intentionem, hoc
est, rectum in se dicimus, operationem uero non quod boni
aliquid in se suscipiant, sed quod ex bona intentione
procedat. Vnde et ab eodem homine cum in diuersis temporibus
idem fiat, pro diuersitate tamen intentionis eius operatio
modo bona modo mala dicitur.” Ibid., 52.

120pquinas, Summa 2a2ae 64.7. “Dicendum quod nihil
prohibet unius actus esse duos effectus, quorum alter solum
sit in intentione, alius vero sit praeter intentionem.
Morales autem actus recipiunt speciem secundum id quod
intenditur, non autem ab eo quod est praeter intentionem, cum
sit per accidens.” Ibid.,40-42.

121lsee Joseph Mangan, “An Historical Analysis of the
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Principle of Double Effect,” Theological Studies 10(1949):
41-61. 1In traditional Roman Catholic moral theology the evil
that is unintended in a conflict situation may be classified
as part of the physical evil of nature (malum naturae sive
physicum) if it meets the other criteria traditionally
delineated in the theory of double effect. This category of
physical evils also contains such evils as error, poverty,
sickness, pain and death. This is distinguished from any
evil that is intended. Such intended evil is a moral evil or
sin (malum moral sive peccatum). The application of this
distinction and the reevaluation of its place within the
theory of double effect has lead to a very lengthy (25 year)
and extremely complex debate between the “traditionalists”
and the “proportionalists.” The debate has its origin in
Peter Knauer, “La détermination du bein et du mal moral par
le principe du double effet,” Nouvelle reuvelle theologique
87 (1965): 356-76. Put very simply, at the risk of
distorting the position, the proportionalists, which include
Lisa Cahill, Charles Curran, Joseph Fuchs, Louis Janssens,
Richard McCormick, Franz Scholz, Bruno Schiiller, Edward
Vacek, redefine the malum naturae as a “premoral evil”
(Fuchs), “nonmoral evil” (Schiiller), or an “ontic evil or
premoral disvalue” (Janssens). In the event of a moral
conflict, they are willing to place an action in this
category as long as the fourth and final criteria of the
theory of double effect is met. That is, as long as there is
“proportionate” (McCormick) or “commensurate” (Knauer) reason
to substantiate the act. If the good effect outweighs the
evil effect an action is considered justified. It need not
meet the other three criteria of the principle of double
effect. The Traditionalists, which included John Finnis,
Germain Grisez, Paul Ramsey and Paul Quay emphasize the
importance of all four criteria in the theory of double
effect. They accuse the proportionalists of dissolving the
theory of double effect into nothing more than an end
justifies the means doctrine. For a more complete analysis
of this debate the reader may wish to see the following: Lisa
Cahill, “Teleology, Utilitarianism and Christian Ethics,”
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However, contrary to the Roman Catholic tradition, and

the claims of the non-conflicting absolutists, the distinc-
tions made in the theory of double effect do not help resolve
moral conflicts. Nor do they absolve the moral agent from
culpability. For any infraction of God’'s law is a sin,

regardless of whether or not it meets any humanly devised

Theological Studies 42 (1982): 601-629. Charles E. Curran
and Richard A. McCormick, eds. Readings in Moral Theology No.
l: Moral Norms and Catholic Tradition (New York: Paulist
Press, 1979). Germain Grisez, “Critique of the
Proportionalists Method of Moral Judgment,” chap in The Way
of the Lord Jesus vol. 1. (Chicago, Franciscan Herald Press,
1983), 141-71. Bernard Hoose, Proportionalism: The American
Debate and Its European Roots (Washington DC: Georgetown
University Press, 1987. Louis Janssens, “Ontic Evil and
Moral Evil,” Louvain Studies 4 (1972): 115-56. Richard A.
McCormick, Notes on Moral Theology 1965 through 1980
(Washington DC: University Press of America, 1981), 1-13,
305-32, 529-44, 638-52, 648-723. Richard A. McCormick, Notes
on Moral Theology 1981 through 1984 (Washington DC:
University Press of America, 1985), 1-16, 49-71, 110-113,
165-73. Richard McCormick “Notes on Moral Theology,"”
Theological Studies 46 (1985): 55-64. 47 (1989): 76-88. 50
(1989): 9-11. Richard McCormick and Paul Ramsey eds. Doing
Evil to Achieve Good: Moral Choice in Conflict Situations
(Chicago, Loyola University Press, 1978). Ronald H.
McKinney, “The Quest For an Adequate Proportionalist Theory
of value,” Thomist 53 (January 1989): 56-73. Jean Porter,
“Moral Rules and Moral Actions: A Comparison of Aquinas and
Modern Moral Theology,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 17
(Spring 1989): 123-49. Paul M. Quay, “The Disvalue of Ontic
Evil,” Theological Studies 46 (1985): 262-86. Edward V.
Vacek, “Proportionalism: One View of the Debate,” Theological
Studies 46 (1985): 287-314.
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pre-established conditions. There are no conditions enumer-

ated in the Scriptures whereby an infraction of God’s law
need not be considered a sin. The invention of such
preconditions is merely a human attempt to avoid the condem-
nation of the law.l122

God expects all of his moral laws to be fully obeyed.
This point is made throughout the Scriptures. “You have laid
down precepts that are to be fully obeyed” Psalm 119:4. By
using the word “fully” (1&@) the psalmist stresses that each
command is to be “exceedingly, greatly” or “very” much
obeyed.123 our Lord emphasized that even the smallest of the
commandments were to be taught and obeyed. “Anyone who
breaks one of the least (piav . . . TOv éaxioTov) of these

commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called

1227he history of this method of attempting to excuse
ourselves from the condemnation of the law goes all the way
back to the garden of Eden. When God asked Adam, “Have you
eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”
The man said, “The woman you put here with me — she gave me
some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.” (Genesis 3:11-12).
Here Adam attempts to avoid culpability by emphasizing
certain aspects of the situation. For God, however, there
were no excuses.

123rrancis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs,
eds. Hebrew and English Lexicon of the 0ld Testament
Corrected Impression edition (Oxford: The Clarendon Press,
1952), 547.
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least in the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:19a. The smallest

of commandments are not to be ignored for the sake of more

important issues.

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you
hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices — mint,
dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more impor-
tant matters of the law — justice, mercy and faithful-
ness. You should have practiced the latter, without
neglecting (p1 adrévar) the former (emphasis mine).
Matthew 23:23.

St. Paul also emphasized that condemnation comes as a
result of breaking any of God’s laws. *“Cursed (émkatdpaTtos)
is everyone who does not continue to do everything (mwdow)
written in the Book of the Law” Galatians 3:10. James
stresses that to violate one commandment is the same as
violating all the commandments “For whoever keeps the whole
law and yet stumbles at just one point (&v én') is gquilty of
breaking all of it” James 2:10.

Scripture offers no excuses for the violation of God’s
laws. The law does not contain such comfort. It stands firm
in its absolute uncompromising demands. It threatens
complete condemnation for all who disobey. This point is
repeatedly made in the Lutheran Confessions when it empha-

sizes that “Lex semper accusat nos, semper ostendit iratum
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Deum.”124 1uther also made this point when he wrote,

No. What is demanded in God’s commandments, whether it
is small or great, must be observed. We must not judge
importance according to works, but by the commandment.
You must not determine whether the work . . . must be
observed or relaxed, but only whether it is commanded.
If it is commanded, there can be no relaxation, no
matter what the situation may be, for Christ says: “Not
an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law” [Matt.
5:18]; it must all be accomplished. (emphasis mine)125

Augustine also emphasizes that there can be no such

thing as a “just sin” when, with respect to lying, he writes.

He who says that there are some just lies must be
regarded as saying nothing else than that there are some
just sins, and consequently that some things which are
unjust are just. What could be more absurd? . . .
Therefore, let some be called great sins and others
small sins, for such is the case, and not as the Stoics
would have us think, who maintain that all are alike.

to say that certain sins are unjust and certain ones
just is equivalent to saying that certain iniquities are
unjust and certain ones just. Yet, John the Apostle

124pje Bekenntnisschriften, 218. Confer pages 167,
185, 194, 199. 217, 221, 270.

1251uther, “The Gospel For the Festival of The
Epiphany,” (1522) L. W. 52:265. “Nit alsso, lieber mensch.
Es sey kleyn oder gross, was yn gottis gepotten ist
begriffen, soll und muss gehallten werden. Man muss hie nit
nach den wercken, sondern nach dem gepott richten; nitt mustu
sehen, ob das werck . . . gahalten oder ungehalten ist,
ssondern nur darauff, obs gepotten sey. Ists gepotten, sso
ist keyn nachlassen mehr da, es sey wie es wolle, denn
Christus sagt: Nit eyn iota odder tuttel sol von dem gesetz
vorgehen, es muss alles geschehen.” W. A. 10.1.1l: 699.
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says, “Everyone who commits sin commits iniquity also;
and sin is iniquity [1 John 3:4].” Therefore sin cannot
be just.l26

The use of the principle of double effect by the non-
conflicting absolutists, is a tacit recognition of the exis-
tence of conflict situations. Within a moral dilemma this
theory may be helpful, if used correctly; however, it can not
dissolve the conflict, excuse the lesser evil, or remove the
culpability from the moral agent. This sixth and final tenet
of non-conflicting absolutism cannot be maintained by anyone
who wishes their doctrine to be Scripturally based. |

In conclusion, this examination of non-conflicting
absolutism has shown that five of its six tenets are unten-
able. The first tenet, that is, the only one which is firmly
grounded in Scripture, stressed that God has given many abso-

lute laws that are extensions of love. The second tenet

126pugustine, “Against Lying” vol. 16 The Fathers of
the Church 15.31.

#“Nihil autem judicandus est dicere, qui dicit aliqua
justa esse mendacia, nisi aliqua justa esse peccata, ac per
hoc aliqua justa esse quae injusta sunt: quo quid absurdius
dici potest? Unde enim est peccatum, nisi quia justitiae
contrarium est? Dicantur ergo alia magna, alia parva esse
peccata; quia verumest, nec auscultandum Stoicis qui omnia
paria esse contendunt: dicere autem quaedam injusta, quaedam
justa esse peccata, quid est aliud quam dicere quasdam esse
injustas, quasdam justas iniquitates? cum dicat apostolus
Joannes, Omnis qui facit peccatum, facit et iniquitatem; et
peccatum iniquitas est. (I Joan. III, 4)2” Migne 40:539.
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emphasized that these absolute laws never conflict. It was

pointed out that, while Norman Geisler’s criticism of this
tenet is insufficient, other examples from bioethics and
society do illustrate that such moral conflicts do occur.

The third tenet emphasized that exceptions or qualifications
may be contained within God’s absolute commands. However, it
was shown that such qualifications either turn non-conflict-
ing absolutism into hierarchicalism or rely on unscriptural
assumptions concerning divine revocation of lesser evils.

The fourth tenet held that the moral agent is not responsible
for whatever evil may come as a result of his obedience.
However, it was pointed out that this ignores the gravity of
sins of omission. The fifth tenet stressed that ethics must
be deontological. It was shown that this ignores the essen-
tial teleological aspect of ethics emphasized in chapter two.
The sixth and final tenet of non-conflicting absolutism uses
the principle of double effect. This was shown to contradict
the Scriptural principle that the law always accuses.
Therefore, non-conflicting absolutism must be rejected as a

Biblical method of theological ethics.



CHAPTER FOUR

Hierarchicalisml

The numerous absolute moral commands, that compose the
deontological element in Christian ethics, are arranged by
the hierarchicalists in a specific hierarchical order. They
believe it is inevitable that there will be conflicts between
higher and lower ranking commandments. When such conflicts

occur the moral agent is to follow the higher law. In such a

lThis view is also called “graded absolutism,” or “the
theory of the greater good.” 1Its major proponents are
Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology reprint edition 3 vols.
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 3:437-44, and Norman
Geisler, Ethics: Alternatives and Issues (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1971), 114-36. Geisler, The
Christian Ethic of Love (Grand Rapids: Zondervon Publishing
House, 1973), 73-75. Geisler, “Biblical Absolutes and Moral
Conflicts,” Bibliotheca Sacra 131 no. 523 (July - September
1974): 219-28. Geisler, “In Defense of Hierarchical Ethics,”
The Trinity Journal 4(September 1975): 82-87. Geisler,
“Conflicting Absolutism,” Bulletin of the Evangelical
Philosophical Society 2(1979): 1-7. Geisler and Feinbergq,
Introduction to Philosophy (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1980), 413-27. Geisler, Options in Contemporary Christian
Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1981), 81-101.
Geisler, “A Response to Olson’s Critique of Ethical
Hierarchicalism,” Evangelical Journal 4(Fall, 1986): 82-87.
Geisler, Christian Ethics: Options and Issues (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1989), 113-132.
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situation, the hierarchicalists claim that, the moral agent

incurs no guilt for not having performed the lesser good. He
is inculpable and need not repent. A closer examination of
the four basic tenets of hierarchicalism will show both its
strengths and its weaknesses.

The first tenet of hierarchicalism is the same as for
non-conflicting absolutism. There are many absolute moral
commandments in the Scripture. Each one is an expression of

love. Geisler writes,

The law of love summarized but does not antiquate the
many moral laws contained in the 0ld Testament and which
are restated in the New Testament. . . . In brief the
love commandments do not replace the Ten Commandments;
they only reduce them to their common essence, love.

The two commandments of love merely summarize the many
moral laws. . . . The laws spell out love in its many
spheres. Each commandment is love put into operation in
a given sphere of human relationship.2

The hierarchicalists understand that the Biblical
command to love does not contradict or replace the many other
individual moral commandments that constitute the deontologi-
cal element in Christian ethics. The individual moral
commandments in Scripture are just as authoritative and as
absolute today as ever before. This tenet is in basic agree-

ment with the first part of this dissertation insofar as both

2Geisler, The Christian Ethic of Love, 50-51.
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agree that, love is a summary of the moral law.

The second tenet of hierarchicalism is a direct
contradiction of the second tenet of non-conflicting abso-
lutism. Hierarchicalism holds that there are inevitable
conflicts that arise between the different absolute commands.
The great length to which Geisler goes in order to illustrate
this tenet, was examined above within the discussion concern-
ing the second tenet of non-conflicting absolutism. Although
it was shown above that his examples were insufficient, other
examples were given which adequately illustrate the validity
of this tenet. Thus this tenet may be approved without
repeating the discussion here.

The third tenet of hierarchicalism emphasizes that
God’'s moral laws can be ranked in a specific hierarchical
order in which the higher laws take precedence over the lower

laws. Geisler explains,

Not all moral laws are of equal weight. Jesus spoke of

the “weightier” matters of the law (Matt. 23:23) and of

the “least” (Matt. 5:19) and the “greatest” commandments
(Matt. 22:36). He told Pilate that Judas had committed

the “greater sin” (John 19:11).3

In one of his early works Geisler maintained that

“hoth other Christian options [that is, non-conflicting abso-

31bid., 82.
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lutism and conflicting absolutism] admit the truth of this

same point.”4 However, such unity was short lived. Later

Olson criticized this tenet when he wrote,

Geisler Does Not Show the Scriptural Basis for Putting
All Absolutes in an Ordered Sequence. . . . Although he
claims that a hierarchy of God’'s attributes is not
essential to his system, such a hierarchy would be
necessary to avoid the charge that his listing of norms
is merely arbitrary.

In God’s acts of interventions in the world, no
such hierarchy of attributes is discernible. Sometimes
we see God'’s mercy coming to the fore; at other times we
see God’s holiness and justice . . . . How can a system
be built upon such a dubious hierarchy? And we must
insist that there be a parallel between such a dubious
hierarchy of divine attributes and a hierarchy of norms-—
otherwise it can be shown that those norms are not
rooted in God’s attributes. Then we are reduced to a
subjective man-ordered hierarchy as critics of Geisler
have pointed out.>

Geisler makes a valid point in his initial explanation
of a hierarchical ordering of the moral commands in
Scripture. The following Scripture passages indicate the

presence of some type of hierarchy:

Anyone who breaks one of the least (piav ... Tdv
éaxiotwv) of these commandments and teaches others to do
the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven.
(Matthew 5:19a)

41pbid., 83.

5¢. Gordon Olson “Norman Geisler'’s Hierarchical Ethics
Revisited,” Evangelical Journal 4 (Summer 1986): 9-10.
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One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with
this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest (peyd\n)
commandment in the law?” Jesus replied, “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind.” This is the first (mpdm™) and
greatest (peyd\n) commandment. (Matthew 22:35-38)

Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you
hypocrites! You give a tenth of your spices — mint,
dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more impor-
tant (Paputepa) matters of the law — justice mercy and
faithfulness. (Matthew 23:23)

Therefore the one who handed me over to you is
guilty of a greater (pefova) sin. (John 19:11)6

Augustine also writes of some sins being worse than

others.

Some will ask whether in view of what we have been say-
ing any thief at all is to be ranked on a par with one
who steals for the sake of mercy. Who would maintain
this? But, of the two, the latter is not good because
the former is worse. He who steals for lust is worse
than he who steals for mercy. . . . But both are sins,
although the one is so much less serious and the other
so much more serious that theft committed for lust is
considered less serious than debauchery committed to
help someone. Within a given class, to be sure, those
sins are less serious which appear to be committed with
good intent. Nevertheless, they may be found to be more
serious than the graver sins of another class. For
example, avarice is more serious than stealing for mercy
and debauchery than being wanton for mercy; yet, to
commit adultery for mercy is more serious than to steal
for avarice.’

6Neither Olson nor Rakestraw discuss these passages.

Taugustine, “Against Lying,” The Fathers of the Church
85 vols. edited by Roy J. Deferrari et alii translated by
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Luther also emphasizes a hierarchy of God’s laws when

he writes about greater and lesser sins.

This is why disobedience is a sin worse than murder,
unchastity, theft, dishonesty, all that goes with them.
There is no better way we can learn the difference
between greater and lesser sins than from the order of
God’'s commandments, although there are also distinctions
within the works of each individual commandment. Who
does not know that it is a greater sin to curse than to
be angry, that to strike is worse than cursing, and that
to strike father and mother is worse than striking any-
one else?8

Harold B. Jaffee et alii (New York: Fathers of the Church
Inc., 1947-1991), 16:145-46. “Dicet aliquis: Ergo aequandus
est fur quilibet ei furi qui misericordiae voluntate furatur?
Quis hoc dixerit? Sed horum duorum non ideo est quisquam
bonus, quia pejor est unus. Pejor est enim qui
concupiscendo, quam qui miserando furatur. . . . Sunt autem
utraque peccata, quamvis alia leviora, alia graviora; ita ut
levius habeatur furtum guod concupiscendo, quam stuprum quod
subveniendo committitur. In suo quippe genere aliis ejusdem
generis peccatis leviora fiunt, quae bono animo videntur
admitti; cum tamen ipsa alterius generis peccatis ipso suo
genere levioribus inveniantur esse graviora. Gravius est
enim avaritia, quam misericordia furtum facere; itemque
stuprum gravius est laxuria, quam misericordia perpetrare: et
tamen gravius est adulterare misericordia, quam furari
avaritia.” Augqustine “De Mendacio” J. P. Migne, ed.
Patrologiae: Patrum Latinorum, 221 vols. (Parisiis, 1855-
1881), 40:529-30. Hereafter this work will be abbreviated as
Migne P. L.

8ruther, “Treatise on Good Works,” 1520 L. W. 44:81.
“parumb auch ungehorsam grosser sund ist dan todschlag,
unkeuscheit, stelen, betriegen, und was darinnen mag
begriffen werden. Dan der sund unterscheidt, wilch grosser
sey dan die ander, kundenn wir nit basz erkennen, dan ausz
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Luther stressed this same point again when he wrote,

“The first, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh
commandments follow each other in a precise order. It is a
greater sin to kill than to fornicate or to commit adultery.
It is worse to commit adultery than it is to steal.”9

One another occasion Luther also wrote,

Now, the six [commandments] following, refer to our
neighbor. See the wonderful and appropriate order. The
prohibitions begin with the greatest and continue to the
least. For the greatest offense is to kill a human.
Then next is the violation of a spouse. Third, is to
steal one’s belongings. Those who are unable to be
harmful in this way, harm with their speech. Thus, the
fourth offense is to harm one’s good reputation. If
they cannot do any of these, they at least damage their
neighbor in their heart, by coveting his possessions.10

der ordnung der gebot gottis, wie wol ein iglich gebot fur
sich selb auch unterscheidt in seinen wercken hat: dan wer
weysz nit, das fluchen grosser ist dan zurnen, schlahen mehr
dan fluchen, vatter unnd mutter schlahen mehr dan einen
gemeinen menschen?” W. A. 6:250.

9This is my own translation. “Das erste, ander,
dritte, vierte, fiinfte, sechste und siebente Gebot gehen fein
ordentlich auf einander. Grosser Siinde ists tddten denn
huren und ehebrechen: schwerer ists ehebrechen denn stehlen.”
D. Martin Luthers Werke, Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Tischreden
G. Bidnde (Wiemar, 1912-1921), 1 no.88.

107his is my own translation. “Iam sex sequentia
respiciunt proximum. Et vide mirum et aptum ordinem.
Incipit enim prohibitio a maiori usque ad minimum. Nam
maximum damnum est occisio hominis: deinde proximum violatio
coniugis, Tercium ablatio facultatis. Quod qui in iis nocere
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Franz Pieper makes this same point from a different

perspective.

As to their degree, Scripture itself distinguishes
between grievous and less grievous sin . . . . Scripture
clearly distinguishes degrees in sinning. . . .

When we divide sins into peccata cordis, oris,
operis (thoughts, words, deeds), we classify them, as a
rule, according to degree. But that is not always the
case. A secretly harbored implacability may be a more
grievous sin than a word or deed prompted by a sudden
burst of passion.11

Thielicke emphasizes the importance of distinguishing

different degrees of sin when he writes,

He [the Christian] knows that here in this world there

non possunt, saltem lingua nocent: ideo quartum est laesio
famae. Quod si in iis non prevalent omnibus, saltem corde
ledunt proximum cupiendo quae eius sunt, in quo et invidia
proprie consistit, de quibus videbimus.” Luther, “Decem
Praecepta Wittenbergensi Predicata Populo,” 1518. W. A.
1:461.

llrrancis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 vols., Trans.
Theodore Engelder et al., (St. Louis, Mo: Concordia
Publishing House, 1950-1953), 1:567-68. “Auf den Grad
gesehen, unterschiedet die Schrift selbst zwischen schweren
und weniger schweren Siinden. . . . Unterscheidet die Schrift
klar Grade im Siindigen. . . . Die Einteilung der Siinden in
peccata cordis, oris, operis ist in der Regel, aber nich in
jedem einzelnen Fall eine Gradeinteilung. Eine im Herzen
still gehegte Unversdhnlichkeit kann eine schwerere Siinde
sein als ein in pldtzlich aufwallender Leidenschaft
ausgestossenes bdses Wort oder auch vollbrachtes Werk.”
Franz Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, 4 vol. (St. Louis, MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1924), 1:678-80.
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is no perfect righteousness, but he dces not therefore
draw the conclusion that everything is under the same
condemnation and that everything is thus equally permis-
sible, as though there were no quantitative distinction
between reprehensible and less reprehensible, between
gocd and less good possibilities. . . . [the] ethical
decision has in fact a great deal to do with the quanti-
tative problem and that scale of value cannot be elimi-
nated in the name of some abstract (“qualitative”)
alternative. The weighing of quantitative distinctions
is certainly demanded.l2

12Thielicke, Ethics, 1:501. “Er weiss, dass hier
keine Gerechtigkeitsgestalt zu haben ist — auch wenn er
daraus night die Folgerung ziehen kann: also sei alles in
gleicher Verdammnis und alles auch gleichermassen erlaubt,
also gebe es auch kein quantitatives Abwédgen zwischen
verwerflichen und weniger verwerflichen, zwischen guten und
weniger guten Mdglichkeiten mehr fiir ihn. . . . Dass die
ethische Entscheidung es sehr wohl mit dem Quantitdten-
Problem zu tun hat und dass ihr eine Eliminierung der Werte-
Skala im Namen abstrakter (‘qualitativer’) Alternativen
verboten ist. Darum ist das erwdhnte ‘Abwdgen’ sehr wohl
gefordert.” Thielicke, Ethik, 2.1:82

This “abstract (‘qualitative’) alternative” to which
Thielicke is referring is the justitia imputativa which is
the believer’s through faith in Christ. This must not be
confused with the justitia effectiva. Thielicke explains the
difference. “Wir sind erldste Kinder Gottes, aber es gibt
unerldste Bereiche in uns.

“per Schein des Widerspruchs ergibt sich nur daraus,
dass in beiden Satzteilen eine andere Optik gebraucht ist.
Wenn ich ndmlich sage: ‘Wir sind erldste Kinder Gottes’, dann
spreche ich von Gottes gnddigem Annehmen und von der wirklich
Ereignis gewordenen Gemeinschaft mit ihm (justitia
imputativa). Spreche ich aber von den unerldsten Bereichen
in mir, so denke ich daran, dass ich nun meinserseits-indem
ich den Blick von dem Handeln Gottes auf mein eigenes Handeln
und Nachvollziehen zuriickwende, also auf die justitia
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God’s absolute laws are equal in their absolute demand

for obedience and in their threat of complete condemnation
for disobedience; yet, this equality does not preclude the

existence of a hierarchy. Luther explains,

Looked at from the point of view of the character of
substance (which is not susceptible of degrees) one sin
is no more a sin than is another. However, one may be
greater or stronger than another, just as one substance
may be larger than another; and yet a fly is just as
much a substance as is a man, and a weak man as a strong
man.13

In this third tenet the hierarchicalists make a
compelling point when they insist on the possibility of
ordering God’s absolute commands. However, Geisler makes a
false distinction when, in his response to Olson, he claims
that the hierarchy of moral absolutes must stem from God’'s
attributes and not from his essence. There is no such dis-
tinction. God’s attributes constitute his essence. There is

only one divine unity. Pieper explains,

effectiva richte-noch im Verzuage damit bin, alle meine
Lebensbereiche und Ich-Sektoren auf diese Tatsache zu
beziehen.” Thielicke, Etik 1:220-21.

13ruther, “Against Latomus” 1521 L. W. 32:202. “Nec
unum magis peccatum quam aliud iuxta proprietatem
substantiae, quae non suscipit magis neque minus, licet unum
sit maius et fortius alio, sicut et substantia una maior quam
altera, non enim minus substantia est musca quam homo, nec
minus homo infirmus quam robustus.” W. A. 8:88.
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In God, essence and attributes are not separate, but the
divine essence and the divine attributes are absolutely
identical, because God is infinite and above space (I
Kings 8:27) and time (Ps. 90:2, 4). Were we to assume
that there are parts to God, we would ascribe finitude
to the infinite God and thereby erase the difference
between God and man. Therefore the Augsburg confession
says: God is “without parts’ (Trigl. 43, I, 3). On the
basis of Scripture the Lutheran dogmaticians have main-
tained that objectively, that is, in God, essence and
attributes are absolutely identical.l4

Yet, in spite of Geisler’s confusion here, his point
is still well taken when he states that the hierarchy does
not exist in God, but only in his laws. The criticism of
Olson does not refute this third tenet of hierarchicalism.

The fourth and final tenet of hierarchicalism stresses
that in a conflict situation the moral agent is to observe
the hierarchical ordering of God’s absolute moral commands
and do the greater good. In performing the greater gocd, the
moral agent incurs no guilt for failing to do the lesser

good. Geisler explains,

l4pjeper, Christian Dogmatics 1:428. “In Gott sind
Wesen und Eigenschaften nicht Stiicke oder Teile, sondern
schlechthin eins, weil Gott unendlich ist, erhaben {iber Raum
(I K6n. 8, 27) und Zeit (Ps. 90, 2,4). Wollten wir Stiicke
oder Teile in Gott annehmen, so wiirden wir den unendlichen
Gott verendlichen und so den Unterschied zwischen Gott und
den kreaturen aufheben. Die Augsburgische Konfession sagt im
ersten Artikel Von Gott (De Deo): ‘ohne Stiick.’” Pieper,
Christliche Dogmatik 1:524.
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God does not hold the individual responsible for person-
ally unavoidable moral conflicts, providing they keep

the higher law. There are a number of ways of seeing
the truth of this point.

First, logic dictates that a just God will not hold
a person responsible for [not?] [sic] doing what is
actually impossible. And it is actually impossible to
avoid the unavoidable. . . .

Second, one is not morally culpable if he fails to
keep an obligation he could not possibly keep without
breaking a higher obligation. . . .

Third, the Bible included many examples of persons
who were praised by God for following their duty in
conflict situations.l5

Here Geisler attempts to offer three ways of seeing
the truth of this fourth tenet. However, none of these is
convincing. The first way, which emphasizes logic, overlooks
the fact that human logic dces not “dictate” to God what he
will or will not do. God’s ways far surpass the ways of
human understanding. As God explains through the prophet
Isaiah, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts neither are
your ways my ways, declares the Lord. As the heavens are
higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.” Isaiah 55:8-9. The
second way Geisler mentions is merely a restating of his
position and proves nothing. The third way Geisler mentions

is an overstatement, relying on examples that have already

15Geisler, Options, 87-88.
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been examined and rejected above. It was shown that even

though God is pleased insofar as a moral agent fulfilled a
higher duty, God can also be simultaneously displeased inso-
far as the moral agent failed to fulfill a lesser duty.
Geisler also attempts to explain that, because of the
hierarchy, all the absolute moral commands of God are abso-

lute in a qualified sense. Geisler writes,

If lower ethical norms can be transcended by higher ones
without incurring guilt for not following the lower
ones, then it follows that these lower norms are not
universal in the broadest sense of the word. They are
universal only in their context. They are valid on
their particular relationship but not on all relation-
ships. . . . [Therefore] not all absolutes are abso-
lutely absolute. . . . In fact . . . ethical hierarchi-
calism is, a form of contextual absolutism.l16

Rakestraw answers that, with the above explanation,
Geisler must not actually believe that moral absolutes are
truly absolute. It makes no sense to say an absolute is not

absolutely absolute. Rakestraw explains,

If as we believe, an absolute is a universally-binding
moral norm . . . then we must maintain that . . . we
cannot disobey, lay aside, or transcend any of these
divine absolutes. To say that an absolute is to be
followed only within its own context or sphere, as H
[hierarchicalism] does, is a way of [merely] theoreti-
cally retaining the absolute status of the moral

norm. . . . The statement . . . “not all absolutes are

l6geisler, Ethics: Alternatives and Issues, 132.
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absolutely absolute” fatally weakens the binding charac-
ter of God’s ethical norms and, in practice, shifts the
locus of authority from the divine lawgiver to the moral
agent.l7

Geisler responds to this criticism by explaining that
these absolutes are still absolute in three ways, even though

they are not universally binding.

First, the lower command is not really broken when the
higher command is followed. Just as a magnet does not
break the law of gravity in attracting a nail . . . .
The overriding duty to keep the higher law simply ren-
ders it unnecessary for us to perform the demands of the
lesser command.

Second . . . there are no exceptions to absolute
moral laws, only exemptions from obeying them in view of
higher ones. So its universalness is not contradicted
by an exception.

Third, the command remains absolute even when it is
not followed. . . . God never ceases to manifest abso-
lutely what is absolutely right. However, in unavoid-
able clashes, God does not demand obedience to lower
laws, nor does he exact personal culpability for failing
to do so.l8

Geisler'’s response does not adequately answer the
problem suggested by Rakestraw. In the first place, the anal-
ogy with the magnet misses the point, because the point of
comparison lies in the nail, not in the magnet. When the

nail is attracted upward by a magnet the nail certainly is

17Rakestraw, 255, citing Geisler, Ethics: Alternatives
and Issues, 132.

18Geisler, Christian Ethics, 129.



217
breaking or violating (that is, failing to conform to) the

law of gravity. Similarly, whenever God’'s laws are violated,
or whenever the moral agent fails to conform to them, they
are broken. Geisler cannot rightly claim that “the lower
commandment is not really broken.”19

In the second place it does not help Geisler to insist

on exemptions rather than exceptions. For Geisler,

an exception would violate the universality and abso-
luteness of a moral law, whereas an exemption does not.
If there is an exception, then the law is not abso-
lute. . . . An exception means that lying as such is
sometimes right, under certain circumstances. Not so
with an exemption. Lying as such is always wrong. . . .
In an exception, the general rule is not binding on that
particular case, and so there is no real conflict. . . .
[Whereas] an exemption only eliminates the individual’s
culpability in not performing the demands of that lower
law; it in no way changes either the basis or the nature
of the law as an absolute in its domain.20

In a certain sense this distinction is valid. Given
these definitions it appears that non-conflicting absolutists
would be more inclined to employ exceptions (that attempts to
dissolve the conflict); whereas, hierarchicalists would
utilize exemptions (that attempts to remove the culpability).

It has been pointed out above that it may be possible

191pid.

20Geisler, Christian Ethics, 127-28.
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for an absolute law to contain on “exceptional” phrase as a

clarification.2l However, it has also been shown that there
can be no exemptions from culpability. The moral agent bears
the guilt for any violation of God’s law, regardless of the
circumstances.

In the third place it has also been emphasized above
that God demands obedience to all his moral laws, even the
“lesser” ones.22

With respect to this fourth and final tenet Geisler

also appeals to the principle of double effect.

Graded absolutism [hierarchialism] is similar to the
principle of double effect, which states that when two
results — a good result and an evil result — emerge from
one act, the individual is held responsible only for the
good one he intended, and not the evil one which neces-
sarily resulted from the good intention.23

It was shown above, with respect to the sixth tenet of non-
conflicting absolutism, that any use of the principle of

double effect, which attempts to remove culpability from the

21The example given above was “children obey your
parents, unless they command that which is contrary to God’s
Word.”

227his point was made above by emphasizing Psalm
119:4, Matthew 5:19; 22:36; 23:23 and John 19:11.

23Geisler, Christian Ethics, 126-27. See also
Options, 96-97.
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moral agent, contradicts the Scriptural principle that the

law always accuses (lex semper accusat). This misuse of the
principle of double effect was a major weakness in non-
conflicting absolutism. As Geisler uses it here, it is also a
major weakness in hierarchicalism. Thus because of Geisler'’s
non-absolute understanding of moral absolutes (that erringly
allows for exemptions) and because of the misuse of the
principle of double effect, this fourth and final tenet of
hierarchicalism cannot be maintained.

In order to summarize the discussion of hierarchical-
ism it is helpful to recall the following points. The first
tenet is Scriptural in that it points out that God has given
many absolute laws that are extensions of love. The second
tenet of hierarchicalism stated that conflicts do occur
between God’s absolute moral demands. This tenet was exam-
ined in conjunction with the second tenet of non-conflicting
absolutism. This second tenet of hierarchicalism was shown
to be valid, in spite of the fact that Geisler did not choose
the best examples to prove his point. The third tenet empha-
sized that God’s moral absolutes can be ordered in a hierar-
chical fashion. This tenet was also shown to be in agreement
with Scripture. The fourth tenet stressed that no guilt is

incurred when a lower law is broken in order to keep a higher
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law. This was shown to be incongruous with Scripture because

it was a misuse of the principle of double effect. Therefore
hierarchicalism is found to be in error in one of its four

major tenets. It too must be rejected as a Biblical method

of theological ethics.



CHAPTER FIVE

Conflicting Absolutism!

The conflicting absolutists recognize that the numer-

ous moral commandments that compose the deontological element

lThis view has also been called “ideal absolutism” and
“the lesser of two evils view.” Its major proponents
include: Edward J. Carnell, Christian Commitment (New York,
NY: The Macmillan Co., 1957), 223-30. James Childs, “The
Third Use of the Law and Constructive Ethics,” Currents in
Theology and Mission 2 (Fall 1975): 35-40. Walter Kaiser,
“The Weightier and Lighter Matters of the Law: Moses, Jesus
and Paul,” chapter in Current Issues in Biblical and
Patristic Interpretation, ed. Gerald F. Hawthorne (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1975), 176-92. Erwin W. Lutzer, The
Morality Gap (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1972), 98-113.
According to his later writings Lutzer no longer holds this
view. John W. Montgomery in John W. Montgomery and Joseph
Fletcher, Situation Ethics True of False? (Minneapolis, MN:
Bethany Fellowship, 1972). James I. Packer, “Situations and
Principles,” chapter, in Law, Morality and the Bible, eds.,
Bruce Kaye and Gordon Wenham (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity
Press, 1978), 151-67. Franklin E. Payne Jr., Biblical/
Medical Ethics: The Christian and the Practice of Medicine
Milford, MI: Mott Media, Inc., Publishers, 1985), 54-69.
However, it is noted by Frame, 9 fn 2, that Payne no longer
holds this view. Helmut Thielicke, Theological Ethics: 3
vols. ed., William Lazareth, trans. John Doberstein (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979) 1:482-667. Translated and
abridged from Theologische Ethik; 3 Bdnde (Tiibingen: J. C. B.
Mohr, 1951-1964), 2.1:56-327.

221
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in theological ethics can be arranged in a hierarchical

order. They also insist that there will be times when there
are conflicts between the higher and lower ranking
commandments. When such conflicts occur the moral agent is
to break the lesser of the two commandments, that is, do the
lesser of the two evils. In such a situation the moral agent
accepts his culpability, confesses his sin and looks to
Christ for forgiveness.

The main tenets of conflicting absolutism have already
been implicitly mentioned in the criticisms of the other two
methods above. It remains for this section merely to explic-
itly list them and to answer some of the more frequent objec-
tions which they evoke.

The first tenet of conflicting absolutism is the same
as that for non-conflicting absolutism and hierarchicalism.
There are many absolute moral commands in the Scripture.

Each one is an expression of love. James Childs writes,
“They are absolutes that lay claim on me as definitions of
how love behaves in various circumstances of life. . . . They
are expressions of obligations which embody love defini-

tively.”2 These numerous moral commands are important

2childs, 38. Childs prefers not to call the moral
laws of Scripture “prescriptive absolutes.” He fears
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because they “inform agape and give expression to it.”3 This
is the only tenet that is held in common by all three methods
under discussion.

The second tenet of conflicting absolutism coincides
with hierarchicalism in its fundamental disagreement with
non-conflicting absolutism. Conflicting absolutism insists
that unavoidable conflicts will exist among moral absolutes.

This point was discussed under the second tenet of non-

(without due cause) that such a label will lead to legalism
and turn the Scriptures into a rule book. He would rather
understand the moral laws of Scripture as “general absolutes”
that require “prima facie” duties. However, he does not use
the term “prima facie” in quite the same way it was defined
and illustrated above in chapter one. For Childs moral laws
“are more than just mere guides: that is, they are not
subject to subjective reinterpretation or dismissed. . . .
[Bly this term [prima facie] I mean more than that these
norms are just a summary of the collective opinion of past
ethical reflection on given questions . . . . In that they do
embody love, they participate in its absolute character and,
therefore, even accuse us in our failure while they provide
direction.” 1Ibid. Since this article was published Childs
has revised some of his terminology. See idem, Christian
Anthropology and Ethics (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978),
177-78. Thus the difference between Childs’ views and those
of the author of this dissertation seem to be more semantic
than substantive.

31bid. Perhaps this could lead to an understanding of
love as the formal norm in ethics and the numerous moral laws
as the concrete material norm in ethics, confer Louis
Janssens, “Norms and Priorities in a Love Ethics,” Louvain
Studies 6 (Spring 1977): 207-238.
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conflicting absolutism and need not be repeated here.

The third tenet of conflicting absolutism agrees with
hierarchicalism insofar as both methods hold that there are
higher and lower laws among God’s absolute moral command-
ments. Both hierarchicalism and non-conflicting absolutism
emphasize that the moral commandments given in Scripture can
be arranged in a hierarchical order.4 However, the two views
are not identical. Geisler, representing the
hierarchicalists, seeks to construct a hierarchy that is
static and unchanging. For Geisler certain laws always take
precedence over other laws. This has led him to construct

the following hierarchy of duties:

1. Love for God is to take precedence over love for man.

2. Life-saving is to take precedence over telling the
truth. (“A person not promoting non-loving activity is
more worthy of the respect of love than one who is
promoting non-loving activity.”)>

3. People must take precedence over things.
4. Many people must take precedence over a few people.

5. Actual people must take precedence over potential
people. (“A fully developed person is of greater worth

4The Scriptural substantiation for the hierarchical
ordering of the moral commandments was given above in the
discussion concerning the second tenet of hierarchicalism.
It need not be repeated here.

SGeisler, The Christian Ethic of Love (Grand Rapids:
zZzondervan Publishing House, 1973), 80.
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than an embryo.”)6

6. Potential persons must take precedence over actual
things.
7. Complete persons must take precedence over incomplete

persons. (“A person with complete mental and physical
abilities is more valuable than one without.”7)8

The hierarchy of the conflicting absolutists is
dynamic and flexible, depending upon the variables within the
situation. The moral agent is to determine the lesser evil,
not by consulting a prearranged list of duties, but, by ask-
ing, ‘What best serves the need of my neighbor?” Or “How can
I best express the love of God in this situation?” 1In this
way the teleological element of love functions to determine
the lesser of the two evils. The two methods of theological
ethics, the deontological method and the teleological method,

are brought together to create one complete hybrid system.

6Ibid., 83. Geisler latter changed his mind on this
point when he became convinced that an embryo is an actual
person, see Geisler, “A Response to Olson’s Critique of
Ethical Hierarchicalism,” Evangelical Journal 4(Fall, 1986):
86.

71Geisler, The Christian Ethic of Love, 85. This
statement is nonsensical without a detailed analysis of the
following questions: More valuable to whom, one’s friends
and family, or society at large? By what criteria is such
value determined? Are the criteria to be arranged in a
hierarchical order? Who determines the criteria? Geisler
discusses none of these questions.

81bid., 76-87.
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In one situation a particular commandment may take precedence

over another commandment; however, in a different situation
the order may be reversed. Thus the hierarchy must be flexi-
ble and dynamic not static. Franz Pieper points out this
flexibility when he writes

When we divide sins into peccata cordis, oris, operis
(thoughts, words, deeds), we classify them, as a rule
according to degree. But that is not always the case.

A secretly harbored implacability may be a more grievous
sin than a word or deed promoted by a sudden burst of
passion.?9

Here Pieper shows that even though there is a hierarchy it is
not static. Usually sinful actions are more grievous than
sinful thoughts; however, in the particular situation where
one has harbored an evil thought, perhaps over a long period
of time, that could be more grievous than a sudden sinful act
done on the spur of the moment.

Thielicke also refers to this flexibility when he

writes,

9Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 vols., trans.
Theodore Engelder et al., (St. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1950-1953), 1:568. “Die Einteilung der
siinden in peccata cordis, oris, operis ist in der Regel, aber
nicht in jedem einzelnen Fall eine Gradeinteilung. Eine im
Herzen still gehegte Unversdhnlichkeit kann eine schwerere
Siinde sein als ein in pl&tzlich aufwallender Leidenschaft
ausgestossenes bdses Wort oder auch vollbrachtes Werk.”
Franz Pieper, Christlich Dogmatik, 4 vols. (St. Louis MO:
Concordia Publishing House, 1924), 1:679-80.



227

Decisions cannot be made a priori. . . .

To decide ethical questions in advance is possible
only within the framework of an illusory natural law
which pictures the world as an orderly construct, perme-
ated by eternal norms laid down at creation, the struc-
ture of which may be demonstrated. . . . The world then
becomes a hierarchical cosmos, and in principle every
case which arises and every decision which may be
required can be prejudged morally by reason of the hier-
archy of values. This type of cosmic order presupposes
a specific interrelationship between the original state
and the fallen world, between creation and sin. . . .
This relationship is determined by the fact that sin
violates creation only in a very peripheral way. In
Reformation thought, on the contrary, the world is seen
to be so totally permeated by both creation and sin that
we are prevented from. . . espousing the illusion of
hierarchical cosmos of natural law. It is only logical,
then, that on the Reformation view there can be no
advance decisions. . . . decisions must be made within
the framework of each existing situation. The ethics of
Law is replaced by a kind of “situational ethics.”10

10Thielicke, Evangelical Ethics, 1:648, 650. “Es
Keine apriorischen Vorweg-Entscheidungen geben kénne. . . .

Dass solche Vorweg-Entscheidungen immer nur im Rahmen
eines Naturrechtsphantoms méglich sind, das uns die Welt als
ein geordnetes, von ewigen, der Schépfung entstammenden
Normen durchzogenes und in seiner Struktur aufweisbares
Gebilde erscheinen ldsst. . . . Dann wird die Welt zum
hierarchischen Kosmos und dann l&sst sich im Prinzip jeder
eintretende casus und jede von ihm geforderte Entscheidung
infolge der mdglichen Rangstufung der Werte moralisch
prdjudizieren. Die so verstandene Weltordnung setzt eine
ganz bestimmte Inbeziehungsetzung von Urstand und gefallener
Welt, von Schépfung und Siinde voraus. . . . Diese Beziehung
ist dadurch bestimmt, dass die Siinde nur in hSchst peripherer
Weise die Schépfung verletzt, wdhrend fiir das reformatorische
Denken die Welt eine totale gegenseitige Durchdringung von
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Thielicke’s use of the phrase “situational ethics”

should not be misconstrued. He does not use the phrase the
same way Joseph Fletcher uses it in his popular book
Situation Ethics.ll Joseph Fletcher has no respect for the
third use of the law. It is an essential aspect of
Fletcher’s brand of situational ethics to reject any instruc-
tional use of the law. 1In this sense Fletcher can say he is
allergic to the law.l2 However, Thielicke has a very high

regard for the instructional use of the law. He writes,

‘The Law is to be retained in the third place in order
that the saints may know what works God requires for the
exercise of obedience to him.’ . . . It has . . . a
regulative significance. . . . The Law does not make the
new man, but it does exercise him and shows him the full
range of relationships in which his newness is rele-
vant. . . .

[St. Paul] stands in relation to the Law no longer
as a servant but as a free man. He still respects it as

Schoépfung und Siinde zeigt, die es verbietet. . . der
naturrechtlichen Illusion eines hierarchischen Kosmos zu
kommen. Es ist darum nur logisch, dass von hier aus keine
Vorweg-Entscheidungen méglich sind.

. « . dann kann die Entscheidung immer nur im Rahmen
der jeweils zustdndigen Situation gefdllet werden, dann gibt
es also allein so etwas wie ‘Situationsethik/ und kein
‘Gesetzesethos.’” Thielicke, Etik, 2.1: 305-308.

11Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics (Philadelphia, PA:
The Westminster Press, 1966).

121pid., 152-53.
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a declaration of the will of God.l3

Thielicke is not a “situational” ethicist in the same vein as
Joseph Fletcher. When Thielicke mentions that, “Decisions
cannot be made a priori,”l4 and ethics must be, “situational
ethics”1l5 he is referring only to conflict situations.
Thielicke emphasizes this, when, after using the term

“situation ethics” he writes,

What this term means is best illustrated once again by
the borderline situation of extreme conflict. . . . It
thus makes good sense that we should conclude our dis-
cussion of the borderline situation with this investiga-
tion.16

13thielicke, Ethics, 1:134, 136. “‘Lex retinenda est,
ut sciant sancti, quaenam opera requirat Deus, in quibus
obedientiam exercere erga Deum possint.’ . . . In diesem
Sinne hat es eine regulative Bedeutung . . . . Das Gesetz
macht nicht den neuen Menschen, sondern es iibt ihn und zeigt
ihm die Beziehungsfiille, in der nun diese Neuheit des
Menschen akut ist.

« « « [St. Paul] verhdlt sich zu ihm nicht als Knecht,
sondern als Freier. Er achtet es nach wie vor als eine
Willenskundgebung Gottes.” Thielicke, Ethik, 1:224-27. This
quote contains the debated passage from Luther’'s “Second
Disputation Against the Antinomians” 1538 W. A. 39.1:485.

l4rhjelicke, Ethics, 1:648.

151pid., 1:650.

16Thielicke, Ethics, 1:650. “Was dieses Stichwort
bedeutet, ist wiederum genauestens an der Konflikt-und

Grenzsituation zu kldren. . . . Es ist deshalb sinnvoll, wenn
wir mit dieser Untersuchung das Kapitel iiber die Ronflikt-
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Outside of a conflict situation God’s will is clear,

decisions can be made a priori, right and wrong can be easily
distinguished. However, inside a conflict situation the
Christian moral agent has no such certainty. The situation
becomes more complex. No a priori decision can be made.

From within the conflict situation the moral agent should
attempt to consider every pertinent variable. For example,
in a biocethical decision concerning the initiation or with-
drawal of extraordinary treatment, the moral agent should
consider the tension among cost, risks, pain and benefits to
the patient.l7 oOnly after such factors have been prayerfully
considered can one begin to construct the hierarchy based on
the available options. The moral agent is then in a position
to choose the lesser evil (or, that which most expedites
love) for that situation. 1In this way love serves as the

arbitrator between conflicting moral laws.l18

situation beschliessen.” Thielicke, Ethik, 2.1: 308.

17por more information on making this type of decision
the reader may wish to see Robert Wier, Abating Treatment
with Critically Ill Patients (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1989) and Cynthia B. Cohen, ed., Casebook on the
Termination of Life-Sustaining Treatment and the Care of the
Dying (Briarcliff Manor: The Hastings Center, 1988). This
also contains a lengthy bibliography.

18games I. Packer writes, “We may agree with the
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The fourth tenet of conflicting absolutism stresses

that in a conflict situation the moral agent is to observe
the hierarchical order and do the lesser evil. In performing
this lesser evil, the moral agent does incur guilt for which
he needs to repent and trust in Christ for forgiveness. It
was emphasized above, in the critical response to the sixth
tenet of non-conflicting absolutism (concerning the principle
of double effect), that God demands all of his moral laws to
be obeyed. There is never a time when an infraction of God'’s
law does not constitute a sin. The argument given above
along with the substantiating Scriptural references need not
be repeated here. However, it may be added that this clearly
distinguishes conflicting absolutism from both hierarchical-
ism and the situational ethics of Joseph Fletcher, both of
which attempt to remove the lesser evil completely from the
category of evil by calling it a lesser good. They thereby
eliminate the recognition of culpability and the need for

repentance. In doing this, situationalism and hierarchical-

situationists that love for persons must arbitrate between
the conflicting claims of moral principles, that doctrinaire
decisions in such cases will not make the best of a bad job,
and that unwillingness to face the situations full
complexities and insensitivity to the variety of rules and
claims that apply, will lead straight into ironclad Pharisaic
legalism.” James I. Packer, “Situations and Principles,”
164.
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ism attempt to remove from God’s law its terrifying and

condemning thrust. In this way the second use of the law is
seriously impeded. Isaiah wrote, “Woe to those who call evil
good” (Isaiah 5:20). When evil goes unnoticed the moral
agent fails to recognize his need for Christ. James I.

Packer explains,

We shall reject Fletcher’s grotesque idea that in such
situations adultery, fornication, abortion, suicide and
the rest, if thought the best course (which arqguably in
Fletcher’s cases they might me . . .), thereby become
good: which valuation, as Fletcher himself emphasized,
leaves no room for regret at having had to do them.
Instead, we shall insist that evil remains evil, even
when, being the lesser evil it appears the right thing
to do; we shall do it with a heavy heart, and seek God’s
cleansing of our conscience for having done it.19

In this respect Geisler is in the same position as
Fletcher. Both seek to remove the evil, in a conflict situa-
tion, completely from the category of evil and transpose it
into something good; whereas, the Scriptural solution to evil
is Jesus Christ.

Within a moral dilemma there is no guarantee that the
Christian will chose correctly. Serious, dedicated, intelli-
gent Christians will have differing opinions over which act
is truly the lesser evil in a particular dilemma. Yet, the

midst of a moral dilemma is no place for timidity. Once the

191bid.
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situation has been recognized, the options considered and the

guilt confessed, then action must take place even though it
be sin. The sinful structure of the dilemma may even cause
one to “hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 5:6).
In such situations, one must have the courage to “sin boldly,
but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly, for he is
victorious over sin.”20

A Critique of the Most Common Objections
to Conflicting Absolutism

Some critics claim that conflicting absolutism is an
absurd method because its emphasis on the lesser evil obli-

gates the moral agent to sin. Geisler writes,

According to conflicting absolutism, in real moral
conflicts we have a moral duty to do the lesser of two
evils. That is, one is morally obligated to do evil.
But how can there ever be a moral obligation to do what
is immoral? It seems a morally absurd claim.21

20Luther’s Works, 55 vols., edd. J. Pelikan and H. T.
Lehmann, American Edition in English Translation
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press and St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1958-1986), 48:282. Hereafter this work
will be abbreviated as L. W. “Esto peccator et pecca
fortiter, sed fortius fide et gaude in Christo, qui victor
est peccati, mortis et mundi.” D. Martin Luthers Werke,
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Brieswechsel, 18 Bdnde (Wiemar,
1930-1985), 2:372.

2lGeisler, Christian Ethics: Options and Issues (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1959), 103.
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Conflicting absolutism does not obligate the moral

agent to sin when there is a sinless alternative. However,
it directs the moral agent to the lesser evil only when the
alternative is a greater evil. 1In such conflict situations
it remains consistent in categorizing evils as evils.

This same objection was emphasized by Joseph Fletcher
when he debated John W. Montgomery at San Diego State College
on February 11, 1971. However, Fletcher did not grasp

Montgomery’s answer.

Fletcher: “Aren’t you in effect telling us that in your
ethics we are sometimes morally obliged to do what is
wrong, and does that make any sense in terms of ethical
analysis? [Applause from audience] . . .

Montgomery: What I’'m saying is that it may be necessary
to choose a lesser of evils. But such a choice still
remains an evil.

Fletcher: And isn’t the logical import of the lesser
evil doctrine precisely that sometimes we might be
morally obliged to do what is wrong? . . . .

Montgomery: The point that I’'m trying to make is that
because something is a lesser evil doesn’t somehow
transmute it into a good. But that’s what happens in
situationalism. Lesser evils disappear from the class
of evils; and a person sticks in his thumb and pulls out
a plum and is able to achieve moral vindication. I
don’'t believe that this should be allowable within the
framework of theological ethics.22

22Fletcher and John W. Montgomery, Situation Ethics:
True of False? A Dialogue Between Joseph Fletcher and John
Warwick Montgomery (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany Fellowship,
1972), 69-70.
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On the one hand, the absurdity of which Geisler and

Fletcher speak does exist. It is the absurdity of living in
a sinful world.23 Yet, on the other hand, when there is no
sinless alternative, it is not absurd for the moral agent to
choose the lesser rather than the greater of two evils.

A second critidism has been directed at both conflict-
ing absolutism and hierarchicalism concerning their insis-
tence that divine absolutes can conflict. Olson claims that
Scripture proves that “the believer is never forced to choose
between obedience to two absolutes since God will provide a
way of escape.”24 He quotes Paul’s first letter to the
Corinthians.

No temptation (mewaopdés) has seized you except what is
common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you

237his absurdity was noted by the French
existentialists. For example see Albert Camus Le Mythe de
Sisyphe (Gallimard, 1942) Trans. as The Myth of Sisyphus
(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1955) “The Linchpin of Camus’
argument in The Myth of Sisyphus is the notion of the World’s
absurdity, and the world is called absurd . . . . Camus
conceives the great yearning of the human spirit to be for
some evidence of the world’s being governed by principles of
coherence and intelligibility: . . . . To his dismay,
however . . . . things do not dovetail into one another in
such a way as to give us any sense of their being established
order.” Nathan A. Scott Jr., Mirrors of Man in Existentialism
(New York, NY: Collins, 1978), 133-34.

2401son, 10-11.
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be tempted (mewaocbijvar) beyond what you can bear. But
when you are tempted (mewaopd) he will also provide a
way out so that you can stand up under it.

(1 Corinthians 10:13)

However, Geisler points out that, “First Corinthians
10:13 is only a promise for victory in temptation — not a
guarantee of intervention to avoid moral conflicts.”25 This
passage is referring only to standing firm against an indi-
vidual temptation. It says nothing concerning the conflict
of two moral absolutes. Such a conflict is not to be
confused with a temptation. A temptation is an enticement to
follow Satan. Richard Trench points out “Perazein is applied
to the solicitations and suggestions of Satan (Matt. 4:1; 1
Cor. 7:5; Rev. 2:10) that always are made with a malicious
hope.”26 Also, Bauer, Arndt and Gingrich define “mewaocués not
only as temptation but also as “enticement to sin.”27

Such “solicitations,” “suggestions” and “enticements”

are completely lacking in the moral dilemma wherein one must

25Geisler, Christian Ethics, 90.

26richard Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament, ed.
Robert G. Hoeber (Grand Rapids, MO: Baker Book House, 1989)
295.

27Walter Bauer, A Greek—English Lexicon of the New
Testament trans. William F. Arndt and F. Wilber Gingrich.
Second Edition Revised and Augmented (Chicago, IL:University
of Chicago Press, 1979), 640.
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choose between two absolutes. Thus a moral dilemma is not a

temptation. This passage from First Corinthians, used by
not-conflicting absolutists to criticize conflicting abso-
lutism and hierarchicalism, is inapplicable to this situa-
tion.

A third criticism directed against conflicting abso-
lutism is a Christological argument developed by the hi-
erarchicalists. Geisler claims that if moral conflicts are
part of our existence in this world, and if Christ was in
this world, then Christ must necessarily have faced moral
conflicts wherein he was forced to do the lesser evil.
However, Scripture clearly maintains that Christ was sinless
(2 Corinthians 5:21 and Hebrews 4:15). Therefore the sin-
lessness of Christ illustrates that one is not culpable for
doing the lesser evil.28

Geisler’s argument has one major flaw. Moral
conflicts are part of our existence in this world and Christ
did come into the world, yet it does not necessarily follow
that Christ had to face moral dilemmas. Surely it is possi-
ble that he was providentially spared from encountering moral
dilemmas in order that he might retain the status as the

“lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:19).

28Geisler, Christian Ethics, 106-110.



238
This is analogous to the relationship between Christ

and original sin. Original sin (like moral dilemmas) is part
of our existence in this world. Christ did come into the
world. Yet that earthly existence did not necessitate his
participation in original sin (nor does it necessitate his
participation in moral dilemmas).

Geisler responds to this answer by writing,

It may be that God providentially spared Jesus from
facing moral conflicts in order to preserve his sinless-
ness. But if this is the case, then the Christian may
ask why he, too is not spared from them if he is
faithful to God . . . . It would be special pleading to
declare that the providential way out applies only to
Christ but not to other servants of God who are faithful
to his will.29

Geisler assumes that if Jesus was providentially
spared from moral dilemmas then it necessarily follows that
Christians today should also be providentially spared from
such conflicts. However the latter does not necessarily
follow from the former. It takes no “special pleading” to
call attention to Jesus’ unique purpose on earth. His
mission in this world was to be the sinless sacrifice offered
on behalf of sinners (Hebrews 9:14, 10:10-14 and 1 Peter
1:19). In order to accomplish this mission he was providen-

tially spared from original sin. He could also have been

291bid., 107.
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providentially spared from moral conflicts. A Christian

today does not have the task of being the sinless redeemer of
humanity. Therefore a Christian, unlike Christ, is not
spared from original sin nor from moral dilemmas.30

A fourth criticism directed against the conflicting
absolutists is another christological argument. This criti-
cism claims that if Christ never encountered moral dilemmas,
as conflicting absolutists maintain, then he cannot serve as
a moral example for his followers. Whereas Scripture main-

tains that Christ is our moral example. Geisler writes,

If Christ is our complete moral example then he must
have faced morally conflicting situations in which both
alternatives were sinful. But if Christ never sinned,
then Christ never faced them. Hence we have no example
from Christ to follow in some of life’s most difficult
moral decisions. But does not Hebrews say he was
“tempted in every way, just as we are” (4:15)? Does not
Paul exhort us to be followers of Christ (1 Cor. 1l1l:1-
2)? But how can we follow him in ethical dilemmas if he
never faced them?3l

It is helpful to examine two points from the above

quote. First, Geisler writes that Christ is “our complete

30Geisler does not discuss the possibility that Christ
could have used his divine wisdom to recognize and avoid
situations that were likely to lead to moral dilemmas.

311bid., 109-110.
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moral example.”32 oOn the one hand, Christ himself said that
the example he established should be followed by others. He
told his disciples, “I have set you an example that you
should do as I have done for you” John 13:15. Paul also
exhorts his readers to follow the example of Christ. “Follow
my example as I follow the example of Christ” 1 Corinthians
11:1. Peter also stresses this same point. “To this you
were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an
example, that you should follow in his steps” 1 Peter 2:21.
Such passages point out that Christians are to follow Christ
in his exemplary love. Christ showed the world what real
love is by his perfect obedience to the law. Thus, it is his
love that is to emulated. “Be imitators of God, therefore,
as clearly loved children and live a life of love, just as
Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant
offering and sacrifice to God” Ephesians 5:1-2.

On the other hand, this does not mean that Christ is
our complete moral example in the sense that Geisler main-
tains. In many respects Christ did not set a moral example
for the husband, for the soldier, or for the civil magis-
trate. This was not his purpose. There was a higher purpose

to his life than merely setting moral examples for everyone

3271pid.
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to follow. Certain aspects of Christ’s life were intended to

be, and should be understood as, unique to his person and
work. Luther writes,

You ask: Why did not Christ . . . bear the sword?
Answer: You tell me, why did Christ not take a wife, or
become a cobbler or a tailor . . . ? Christ pursued his
own office and vocation. . . . For each one must attend
to the duties of his own calling.

Therefore, . . . Christ . . . had to manifest him-
self wholly in connection with the estate and calling
which alone expressly served his kingdom. . . . This was
and had to be Christ’s peculiar function as the Supreme
King in this kingdom. Since not all Christians, how-
ever, have this same function (although they are enti-
tled to it), it is fitting that they should have some
other external office by which God may also be served.33

Because of Christ’s unique vocation not every aspect of the

Christian’s life can be found in Christ’s life, nor can (or

33puther, “Temporal Authority: To What Extent If
Should Be Obeyed,” (1523) L. W. 45:100-101. “So sprichstu:
Warumb hatts denn Christus . . . nicht gefuret? Antwort:
sage myr, warumb hatt er nicht auch eyn weyb genomen oder ist
ein schuster oder schneyder worden? . . . Christus hat seyn
ampt und stand gefuret. . . . Denn eyn iglicher muss seyns
beruffens und wercks wartten.

Darumb . . . Christus . . . muste sich allerdinge
beweyssen mit solchem stand und werck, die eygentlich nur
alleyne zu seynem reych dieneten . . . Wilchs Christus
eygentlich ampt gewessen ist unnd seyn muste als des ubersten
konigs ynn dem selben reych. Nu aber nicht alle Christen das
selb ampt haben (wie wol sie es haben mugen), ists billich,
das sie sonst eyn anders eusserlich haben, da mit auch Gott
gedienet mag werden.” D. Martin Luthers Werke, Kritische
Gesamtausgabe, 64 Bdnde (Weimar, 1883-), 11:258-59.

Hereafter this work is abbreviated as W. A.
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should) the Christian follow every aspect of Christ’s life.

Christ is our complete moral example insofar as he completely
manifested the fullness of love through his perfect obedience
of the moral law; however, he did not provide a multitude of
examples upon which Christians are to base every aspect of
their lives. Thus Christ can still serve as a moral example
without having had to encounter moral dilemmas.

The second point in Geisler’'s quote that deserves
careful examination is his reference to Hebrews 4;15 empha-
sizing, “that Christ was ‘tempted in every way, just as we
are.’”34 Geisler’'s response to the non-conflicting abso-
lutists use of 1 Corinthians 10:13, given above in answer to
the second criticism, applies here to his own use of Hebrews
4:15. Geisler pointed out that a “temptation” is not the
same as a “moral conflict.”

First Corinthians 10:13 stressed that God will enable
Christians to withstand temptations (but it does not say
anything about delivering Christians from moral dilemmas).
Similarly Hebrews 4:15, that Geisler now mentions, stresses
that Christ withstood every temptation (but it does not say
anything about Christ confronting moral dilemmas). There-

fore, just as 1 Corinthians 10:13 cannot be properly used by

34Geisler, Christian Ethics, 110.
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the non-conflicting absolutists to show that Christians are

delivered from moral dilemmas, neither can Hebrews 4:15 be
properly used by Geisler to show that Christ faced moral dil-
emmas. It was shown above in answer to the second criticism

that a moral conflict is not a temptation.

Summary and Conclusion of Part Two

To summarize the discussion on conflicting absolutism
it is helpful to recall the following points. The first
tenet stresses that there are numerous moral absolutes given
by God which are summarized by love. This is in agreement
with both non-conflicting absolutism and hierarchicalism.

The second tenet stresses that due to the sinful condition of
the world there are times when two or more of God’s absolute
laws will conflict with one another. This tenet contradicts
the view of non-conflicting absolutism. It agrees with
hierarchicalism, but it is not supported well by the argu-
ments the hierarchicalists gives. It is shown that one of
the best ways to recognize this conflict is to have a
thorough understanding of the distinction between God’s
primary will and his secondary will. The third tenet empha-
sizes that the absolute moral laws of God can be arranged in

a hierarchical order. This tenet also conflicts with non-
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conflicting absolutism. Hierarchicalism agrees with this

tenet; however, it constructs a static hierarchy. The hier-
archy of conflicting absolutism is flexible and dynamic,
based upon the needs of the neighbor in a given situation.
The fourth and final tenet of conflicting absolutism stresses
that in a conflict situation the moral agent is to observe
the hierarchical order of God’'s commands and do the lesser
evil. In performing this lesser evil the moral agent incurs
guilt for which he needs to repent. This entire tenet is
rejected by the non-conflicting absolutists due to the previ-
ous disagreement in the third tenet concerning the existence
of any hierarchy of absolutes. The first half of this tenet
is accepted by the hierarchicalists; whereas, the second half
is not. When the hierarchicalists refer to the lesser evil
as the greater good, for which no guilt is incurred, they are
attempting to transmute an evil into a good and thereby
disregard the serious nature of the threat of God’s law.
Thus, of the three methods discussed, conflicting absolutism

is the only Scriptural alternative.



CONCLUSION

Part one examines both the deontological and teleo-
logical elements in theological ethics. It is shown in this
first part that the basic method of normative theological
ethics used in the Scriptures contains certain characteris-
tics found in rule deontology. That is, humankind has an
unqualified duty to obey every absolute moral command from
God. Yet, it is also emphasized that certain characteristics
of rule teleology are found in the Scripture. In the event
of a moral dilemma the end principle of love must be applied
directly to the situation in order to determine the lesser of
two evils.

Part two examines that, contrary to the claim of the
non-conflicting absolutists, such moral dilemmas are indeed
real. Contrary to the hierarchicalists, such moral dilemmas
cannot be dissolved by placing them in a hierarchical order.
Nor does a good intention relieve the moral agent of
culpability. Thus in the final analysis this dissertation,
which seeks to construct a prolegomenon for normative

theological ethics, proposes the following four steps the
245
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moral agent is to consider in determining the moral option:

1. The moral agent is to search the Scriptures in
order to determine which duties are relevant to the situa-
tion. If there is only one absolute moral command of God
that applies to the situation then this is to be followed,
not as an end in itself, but, because such obedience is the
means by which God would have his love flow through the moral
agent and into the situation in order to help the neighbor in
need.

2. If more than one absolute moral command of God can
be applied to the situation, the moral agent must determine
the lesser evil. This can only be done by prayerfully exam-
ining all the variables involved in the situation. 1In a
biocethical decision concerning the initiation or withdrawal
of treatment this may include considering cost, benefit,
pain, risk, and effectiveness of the treatment. Then the
moral agent must prayerfully seek to determine that option
which best serves the need of his neighbor. The moral agent
may ask at this point, “How can I best express, or incarnate,
God’s love in this situation?”

3. After the decision is carried out the moral agent
is to recognize his culpability, repent and look to Christ

for forgiveness.
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4. The moral agent can thank and praise God that, even

though there is no guarantee that the best option was chosen,
he can still rest secure in the forgiveness that he has in
Christ Jesus.

These four steps are merely a proposed beginning
toward the development of a Scriptural method of normative
theological ethics. Future study still needs to be done to
determine whether or not it is possible to establish a
specific procedure by which the moral agent can determine the
lesser of two evils within a given situation. If that is

possible, what might such a method be?



APPENDIX I

BIBLICAL TESTIMONY CONCERNING THE PRESENT
INVALIDITY OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

CEREMONIAL AND POLITICAL LAWS

Even in the 0ld Testament days God made it known that
his way of dealing with his people would not be the same
forever. “‘The time is coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I
will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with
the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made
with their forefathers’”(Jeremiah 31:31-32).1

This change is made even more clear in the New
Testament. Jesus himself spoke of contradicting the
ceremonial laws when he said, “What goes into a man’s mouth
does not make him ‘unclean,’ but what comes out of his mouth,
that is what makes him ‘unclean’” (Matthew 15:11).

God also showed to Peter in the vision of Acts 10:9-16

that the ceremonial distinctions are no longer relevant.

About noon the following day as they were on their

1a11 Biblical quotes are from the New International
Version.
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journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the
roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to
eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into
a trance. He saw heaven opened and something like a
large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners.
It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well
as reptiles of the earth and birds of the air. Then a
voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.”

“Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never
eaten anything impure or unclean.”

The voice spoke a second time, “Do not call
anything impure that God has made clean.”

This happened three times, and immediately the
sheet was taken back to heaven.

Therefore, at the Jerusalem council, when the
Judaizers said, “The Gentiles must be circumcised and
required to obey the law of Moses” (Acts 15:5b) Peter clearly
spoke out against such 0ld Testament ceremonial legislation
by saying,

God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them
by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us.
He made no distinction between us and them, for he
purified their hearts by faith. Now then why do you try
to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a
yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to
bear? No! We believe it is through the grace of our
Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are. (Acts
15:8-11)

Paul also emphasizes the invalidity of the 0ld
Testament ceremonial and political laws in his letter to the
Galatians, in which he scolds the Galatians for turning to

the 0ld Testament ceremonial laws. He emphasizes his point
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by denying the importance of circumcision, one of the most

important ceremonial regulations of all.

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand
firm, then and do not let yourselves be burdened again
by a yoke of slavery. . . . For in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only
thing that counts is faith expressing itself through
love. (Galatians 5:1-6)

In a similar vein Paul wrote to the Colossians.

Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or
drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New
Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow
of the things that were to come; the reality, however,
is found in Christ. (Colossians 2:16-17)

Likewise the author of the letter to the Hebrews

writes,

If perfection could have been attained through the
Levitical priesthood (for on the basis of it the law was
given to the people), why was there still need for
another priest to come — one in the order of
Melchizedek, not in the order of Aaron? For when there
is a change of the priesthood, there must also be a
change of the law. He of whom these things are said
belonged to a different tribe, and no one from that
tribe has ever served at the altar. . . ..

The former regulation is set aside because it was

weak and useless. (Hebrews 7:11-13, 18)
And again he writes in reference to Jeremiah 31
saying, “By calling this covenant ‘new,’ he has made the
first one obsolete; and what is obsolete and aging will soon

disappear” (Hebrews 8:13).
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Thus the ceremonial and political laws, which were

intended only for ancient Israel for a certain limited time,
must be distinguished from the moral law that is intended for

all people until Christ returns.



APPENDIX II

LUTHER ON THE PURPOSE OF GOOD WORKS

In his Church Postil for the First Sunday in Advent
based on Matthew 21:1-9 Luther explains that the purpose of
all good works is to benefit the neighbor. The following
English excerpts are from John Nicholas Lenker, ed The
Precious and Sacred Writings of Martin Luther, 31 vol.
(Minneapolis: The Luther Press, 1903-1910), 10:17-58. A
German edition may be found in D. Martin Luthers Werke,
Kritische Gesamtausgabe. 64 Bdnde. (Weimar, 1883-),
10.1.2:21-62.

“We receive Christ not only as a gift by faith, but
also as an example of love toward our neighbor, whom we are
to serve as Christ serves us. Faith brings and gives Christ
to you with all his possessions. Love gives you to your
neighbor with all your possessions. These two things
constitute a true and complete Christian life . . . .

#“If you have ears to hear and a mind to observe, pray,
listen and learn for God’'s sake what good works are and mean.

A good work is good for the reason that it is useful and
252
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benefits and helps the one for whom it is done; why else

should it be called good! For there is a difference between
good works and a great, long, numerous, beautiful works.
When you throw a big stone a great distance it is a great
work, but whom does it benefit?: If you can jump, run, fence
well, it is a fine work, but whom does it benefit? Whom does
it help, if you wear a costly coat or build a fine house?
“And to come to our Papists’ work, what does it avail
if they put silver or gold on the walls, wood and stone in
the churches? Who would be made better, if each wvillage had
ten bells, as big as those at Erfurt? Whom would it help if
all the houses were convents and monasteries as splendid as
the temple of Solomon? Who is benefited if you fast for St.
Catherine, St. Martin or any other saint? Whom does it
benefit, if you are shaved half or wholly, if you wear a gray
or a black cap? Of what use were it if all people held mass
every hour? What benefit is it if in one church, as at
Meissen, they sing day and night without interruption? Who
is better for it, if every church had more silver, pictures
and jewelry than the churches of Halle and Wittenberg? It is
folly and deception, men’s lies invented these things and
called them good works; they all pretend they serve God thus

and pray for the people and their sins, just as if they
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helped God with their property or as if his saints were in

need of our work. Sticks and stones are not as rude and mad
as we are. A tree bears fruit, not for itself, but for the
good of man and beast, and these fruits are its good

works . . . .

“Hence direct all the good you can do and your whole
life to the end that it be good; but it is good only when it
is useful to other people and not to yourself . . . .

“A man is to live, speak, act, hear, suffer and die
for the good of his wife and child, the wife for the husband,
the children for the parents, the servants for their masters,
the masters for their servants, the government for its
subjects, the subjects for the government, each one for his
fellowman, even for his enemies, so that one is the other’s
hand, mouth, eye, foot, even heart and mind. This is a truly
Christian and good work, which can and shall be done at all
times, in all places, toward all people. You notice the
Papist’s works in organs, pilgrimages, fasting, etc., are
really beautiful, great, numerous, long, wide and heavy
works, but there is no good, useful and helpful work among
them and the proverb may be applied to them: It is already
bad . . . .

#TPhus faith blots out sin in a different manner than
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love. Faith blots it out of itself, while love or good works

prove and demonstrate that faith has done so and is present,
as St. Paul says, 1 Cor. 13,2: “And if I have all faith, so
as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.”
Why? Without doubt, because faith is not present where there

is no love, they are not separate the one from the other.”



APPENDIX III

LUTHER ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LOVE AND THE LAW

The following translation is from John Nicholas
Lenker, ed. The Precious and Sacred Writings of Martin
Luther, 31 vols. (Minneapolis: The Luther Press, 1903-1910),
8:56-75. A German edition is found in D. Martin Luthers
Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgabe. 64 Bdnde. (Weimar, 1883-),

17.2:88-104.

Fourth Sunday After Epiphany
Text: Romans 13,8-10.

“‘Owe no man anything, save to love one another: for
he that loveth his neighbor hath fulfilled the law. For
this, Thou shalt not commit adultery, Thou shalt not kill,
Thou shalt not steal, Thou shalt not covet, and if there be
any other commandment, it is summed up in this word, namely,
Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. Love worketh no ill
to his neighbor; love therefore is the fulfilment of the
law .’. . .

“We will look at the command to love, in the Law of

God. Inumerable, endless, are the books and doctrines
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produced for the direction of man’s conduct. And there is

still no limit to the making of books and laws. Note the
ecclesiastical and civil regulations, the spiritual orders
and stations. These laws and doctrines might be tolerated,
might be received with more favor, if they were founded upon
and administered according to the one great law—the one rule
or measure—of love; as the Scriptures do, which present many
different laws, but all born of love, and comprehended in and
subject to it. And these laws must yield, must become
invalid, when they conflict with love.

“0f Love’s higher authority we find many illustrations
in the Scriptures. Christ makes particular mention of the
matter in Matthew 12,3-4, where David and his companions ate
the holy showbread. Though a certain law prohibited all but
the priests from partaking of this holy food, Love was
empress here, and free. Love was over the Law, subjecting it
to herself. The Law had to yield for the time being, had to
become invalid, when David suffered hunger. The Law had to
submit to the sentence: ‘David hungers and must be relieved,
for Love commands, Do good to your needy neighbor. Yield,
therefore, thou Law. Prevent not the accomplishment of this
good. Rather accomplish it thyself. Serve him in his need.

Interpose not thy prohibitions.’ In connection with this
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same incident, Christ teaches that we are to do good to our

neighbor on the Sabbath; to minister as necessity demands,
whatever the Sabbath restrictions of the Law. For when a
brother’s need calls, Love is authority and the Law of the
Sabbath is void.

“Were laws conceived and administered in love, the
number of laws would matter little. Though one might not
hear or learn all of them, he would learn from the one or two
he had knowledge of, the principle of love taught in
all . . . . Every word in this epistle lesson proves Love
mistress of all law.

“Further, no greater calamity, wrong and wretchedness
is possible on earth than the teaching and enforcing of laws
without love. 1In such case, law, are but a ruinous curse,
making true the proverbs, ‘summum jus, summa injustitia,’
‘The most strenuous right is the most strenuous wrong’ and
again, Solomon’s words (Ec 7,17), ‘Noli nimium esse justus,’
‘Be not righteous overmuch’ . . . .

“In the conception, the establishment and the
observance of all laws, the object should be, not the
furtherance of the laws in themselves, not the advancement of
works, but the exercise of love. That is the true purpose of

law, according to Paul here, ‘He that loveth his neighbor
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hath fulfilled the law.’ Therefore, when the law contributes

to the injury rather than the benefit of our neighbor, it
should be ignored. The same law may at one time benefit our
neighbor and at another time injure him. Consequently, it
should be regulated according to its advantage to him. Law
should be made to serve in the same way that food and raiment
and other necessaries of life serve. We consider not the
food and raiment themselves, but their benefit to our needy
neighbor. And we cease to dispense them as soon as we
perceive them no longer add to his comfort.

“Suppose you were to come across an individual foolish
enough to act with no other thought than that focd and
clothing are truly good things, and so proceed to stuff a
needy one with unlimited food and drink unto choking, and to
clothe him unto suffocation, and then not to desist. Suppose
to the command, ‘Stop, you have suffocated, have already
over-fed and over-clothed him, and all is lost effort now,’
the foolish one should reply: ‘You heretic, would you forbid
good works? Food, drink and raiment are good things,
therefore we must not cease to dispense them; we cannot do
too much.’ And suppose he continued to force food and
clothing on the man. Tell me, what would you think of such a

one? He is a fool more than foolish; he is more mad than
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madness itself. But such is about the character of our

ecclesiasts today, and of those who are so blind in the
exercise of law as to act as if works were the only
requisite, and to suffocate body and soul, being ignorant
that they make works superior to love, and a maid to her
matron. Such perversion prevails to an extent distressing to
think of, not to mention hearing and seeing it, or more,
practicing and permitting it ourselves . . . .

“The commandment of love suspends every commandment,
yet it perpetuates all. Its whole purpose is that we may
recognize no commandment, no work, except as love dictates.

“As life on earth apart from works is an
impossibility, necessarily there must be various commandments
involving works. Yet Love is supreme over these
requirements, dictating the omission or the performance of
works according to its own best interest, and permitting no
works opposed to itself.

“To illustrate: A driver, holding the reins, guides
team and wagon at will. If he were content merely to hold
the reins, regardless of whether or no the team followed the
road, the entire equipage—team, wagon, reins and driver-—
would soon be wrecked; the driver would be lying drowned in a

ditch or a pool, or have his neck broken going over stumps
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and rocks. But if he dextrously regqulates the movement of

the outfit according to the road, observing where it is safe
and where unsafe, he will proceed securely . . . . Were he,
in his egotism, to drive straight ahead, endeavoring to make
the road conform to the movement of the wagon, at his
pleasure, he would soon see how beautifully his plan would
work.

“So it is when men are governed by laws and works, the
laws not being regulated according to the people. The case
is that of the driver who would regulate the road by the
movements of the wagon. True, the road is often well suited
to the straight course of the wagon. But just as truly the
road is, in certain places, crooked and uneven, and then the
wagon must conform to the course and condition of the road.
Men must adapt themselves to laws and regulations wherever
possible and where the laws are beneficial. But where laws
prove detrimental to men’s interests, the former must yield.
The ruler must wisely make allowance for love, suspending
works and laws. Hence, philosophers say prudence—or
circumspection or discretion as the ecclesiasts put it—is the
guide and regulator of all virtues . . . .

“Loove is true discretion; love is the driver and the

true discretion in righteous works. It always looks to the
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good of the neighbor, to the amelioration of his condition;

just as the discretion of the world looks to the general
welfare of the governed in the adjustment of political
laws . . . .

“Faith is ever the actor, and love the act. The law
requires the act and thus forces the actor to be changed.
The Law is then fulfilled by the act, which, however, the
actor must perform. Thus Paul rejects the fancies of the
sophists, who in the matter of love would make a distinction
between the external work and the inner affection, saying:
‘Love is an inner affection that loves our neighbor when in
our heart we wish him well.’ Its expression in works,
however, they call the fruit of love. But we will not
discuss this idea. Note, Paul terms love not only an
affection, but an affectionate good act. Faith and the heart
are the actor and fulfiller of the Law. Paul says, ‘He that
loveth his neighbor hath fulfilled the law.’ And love is the
act, the fulfilling; for he says, ‘Love is the fulfilment of
the law.’

“Another question arises: How can love for our
neighbor be the fulfilment of the Law when we are required to
love God supremely, even above our neighbor? I reply: Christ

answers the question when he tells us (Mt 22, 39) the second
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commandment is like unto the first. He makes love to God and

love to our neighbor the same love. The reason for this is,
first: God, having no need for our works and benefactions for
himself, bids us to do for our neighbor what we would do for
God. He asks for himself only our faith and our recognition
of him as God. The object of proclaiming his honor and
rendering him praise and thanks here on earth is that our
neighbor may be converted and brought into fellowship with
God. Such service is called the love of God, and is
performed out of love to God; but it is exercised for the
benefit of our neighbor only.

“The second reason why God makes love to our neighbor
an obligation equal to love to himself is: God has made
worldly wisdom foolish, desiring henceforth to be loved amid
crosses and afflictions. Paul says (1 Cor 1,21), ‘Seeing
that in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom knew
not God, it was God’s good pleasure through the foolishness
of the preaching to save them that believe.’ Therefore, upon
the cross he submitted himself unto death and misery, and
imposed the same submission upon all his disciples. They who
refused to love him before when he bestowed upon them food
and drink, blessing and honor, must now love him in hunger

and sorrow, in adversity and disgrace. All works of love,
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then, must be directed to our wretched, needy neighbors. 1In

these lowly ones we are to find and love God, in them we are
to serve and honor him, and only so can we do it. The
commandment to love God is wholly merged in that to love our
neighbors.

“These facts restrain those elusive, soaring spirits
that seek after God only in great and glorious undertakings.
It stops the mouths of those who strive after greatness like
his, who would force themselves into heaven, presuming to
serve and love him with their brilliant works. But they miss
him by passing over him in their earthly neighbor, in whom
God would be loved and honored. Therefore, they will hear,
on the last day, the sentence (Mt 25, 42), ‘I was hungry, and
ye did not give me to eat,’ etc. For Christ laid aside his
divinity and took upon himself the form of a servant for the
very purpose of bringing down and centering upon our neighbor
the love we extend to himself. Yet we leave the Lord to lie
here in his humiliation while we gaze open-mouthed into
heaven and make great pretensions to love and service to
God . . . .

“Love being the chief element of all law, it
comprehends, as has been made sufficiently clear, all

commandments. Its one concern is to be useful to man and not
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harmful; therefore, it readily discovers the way . . . .

“Tove is the chief virtue, the fountain of all
virtues. Love gives food and drink; it clothes, comforts,
persuades, relieves and rescues. What shall we say of it,
for behold he who loves gives himself, body and soul,
property and honor, all his powers inner and external, for
his needy neighbor’s benefit, whether it be friend or enemy;
he withholds nothing wherewith he may serve another . . . .

“It is the nature of false, carnal, worldly love to
respect the individual, and to love only so long as it hopes
to derive profit. When such hope ceases, the love also
ceases. The commandment of our text, however, requires of us
free, spontaneous love to all men, whoever they may be, and
whether friend or foe, a love that seeks not profit, and
administers only what is beneficial. Such love is most
active and powerful in serving the poor, the needy, the sick,
the wicked, the simple-minded and the hostile; among these it
is always and under all circumstances necessary to suffer and
endure, to serve and dogood . . . .

“He [a Sovereign] is under obligation, according to
this commandment, not to extend a measure of help, but to
serve that neighbor with all he has and all he controls. 1If

he loves him as God here commands him to do, he must give the
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beggar preference over his crown and all his realm; and if

the beggar’s necessity requires, must give his life. He is
under obligation to love his neighbor, and must admit that
such a one is his neighbor . . . .

“But how strange it would seem to us to behold kings
and queens, princes and princesses, serving beggars and
lepers, as we read St. Elizabeth did! Even this, however,
would be a slight thing in comparison with what Christ has
done. No one can ever equal him in the obedience wherewith
he has exalted this commandment. He is a king whose honor
transcends that of all other kings; indeed, he is the Son of
God. And yet he puts himself on a level with the worst
sinners, and serves them even to dying for them. Were ten
kings of earth to serve to the utmost one beggar, it would be
a remarkable thing; but of what significance would it be in
comparison with the service Christ has rendered? The kings
would be put to utter shame and would have to acknowledge

their service unworthy of notice.



APPENDIX IV

UTILITARIAN CALCULATIONS VERSUS

QUANTITATIVE AGAPISTIC ANALYSIS

In part one, under the topic of act teleology, the
utilitarian calculations of Jeremy Bentham are discussed. 1In
the second part, included in the topic of choosing the lesser
of two evils, a type of quantitative agapistic analysis is
mentioned. That is, in a moral dilemma the moral agent is to
weigh all the variables, consider all the pertinent options
and make a quantitative decision as to which option best
expresses, or incarnates, the love of God. Such a
quantitative agapistic analysis should not be confused with
the utilitarian calculations of Jeremy Bentham. There are
three important differences.

First the utilitarianism of Bentham, which seeks the
greatest good for the greatest number, would weigh the
importance of one human life against such an abstract social
value as the quality of life. For the utilitarian an

abortion may be considered moral if it increases the quality
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of the life of the parents. This would be especially evident

if the child to be aborted were handicapped in such a way
that it was determined to have very little happiness or
quality to its own life. 1In this way utilitarian
calculations err in reducing human worth to having merely an
instrumental value. However, a quantitative agapistic
analysis recognizes that each individual is infinitely
valuable because it is a soul created, redeemed and
sanctified by God. Such divine dignity (that is, alien
righteousness) bestowed upon each individual gives them a
worth that far transcends their social utility.

The second problem with utilitarian calculation is
that it views the good (that is, benefit, advantage or
pleasure) of the moral agent as equal in importance to the
good of those around him. This is contrary to the quantita-
tive agapistic analysis in which the focus is solely on the
good of the neighbor.

The third problem with utilitarianism is that, like
hierarchicalism, it seeks to dissolve all moral dilemmas on
one hierarchical scale. In the case of a conflict the moral
option is chosen by virtue of its location on the scale.
That is, the utilitarian would choose that option which best

brings about the greatest good for the greatest number. In
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this way every dilemma is believed to be solved. Contrary to

quantitative agapistic analysis, it leaves no room for the
recognition that sin is a necessary result of the moral
dilemma. It fails to recognize both the need for repentance
and the necessity of forgiveness in Christ Jesus. Thus
utilitarian calculation is not the same as quantitative

agapistic analysis.



APPENDIX V

EDMUND SANTURRI AND HELMUT THIELICKE
ON THE QUESTION OF GENUINE

MORAL DILEMMAS

Edmund Santurri has written a detailed argument which
attempts to disprove the existence of genuine moral dil-
emmas.l The capstone of his argument is a severe criticism
of Helmut Thielicke’s interpretation of “The Borderline
Situation.”2 This appendix is a defense of Thielicke’s view
against those criticisms of Santurri.

Santurri begins by offering a fair, and generally
impartial, summary of Thielicke’s view. Thielicke’s views
concerning borderline situations (that is, moral dilemmas) is
explained in chapter two above and need not be repeated at
length here; however, the’following quote highlights those
basic elements with which Santurri disagrees. Santurri

writes,

lEdmund Santurri, Perplexity in the Moral Life:
Philosophical and Theological Considerations
(Charlottesville, Vir.: The University Press of Virginia,
1978).

21bid., 181-200.
270
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As Thielicke sees it, only in such disruption [that is,
the disruption of moral perplexity perceived as dilem-
matic] is the authentic structure of the world disclos-
ed, namely, its extreme disorder, its fallenness. Pre-
occupation with normal cases of moral experience, that
is, those in which our general principles provide unam-
biguous guidance, tends to obscure this fact about the
world. Only when our principles fail to serve in this
manner do we come to experience in our moral lives what
the Bible and Reformation theology teach — that the
world is entirely broken by sin. . . .

. « o What Thielicke objects to . . . is the
operative presumption [of Thomistic natural law, with
which Santurri agrees] that moral perplexity is purely
and simply an epistemological problem. Such a presump-
tion reflects, according to him, a fundamental misunder-
standing of the significance of moral conflict, which is
said to depict essentially a defect in the moral order
itself rather than a defect in our perception of that
order. In other words, moral perplexity is first and
foremost for Thielicke an ontological rather than an
epistemological problem. . . . Thus Thielicke resists
any purely epistemological interpretation of moral
conflict. . . .

If moral conflict is merely a problem of epistemo-
logy, there is in principle a resolution to such con-
flict in every case despite our occasional failures to
discern the conditions of such resolution, then the way
is open for the agent to escape morally unscathed pro-
vided that she hits on the correct answer either by
extended ethical reflection or by sheer luck. Yet for
Thielicke admitting this possibility of a way out be-
trays a failure to take seriously the fact that this
world is one in which the autonomous achievement of
objective righteousness is impossible . . . . Thus
Thielicke can say that belief in the adjudicability of
moral conflict even as a matter of principle “is only a
variation of that righteousness by the Law which feeds
on the illusion that man is capable of satisfying the
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claim of God.”3

The first objection Santurri raises concerns the
relationship between Thielicke’s and Santurri’s understanding
of sin. Santurri suggests that sin may be defined as “a
moral violation willfully embraced” (emphasis mine).4 Thus a
legal violation that is thrust upon the moral agent, by
external circumstances, against his will, would not,
according to Santurri, constitute a sin. A moral agent in
the midst of such a perplexing situation would not be
confronted with a true dilemma.® However, it is pointed out
in part two that it does not matter whether or not the moral
agent intends to sin. Nor does it matter whether or not the
moral agent is responsible for the creation of the dilemmatic

situation. It is emphasized in part two above that sin is

31bid., 182-184. This contains a quote from Helmut
Thielicke, Theological Ethics 3 vols. trans. John Doberstein
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979), 1l:xviii.

41bid., 191.

SThielicke addresses this problem by emphasizing
collective responsibility or “communal guilt” (Gesamtschuld)
for the situation itself. 1In that way guilt cannot be
avoided, and a dilemmatic situation exists (Thielicke 1:602).
However Santurri rejects such a concept as communal guilt
“unless the guilt can be tied in one way or another to a
specific dereliction of duty on . . . [each] individual’s
part.” (Santurri, 194.)
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any violation of God'’s moral law. There are no excuses. Any

effort to justify one’s sin, by arguing that it was
unintentional, or that one is not the cause of the problem,
is a weak attempt to become righteous by the Law.

A second problem Santurri has with Thielicke’s
position is that the position seems to predicate to God an
unwillingness to adjust to history. Santurri writes,

The intriguing thing about Thielicke’s position . . . is
that it seems to make moral dilemmas partially a func-
tion of God’s unwillingness to adjust entirely to
history. If irresolvable conflict is the product of a
system of moral principles whose content is designed
only for a pre-lapsarian world and if these principles
reflect God’s commands, then dilemmas are partly the
product of God’s failure to modify these commands for
the conditions of historical existence.6

According to Santurri’s view one is not to construe

God as a being who is unwilling to adjust to history. Since

6santurri, 198. Santurri notes that, “Thielicke does
allow, up to a point, for God’s adjusting his commands to
meet the exigencies of the fallen world . . . . For Thielicke
these divine concessions never completely resolve the moral
conflict. On the one hand, they do establish new moral
directives that are genuinely obligatory. Violence in
defense of the innocent, for example, is not simply
permissible; it is required — to deny this is fanatical. On
the other hand, the new directives cannot extinguish the
binding force of the created order left behind; rather, they
call for a ‘compromise’ of that order, a compromise that
‘stands in need of forgiveness’ (TE 1:567). The upshot is
that, while God adjusts his mandates for the fallen world,
the accommodations are partial at best.” Santurri, 198.
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this construal is assumed by Thielicke’s view, his view must

be rejected.

Santurri fails to recognize that God has made
adjustments for nature’s fall into sin. In his infinite
wisdom he chose not to relax the legal demands of his initial
will; rather, he became incarnate, suffered and died on the
cross so that the world could have forgiveness for its
failure to meet the perfect standards established by his
primary will. Contrary to Santurri’s view, moral dilemmas do
not depend on a God who is unwilling to adjust to the fall of
nature. They are only dependent on a God who refuses to
adjust to the fall of nature by modifying his initial
commands. God did make adjustments for sin. Yet his
adjustment (that is, offering forgiveness through Christ) is
much more gracious than a mere modifications of his original
commands. In this way an adjustment is made, his original
will remains completely unchanged and moral dilemmas become a
necessary part of living in a sinful world.

A third problem Santurri has with Thielicke’s view of
moral dilemmas is that it insinuates that God is
inconsistent. Santurri writes, “To the extent that he
requires sinful actions for the sake of the world’s

preservation, God also commands things that are simply
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inconsistent with other things he commands.”7

In the first place it would be inconsistent of God if
he would modify his original commands and make them less
stringent.8 In the second place there is consistency, even
in a moral dilemma, in so far as both commands are oriented
toward the same goal or Téos. Both commands seek to be the
means by which God‘s love flows through the moral agent and
into the life of the neighbor in need. Also, the dilemmatic
situation is not due to any inconsistency on the part of God
or his laws. It is due solely to the sinful structure of the
fallen world. God and his laws have remained consistent;
however, nature has not. It is man’s sinful existence within
a fallen nature that creates moral dilemmas. Thus Santurri

is mistaken when he insists that moral dilemmas must be based

71bid., 199. 1In another portion of the book Santurri
writes, “In the case of theological voluntarism, accepting
the existence of dilemmas would mean attributing incoherence
to the divine will, thereby admitting Geod’s practical
irrationality.” Ibid., 5.

8This is precisely what Santurri claims God has done.
He writes, “Indeed, God may will any of these things [that
is, something which conflicts with his original will], but in
so doing he always overrides one or more of his [original]
desires.” 1Ibid., 207. Thus Santurri, just as Norman
Geisler, makes the unbiblical assumption that the commands of
God'’'s secondary will preempt, or cancel out those of his
primary will. Thus it is Santurri, and Geisler, who are
guilty of ascribing inconsistency to God.
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on inconsistent commands from God.

Santurri’s criticism of Thielicke’s view of moral

dilemmas is unfounded and cannot stand up to close scrutiny.
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