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Justice and Christian Ethics is a study in the meaning and
foundations of justice in modern society. Written from a
theological perspective, its focus is upon the interaction of
religion and law in their common pursuit of justice. Con-
sideration is given, first, to the historical roots of justice in
the classical tradition of virtue (Aristotle and Aquinas) and
in the biblical ideas of covenant and the righteousness of
God. Subsequent chapters trace the relationships between
justice, law, and virtue in Puritanism, in Locke, and in the
founding documents of the American Republic in the late
eighteenth century. In his concluding section, the author
develops a covenantal interpretation of justice which in-
cludes both law and virtue, both human rights and the
common good. Special attention is given to the pluralistic
character of modern political societies; to criteria of distrib-
utive justice; and to religious resources for the renewal and
transformation of justice.
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General editor’s preface

This book is the seventh in the series New Studies in Christian
Ethics. As I had hoped, a distinctive shape is beginning to emerge
in the series. Not only are contributors well-versed in one of the
humanities, science or social science disciplines, they are also
prepared to challenge some of the secularist assumptions that
often underpin them in the modern university.

Kieran Cronin’s Rights and Christian Ethics, the first book in the
series, saw considerable areas of overlap between Christians and
secularists in the debate about “rights.” However he concluded
that Christians (and indeed many others with religious faith) do
have deeper “‘justifying reasons for acting morally” than secular-
ists, precisely because moral behavior for Christians is a part of
their relationship to God.

James Mackey’s Power and Christian Ethics also offered a theological
challenge to much secular thought. He argued that, in a world that
frequently equates power with force, religious communities (despite
their many failures) can have real significance. At best such commu-
nities offer a “‘radical and encompassing sense of life as grace’ which
“enlightens and empowers people to imagine and create an ever
better life, and also to overcome the forces of destruction which one
could otherwise only join and increase, but never beat.”

Ian Markham’s Plurality and Christian Ethics also offered a
distinctive theological challenge. In arguing for a position of what
he terms “constructive plurality,” he maintained that secularism
as a basis for rational dialogue in the modern world is surprisingly
weak. In contrast, he argued that theism offers “a more coherent
description of life than any alternative world perspective.” He
was in the end convinced by those who argue that it is theism

xi
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xii Preface

which “makes sense of the objectivity of value and the intellig-
ibility of the universe.”

Of course others have made similar claims in the debate that is
currently raging between modernists and postmodernists.
However none of the writers in this series relies upon hyperbole
or engages in dramatic end-of-the-Enlightenment discourse. Ian
Markham was quite critical of such discourse, reminding his
readers of some of the positive features of the Enlightenment as
well as its inherent weaknesses. Rather, the dominant discourse in
this series is that of a sustained dialogue with secular disciplines,
albeit a critical and non-subservient dialogue.

Jean Porter’s Moral Action and Christian Ethics offered another
significant theological challenge to much secular moral philosophy.
She was finally unconvinced by what she regards as the false
security of many moral theories “with their promise of certainties
that we cannot attain.” Instead, she returned to Aquinas and
sought to re-interpret his understanding of the moral act as a
product of inter-dependent moral virtues. For her the moral life
consists of a subtle interplay between human dignity grounded in
restraint and forthrightness, kindliness and decency built up out of
caring, and fairness and responsibility forming a basis for justice.

A study of the general theme of justice follows naturally from
Jean Porter’s book. It is also clearly of central importance both to
Christian ethics and to moral thought today. For all of these
reasons Clinton Gardner’s Justice and Christian Ethics is particularly
welcome in the series.

In the initial chapter of this book Professor Gardner makes a
very imaginative use of Berman and sets out the challenge offered
by a theistic understanding of justice. The second chapter relates
usefully to the MacIntyre/Hauerwas debate — a debate which is a
central one to the arguments of several of the contributions to the
series. And the final chapter presents the case for taking seriously
covenantal understandings of justice — understandings which
Clinton Gardner shows have long been derived from biblical
material, especially in America.

This is a very welcome and thorough study.

ROBINGILL
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