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sexual ethics and the distribution of scarce resources for
health care. Michael Banner argues that the task of
Christian ethics is to understand the world and human
kind in the light of the credal affirmations of the Christian
faith, and to explicate this understanding in its significance
for human action through a critical engagement with the
concerns, claims and problems of other ethics. His book
illustrates both the distinctiveness of Christian convictions
in relation to the above issues, and also the critical
dialogue with practices based on other convictions which
this sense of distinctiveness motivates but does not
prevent. The book’s importance lies in its attempt to show
the crucial difference which Christian belief makes to an
understanding of these issues, whilst at the same time
demonstrating some of the weaknesses and confusions of
certain popular approaches to them.
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To the memory of and in gratitude for
PBH

19291995

‘I thank my God in all remembrance of you, always in
every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with
joy, thankful for your fellowship in the gospel from the first
day until now.’

(Philippians 1: §—5)
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Preface

In Afler Virtue, Alasdair MaclIntyre tells the story of the com-
panions of Captain Cook who, despite their best efforts, were
quite unable to make sense of the morals of the people of
Polynesia, which in certain matters were unexpectedly severe:
men and women were forbidden to eat together, for example,
because this was taboo, though sexual relations between them
were quite unregulated. Their attempts to understand the
natives’ claims that such and such was taboo produced no
insight — they could fathom no rationale for the surprising
proscriptions and the equally surprising permissions, and they
could only judge the system of taboo unintelligible. Anthropol-
ogists in our day have concluded that, by the time of Cook, the
cultural background in virtue of which the taboo rules had
originally been understood and made sense had been quite
forgotten, so that what remained seemed to Europeans and, on
reflection, to Polynesians too, arbitrary prohibitions. So it was
that under the questioning which the outsiders provoked, the
whole system, plainly bereft of intelligibility, crumbled in the
space of a generation.!

For Maclntyre, the story serves as a parable of our present
circumstances. As a result of the pressures of the diverse
intellectual forces we name the Enlightenment, we have been
led to forget the deep accounts of the human good which could
render our moral beliefs intelligible. In this state of collective
amnesia, our moral discourse amounts to no more than frag-
ments of a once coherent conversation, and increasingly ceases
to have the character of conversation at all — thus, for
Maclntyre, the assertion and counter-assertion of the advocates

' A. Maclntyre, After Viriue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd edn (London, 1985), 111—12.

X
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X Preface

and opponents of various rights typifies the shrill insistence
which is bound to replace genuine discussion and argument in a
culture which has forgotten the frameworks in which such
discussion and argument is possible.

A good parable illustrates the essence of our situation or
circumstances with a certain power and economy — and this the
tale of Cook’s companions surely does. And if, when we lay this
parable against the reality it is meant to characterise — namely,
the contemporary practice of moral discourse and debate — we
find ourselves in need of a story with a somewhat finer mesh
than it provides, this is not to reject the parable, but rather to
elaborate it. In broad terms, MacIntyre’s parable serves us well
enough — reflective moralists, like Cook’s comrades, will often
find themselves looking on with blank incomprehension as the
natives declare this and that taboo, whilst untroubled by actions
we might have expected to be subjects at least of some concern
(one thinks, for example, of fiery indignation regarding the use,
without a women’s consent, of the ‘products of conception’,
from those who entertain no scruples about abortion). But there
are interesting additional features which render the scene some-
what more complex and intricate. For certain of those who are
nonchalantly using the ancient taboo system whilst not obvi-
ously able to offer an account of its foundations, grounds or
rationale, are so thoroughly unaware of the system’s historic
roots, that they proclaim themselves its inventors! (Here one
might think of the touching naiveté involved in the supposition
that it is our century which has discovered human rights.) And
then there are some who sense something of the difficulties with
the taboo system, and placate their consciences by rejecting, in
tones of shock and indignation, a part of it, while making use of
another part. (Those who claim that economics is a science
which dispenses with ‘subjective’ ethics provide a textbook
example.) Additionally — to add an element which may or may
not have been there in the original case — supposed guardians of
at least certain elements of the taboo system, who should be
able, as a matter of fact, to expound and explicate it, prove
unable or unwilling to do so and indeed become some of its
sternest (though least interesting) critics. (Certain self-professed
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Preface X1

practitioners of Christian ethics, especially those who pride
themselves on ‘beginning where people are’, come to mind.)

If the reader doubts that things are quite as bleak as this
extended parable suggests, I can only suppose that he or she has
thus far been spared that important rite of intellectual passage,
becoming a reviewer of books. Of course, there are other
experiences which might bring one to one’s senses as regards
the state of contemporary moral discourse, but amongst those
on offer book reviewing has the virtue (for those who dive
rather than edge into bodies of cold water) of accomplishing the
immersion with a certain rapidity. Lor, if one is to review
honestly, and not simply for the sake of enlarging one’s circle of
friends, one has to face rather directly a question as to the
merits of the book in hand. And repeated confrontation with
this question persuades one, so I have found at least, of the
general applicability of the parable, even if, thankfully, there are
exceptions.

Mindful of Jeremiah, 6: 20b, it seems best not to dredge the
past for the evidence which would serve to vindicate claims as
to the utility of MaclIntyre’s story. (I shall, however, allow myself
to refer the reader to a particular volume which, being a
collection of essays, has the merit of displaying under one roof,
so to speak, the rich variety of intellectual confusion, unintellig-
ibility and inadequacy which, taken as a whole, is known as
‘bioethics’.?) It is altogether more decent to move on and ask:
what, in these circumstances, is the task of the moralist, and in
particular the task of the Christian moralist?

It will be apparent to those who read the first chapter in this
volume that, of the various uses to which an inaugural lecture
can be put, I elected to issue a manifesto, and one on the very
subject just mentioned. It contains a simple thesis: that the task
of Christian ethics is to understand the world and humankind
in the light of the knowledge of God revealed in Jesus Christ,
witnessed to by the Scriptures, and proclaimed in the Creeds,
and that Christian ethics may and must explicate this under-

2 The book in question is The Ethical Dimensions of the Biological Sciences, ed. R. Bulger,
E. Heitman and S. Reiser (Cambridge, 1993); for my discussion, see Minerva, 94

(1996), 199—204.
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xii Preface

standing in its significance for human action through a critical
engagement with the concerns, claims and problems of other
ethics. The chapter attempts to explain this thesis, and in
particular to argue against the widespread fallacy which has it
that Christian ethics which conceives of itself in the terms of the
first half of the thesis, is prevented from taking up the tasks
mentioned in the second half; that is, that Christian ethics
which is aware of its particularity is unable to be a participant
in contemporary debate.

Subsequent chapters, written on a variety of topics and for a
variety of audiences, serve to illustrate both the distinctiveness
of Christian convictions in relation to such issues as euthanasia,
abortion, the family and so on, and also the critical dialogue
with practices based on other convictions or none, which this
sense of distinctiveness motivates but does not prevent. They
also serve to illustrate what the first chapter refers to as the
range of argumentative strategies and objectives which fully
Christian ethics will employ. The final goal of Christian ethics
must be to understand and represent human life in any and
every sphere as it is determined by the action of God to which
Christian faith bears witness. But this understanding, plainly,
and to put it rather weakly, is not easily won. In the first place
there is the matter of that in the light of which human life and
action is to be comprehended; it is enough to note on this point
perhaps, that, however long Barth had lived, the Church
Dogmatics could only have been abandoned, but never finished.
On the other side, however, the exact character of, say, the
particular practices in question may be difficult to determine,
perhaps because of their complexity or because the existing
accounts of them are so pervasive, including within the
Christian tradition itself, that even those who sense something
of their inadequacy must struggle to escape from them. For
whatever reason, Christian ethics may lack that understanding
of the form of authentic human action to which it aspires, or
have at best only glimmerings of it, and where this is so, and in
the meantime, may intervene in contemporary debate with
something less at its disposal than the comprehensive and fully
adequate viewpoint which it hopes to be granted. (But then, it
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Preface xiil

consoles itself with the thought that blowing up bridges behind
enemy lines, even if it is neither the final work of an army of
liberation nor necessarily of assistance to it, may at least serve to
prevent the army of occupation oppressing the inhabitants as
effectively as it otherwise would, and may also flush out colla-
borators who falsely claim to work for the liberation.) Readers
will form for themselves a view of the modesty of the achieve-
ments of the chapters which follow, but will grasp straightaway,
I hope, that in relation to a number of the topics treated in the
chapters which follow — such as the environment and biotech-
nology — I have been only too aware of lacking an understand-
ing of the subject which would permit something more than
what might be deemed theologically inspired resistance.

What is the task of the Christian moralist, I asked a few
paragraphs back, in the light of the circumstances depicted in
the parable? As a matter of fact, the task of the Christian
moralist is always and ever the same, and what changes are
only the conditions in which this task is to be accomplished.
These chapters display the very particular circumstances in
which they were written, and not only the particular circum-
stances of the broad intellectual landscape pictured by MacIn-
tyre, but also the local features of debates which have arisen at
particular times and particular places within this landscape.
But, if the contemporary Christian moralist properly recognises
that he or she labours alongside others such as Augustine and
Benedict and Vitoria (if only as an under-labourer), particu-
larity of time and place should not, I hope, present a bar to
understanding, let alone to disagreement.
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