
the cambridge companion to
CHRISTIAN ETHICS

Following the same formula as other Cambridge Companions, this book is
written by leading international experts in Christian ethics and is aimed at
students on upper-level undergraduate courses, at teachers and at graduate
students. It will be useful as well to ministers and other professionals within
the church. Its eighteen chapters provide a thorough introduction to
Christian ethics which is both authoritative and up to date. All contributors
have been chosen because they are significant scholars with a proven track
record of balanced, comprehensive and comprehensible writing.

The Companion examines the scriptural bases of ethics, introduces a variety
of approaches to ethics including those informed by considerations such as
gender and by other faiths such as Judaism, and then discusses Christian
ethics in the context of contemporary issues including war and the arms
trade, social justice, ecology, economics, and medicine and genetics. The
book o∆ers a superb overview of its subject.
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Preface

Over the last twenty-five years the study of Christian ethics has seen a con-
siderable revival in both Britain and the United States. After a period of rel-
ative neglect in the 1950s and 60s, most theology departments, seminaries
and theological colleges now teach the subject and have a Christian ethicist
on the sta∆. In a number of secular universities Christian ethics also acts as
a bridge with other disciplines. The success of the Cambridge University
Press series New Studies in Christian Ethics over the last decade also pro-
vides evidence of the strength of the subject today. The Cambridge
Companions would not be complete without a volume on Christian ethics.

Following the same formula as other Cambridge Companions, this col-
lection of eighteen chapters has been written by leading British and
American experts in the subject and is aimed at students in upper-level
undergraduate courses, graduate students, teachers and other interested
parties within the church or in adjacent academic disciplines. It should
provide a fairly comprehensive introduction to Christian ethics that is both
authoritative and up to date. All of the contributors have also been chosen
because they have a proven track record of balanced, comprehensive and
comprehensible writing.

The Companion is in three parts. The first of these considers the crucial
relationship of Christian ethics both to the Bible itself and to modern bibli-
cal studies. Rowan Williams’ opening chapter sets the broad theological and
ecclesiastical contexts for this relationship. An earlier version of this chapter
was given at a key plenary session of the Anglican Lambeth Conference of
Bishops in the summer of 1998 at Canterbury, England. Underlying many of
the debates at this vexed international conference was the question of the
authority of scripture. The second chapter, by Gareth Jones, a colleague of
mine at Canterbury, turns to this very question. John Rogerson then exam-
ines the challenges facing Christian ethics in its use of the Old Testament.
Timothy Jackson next o∆ers a strikingly original chapter comparing the four
canonical gospels with Gnostic gospels, arguing that there are moral
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grounds for preferring the former. Finally in this part Stephen Barton looks
critically at the epistles and Christian ethics.

The second part of the Companion examines di∆erent, and sometimes
competing, approaches to Christian ethics. Stephen Pope provides a wide-
ranging survey of natural-law approaches to the discipline. This is followed
by a similar critical survey by Jean Porter of di∆erent forms of virtue ethics.
Lisa Sowle Cahill then examines the contentious questions of gender and
Christian ethics and, in the process, makes extensive use of Susan Parsons’
well-received threefold typology of feminist ethics. Tim Gorringe next
examines the concept of liberation in Christian ethics, a concept which has
been highly influential within both political and gender issues. Ronald
Green and Gavin D’Costa then provide contrasting chapters on the relation-
ship of Christian ethics to other forms of religious ethics. Ronald Green
writes as a Jew who also has extensive knowledge on Christian ethics.
Indeed, an earlier version of this essay was first given as his Presidential
Address to the Society of Christian Ethics meeting at San Francisco in
January 1998. Gavin D’Costa writes as a Roman Catholic who has a high rep-
utation as a mediator between Christians and Jews.

The third part of the Companion examines a number of crucial issues in
modern Christian ethics. It would be impossible to cover adequately all of
the issues that currently concern Christian ethicists, so inevitably I have
been selective. As the cover of this book hints, Christian ethics has been
influential in a number of political and social contexts around the world
over the last few decades. The statue of the African Madonna in Cape Town
Cathedral, South Africa, continues to make a powerful theological statement
against apartheid. The crowd scene from the window of the Crucifixion in
Birmingham Cathedral, England, represents the Christian story set amidst
the challenges of modern urban industrial society. Despite evidence of
growing pluralism and secularity in many countries, a number of theologians
and church leaders have been instrumental in e∆ecting crucial changes.
Pope John Paul II, Mother Teresa, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Archbishop
Robin Eames and Dr Martin Luther King, Jr, all proved to be surprisingly
influential in deeply troubled political and social contexts in the second,
supposedly godless, half of the twentieth century.

The first two chapters in this third part, by John Elford and myself,
analyse an area of Christian influence in social ethics which has been more
abiding than almost any other, namely just war discussion. John Elford’s
chapter sets the broad frame of this discussion, whereas my own locates it
specifically in the debate about the arms trade in a context of recent wars
and conflicts in the Gulf, Iraq and the Balkans. Duncan Forrester’s chapter

xiv Preface
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then examines rival accounts of social justice and locates them specifically
in the context of welfare provision. Michael Northcott next provides a force-
ful theological case for deeper ecological involvement by Christian ethicists.
Max Stackhouse’s chapter presents a broad critical survey of di∆erent
Christian ethical approaches to business and economics. Don Browning’s
chapter o∆ers a powerful Christian critique of family trends around the
world. And finally James Childress provides a wide-ranging chapter in the
area which he has made so e∆ectively his own, namely medicine and genet-
ics as they relate to Christian ethics.

Of course, this Companion is only a taster. However, I hope that these
chapters and the notes attached to them will inspire readers to delve more
deeply into Christian ethics in the future. For thoughtful Christians who are
concerned about the modern world there surely cannot be a more important
discipline.

Robin Gill
University of Kent at Canterbury
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