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A gory istold about Kenneth Kirk, sometime professor
of mord theology at Oxford Universty. His wife was
once asked what she felt about her husband's work.

"Kenneth," she said, "spends a lot of time thinking up
very complicated and sophisticated reasons for doing
things we dl know perfectly wel to be wrong." This
illustrates neady the way in which mora theology is
viewed by many people these days. | want to suggest
that arecovery of Christian doctrine is fundamentd to a
recovery of Chrigtian ethics. In other words, Chrigtian
doctrine is what sets Chrigtian ethics apart from the
ethics of the world around us. It defines what is
diginctive, what is Christian, about Chrigtian ethics. To
lose ggnt of the importance of doctrine is to lose the
backbone of the fath and to open the way to a
spineless ethic. | hope that the following observations

will explain why | believe thisto be the case.l

Commitment is fundamenta to any but the most
superficid forms of human existence. In his famous
essay The Will to Bdieve," psychologist William James
makes it clear that there are some choices in life that
cannot be avoided. To be human is to make decisions.
We are dl obliged to choose between options that are,
in James words, "living, forced and momentous.” In
matters of mordity, palitics and rdigion we must make
conscious choices - and, as James stresses, our whole
life hangs upon the choices made.

Every movement that has ever competed for the loydty
of human beings has done so on the basis of a set of
beliefs. Whether the movement is rdigious or paliticd,
philosophicd or artidtic, the same pattern emerges A

group of ideas, of bdliefs, is affirmed to be in the first
place true and in the second important. It is impossble
to live life to its fullness and avoid encountering dams
for our loydty of one kind or another. Marxiam,
soddian, atheism - dl dike demand that we consider
their dams. The sameistrue of liberdism, whether inits
rdigious or politicd forms. As Alasdar Macintyre
demongtrates so persuasively, liberadiamis committed to
a definite set of beliefs and hence to certain values. It is
one of the many virtues of Maclntyre's important work
that it mounts a devadtating critique of the idea that
liberdism represents some kind of privileged and neutrd
vantage point from which other doctrind traditions
(such as evangdicdiam) may be evaduated. Rather,
liberdism entals precommitment to liberd bdiefs and
vaues. Liberad bdiefs (and thus vadues) affect liberd
decisons - in ethics, reigion and palitics. The following
quotation illudrates the generd tenor of Macintyre's
work:

To the reedership of the New York Times or at least
to that pan of it which shares the presuppodtions of
those who write that parish magazine of afluent and
sf-congratulatory  liberd  enlightenment,  the
congregations of evangelica fundamentaism appear
unfashionably unenlightened. But to the members of
those congregations that readership appears to be just
as much a community of prerational fath as they
themsdves are but one whose members, unlike
themsdves, fal to recognize themsdves for what they
are, and hence, are in no pogtion to leve charges of

irrationdlity at them or anyone dse?

Time and time agan, lifechanging decisons are
demanded of us. How shdl | vote at the next eection?
What do | think about the riddle of human detiny?
What form of educationd system do | consder the
best? Is the use of deadly force judifigble to defend
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democracy? What rights to animds have? All these
questions force us to think about our beiefs and to
make choices. You cannot st on the fence throughout
life, as William James demonstrated with such
remarkable darity. To suspend judgment on every
question that life raises is to be trapped in an indpid
agnogiciam, where dl the great questions arising Out of
human experience receive the same shdlow response: "l
don't know - and | don't care."

Thinking people need to construct and inhabit menta
worlds. They need to be able to discern some degree of
ordering within thelr experience, to make sense of its
riddles

and enigmas. They need to be able to structure humean
exigence in the world, to dlow it to possess meaning
and purpose, to dlow decisons to be made concerning
the future of that exisence. In order for anyone
Chridian, atheist, Marxist, Mudim - to make informed
mord decisons, it is necessary to have a set of vaues
concerning human life. Those vaues are determined by
beliefs, and those bdiefs are stated as doctrines.
Chrigian doctrine thus provides a fundamenta
framework for Chrigtian living.

A common complaint about doctrine runs dong the
fdlowing lines "Doctrine is outdated and irrlevant.
What redly matters is our attitudes toward other
people, and our mordity. Doctrine does not matter.”
Dorothy L. Sayers reacted as follows to this suggestion:

The one thing | am here to say to you is this that it is
worse than usdess for Chrigians to tak about the
importance of Chrisian mordity, unless they are
prepared to take their stand upon the fundamentas of
Chrigtian theology. It is a lie to say that dogma does not
matter; it matters enormoudy. It is fata to let people
suppose that Chridtianity is only a mode of feding; it is
virtualy necessary to ingd that it is first and foremost a
rational explanation of the universe. It is hopeless to
offer Chridianity as a vaguely idedistic aspiration of a
ample and consoling kind; it is, on the contrary, a hard,
tough, exacting and complex doctrine, steeped in a
drastic and uncompromising reglism.2

Not so long ago there was a movement within liberdl
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theology arguing that there existed a universd mordity
that Christianity reflected. It was not necessary to know
anything about Chrigian theology to make ethica
judgments. This universal mordity, it was argued, was
adequate in itdf. The Chridian, Buddhist, Hindu,
Mudim, humanig and atheist were dl, it was argued,
committed to much the same set of mord principles
(with unimportant local variations), In The Abolition of
Man, C.S. Lewis described these as "the ultimae
platitudes of Practicad Reason." Tha view is now
regarded as so serioudy vulnerable as to be virtudly
defunct. Works such as Jeffrey Stout's Ethics after
Babel destroyed the credibility of the idea of a universd
mordity." Like every other form of mordity, Chrigtian
mordity is something specia and didtinct, not just a
subspecies of some nonexigent universa mordity. With
the passing of the myth of a universal mordity, Christian
writers have begun to write with much greater
confidence on the theme "Chrigian mordity” in the
knowledge that there isa diginctly Christian outlook on
many matters. And this outlook, it is increesingly being
stressed, is based upon Chrigtian doctrine.

To make this point we may condder two highly
acclamed recent works on the theme of Christian
ethics Oliver O'Donovan 's Resurrection and Moral
Order, and John Mahoney's The Making of Moral
Theology. Despite differences between the two authors,
one theme emerges as of mgor importance: Ethicsrests
upon doctrine. To gve but one example For
ODonovan, Chrigian ethics rests upon a proper
underganding of the objective order imposed upon

creation by God. To act in a Christian manner rests

upon thinking in a Christian manner 2

Let us explore this briefly by conddering the ethical
authority of Jesus Christ. To dlow that Jesus is a
reigious teacher isto raise the question of his authority.
Why should we take him serioudy? Although we have
been fortunate enough to have had the advice of
countless mora and rdigious teachers in human history,
what makes Jesus so different? What sngleshim out as
commanding atention? It is untenable to suggest that
Jesus authority rests upon the excellence of hismord or
rdigious teaching. To make this suggestion is to imply
that Jesus has authority only when he happens to agree
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with us. We thus would have authority over Jesus:2

In fact, however, the teaching of Jesus has authority on
account of who Jesus is - and the identity and
ggnificance of Jesus can only be spelled out in doctrina
terms. "We cannot go on treating and believing in Jesus
Chrigt in away inwhich it would be wrong to treat and
beieve in another man, without a theory of his person

that explains that he is something more than man@ It is
doctrine that explains why and how Jesus words and
deeds have divine rather than purdy human authority. It
Is doctrine that snglesout Jesus Christ, and none other,
as beng God incarnate. To pay attention to Christ
reflects our fundamental conviction that God speaks
through this man as through no other. Here is no
prophet, speaking on God's behdf at second hand; here
Is God himsdf, spesking to us. "We have to do with
God himsf as we have to do with this man. God
himsdf speaks when this man speaks in human speech”
(Karl Barth). Quite contrary to the Broad Church
liberds of the nineteenth century (who believed it was
possible to uphold the rdigious and ethica aspects of
Chridtianity while discarding its doctrines), the authority
of Jesus mord and rdigious teaching thus rests firmly
upon a doctrina foundation.

This point is made with care and persuasion by
philosopher of rdigion Badl Mitchdl, who stresses that
ethics depends upon worldviews and that worldviewsin
turn depends upon doctrine;

Any world-view which carries with it important
implications for our understanding of man and his place
in the universe would yidd its own didinctive ingghts
into the scope, character and content of mordity. To
answer the further question, "What is the didinctive
Chrigian ethic?', is inevitably to be involved to some

extent in controversia questions of Christian doctrine.

The liberd Chrigtianity-without-doctrine school thus
finds itsdf in something of a quandary. If Chridtianity is
primarily about certain rdigious or mord attitudes, it
sems that those attitudes rest upon doctrina
presuppositions. Doctrine determines attitudes. It is
utterly pointless to argue that we dl ought to imitate the
reigious and moral attitudes of Jesus. Thet is a demand
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for blind and unthinking obedience. The question of why
we should regard these atitudes as being authoritative
demands to be considered. And that means explaning
what it is about Jesus Chrig that demands sngling him
out as authoritative - in short, developing doctrines
about Jesus.

This point was made dealy and propheticaly by
William Temple. Writing againg the "reigion without
dogma’' movement in 1942, he declared:

Y ou would hardly find any theologian now
who supposes that Chrigian ethics can
aurvive for hdf a century in detachment
from Chrigtian doctrine, and this is the very
last moment when the church itsdf can
came forward with outlines of Chrigtian
ethics in the absence of the theologica
foundation which done makes them redly
tenable. Our people have grown up in a
generdly Chrigtian atmosphere, and take it
for granted that dl people who are not
actudly perverted hold what are essentidly
Chrigtian nations about human conduct.

But thisis not true8

He then goes on to illudrate this point tdlingly with
reference to the rise of Hitler and Stdin in the 1930's.
Although many liberd and radical writers of the 1960's
suggested that Chrigtian ethics could be divorced from
doctrine and maintain an independent existence, the
wisdom of Temples words is once more apparent.
Didinctive ethics (whether Marxist, Christian or
Buddhist) are dependent upon world-views, which are
in turn shaped by doctrines, by understandings of
human nature and degtiny.

Bdiefs are important because they dam to describe the
way things are. They assert that they declare the truth
about redity. But beiefs are not just idess that are
absorbed by our minds and that have no further effect
upon us. They affect what we do and what we fed.
They influence our hopes and fears. They determine the
way we behave. A Japanese fighter pilot of the second
world war might believe that destroying the enemies of
his emperor ensured hisimmediate entry into paradise -
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and, as many American navy personnel discovered to
their cogt, this belief expressed itsdf in quite definite
actions. Such pilots had no hedtation in launching
uicide attacks on American warships. Doctrines are
ideas - but they are more than mereideas. They are the
foundation of our understanding of the world and our
place within it.

What we migt cdl the "common-sense-Chridianity”
school will probably continue to ingg that fath is a
"practicad and down-to-earth matter,” having nothing to
do withary-fairy theories' (if I might use phrases | was
fond of mysdf at one time). Economigt John Maynard
Keynes came across dmilar attitudes among
indudridigts and paliticians. "We are practica people,”
they declared, "who have no need for abstract theories
about economics. Y et these people, Keynes scathingly
remarked, were little more than the unwitting daves of
some defunct economist. Thar dlegedly practical
outlook actudly rested upon unacknowledged
economic theories. They lacked the indght to see that
what they regarded as obvious was actudly based upon
the theories of some long-dead economist. Without
knowing it, "common - sense Chrigtianity” rests upon
quite definite doctrinal foundations. The man who
declares in the name of common sense that Jesus was
smply a good man may genuindy beieve that he has
avoided matters of doctrine, whereas he has actudly
echoed the doctrines of the enlightenment. The study of
Chrigtian doctrine is thus profoundly liberating, since it
exposes these hidden doctrinal assumptions. Every
verson of Chrigtianity that has ever existed rests upon
doctrinal  foundetions, but not every verson of
Chrigtianity has grasped this fact. The genuine question
of importance is quite smple: Which of those doctrina
foundetions are the mogt authentic and reliable?

This isto raise the question of truth in Chrigtian doctrine
and ethics. To some modern rdigious writers it may
seem dightly quaint and old-fashioned to tak about
"truth.” "Redevance" and "meaningfulness’ were words
that captured the imagination of a recent generation.
Unless something was rdevant or meaningful there was
no point in bothering with it. Christian doctrine, many
suggested, was outdated and irrdlevant. The brave new
world that was dawning could manage very wdl without
such relics of the past.
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The danger of dl this is clear. Beneath dl the rhetoric
about relevance lies a profoundly disturbing possibility:
that people may base thar livesupon anilluson, upona
blatant lie. The attractiveness of a belief is dl too often
inversdy proportiona to its truth. In the sixteenth
century, the radicd writer and preacher Thomas
Muntzer led a revolt of German peasants againd thar
politicd magters. On the morning of the decisve
encounter between the peasants and the armies of the
German princes, Munizer promised that those who
followed him would be unscathed by the weapons of
ther enemies. Encouraged by this attractive and
meaningful belief, the peasants Siffened their resolve.

The outcome was a catastrophe. Six thousand peasants
were daughtered in the ensuing battle, and Sx hundred
were captured. Barely a handful escaped. Thar belief in
inrvulnerability was relevant. It was attractive. It was
meeningful. It was dso a crude and crud lie, without
any foundation in truth. The lagt hours of that pathetic
group of trusting men rested on an utter illuson. It was
only when the firg sdvos cut some of their number to
ribbons that they redlized they had been deceived.

To alow relevance to be givengreater weight than truth
is a mak of intdlectud shdlowness and mord
irrespongbility. The fird and most fundamentd of dl
questions mud be this Is it true? Is it worthy of belief
and trust? Truth is certainly no guarantee of relevance,
but no one can build his persond life around a lie
Chrigtian doctrine is concerned to declare that Christian
mordlity rests upon a secure foundation. An obedient
response to truth is a mark of intellectud integrity. It
marks a willingness to hear what purports to be the
truth, to judge it, and - if it is found to be true - to
accept it willingy. Truth demands to be accepted
because it inherently deserves to be accepted and acted
upon. Chrigtianity recognizes a close link between faith
and obedience - witness Paul's profound phrase "the
obedience of fath" (Rom. 1.5) - making it imperative
that the ideas underlying and giving rise to attitudes and
actions should be judged and found to be right.

Chrigtian doctrine ams to describe the way things are.
It is concerned to tdl the truth in order that we may
enter into and act upon that truth. It is an expression of
a responsble and caring fath, a fath prepared to gve
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an account of itsdf and to give careful consderation to
its implications for the way we live To care about
doctrines is to care about the rdiability of the
foundetions of the Chridian life. It is to be passonately
concerned that our actions and attitudes, our hopes and
our fears, are a response to God and not to something
or someone meking dams to dety, which collapse
upon closer ingpection.

Perhaps the German Church druggle of the 1930's
highlights the importance of doctrine in the modem
world. When Adolf Hitler came to power he demanded
that he and the Nazi government of the Third Reich
shoud have authority over the Church and its
preaching. The German Church polarized into two
factions. (1) the "German Chrigtians," who believed the
Church should respond postively to Nationa Socidist
culture (following the genera libera tendency to put
culture above doctrine), and (2) the "Confessng
Church" - induding such writers as Karl Barth and
Dietrich Bonhoeffer - who bdlieved that the Church was
answverable to Jesus Chrigt, as we know him through
Scripture, and to him adone. Representatives of the
Confessing Church met at Barmen in 1934 where they
issued the famous Barmen Declaration, perhaps one of
the finet Statements of the Lordship of Jesus Chrigt
over his Church and itsimplications:

"l am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes
to the Father except through me' (John 14:6). "1 tdl
you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep
pen by the gate, but climbsin some other way, is athief
and arobber ... | am the gate; whoever enters through
me will be saved”

(10:1,9).

"Jesus Chrig, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture,
is the one Word of God which we have to hear and
which we have to trust and obey in life and in desath.
We rgect fadse doctrine that the church could and
would have to acknowledge as a source of its
proclamation, apart from and besides this one Word of
God, 4ill other events and powers, figures and truths,
as God's revelation.

In other words, the Church can not and must not
subdtitute anything (for example, the state government
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or German culture) or anyone (such as Adolf Hitler) for
Jesus Chrigt. If the Church ever loses her fathful
obedience to her Lord, she has lost her life and her
oul.

Thus far | have spoken in generd terms about doctrine
and ethics But how do specific doctrines affect
Chrigian mordity? To illusrate the importance of
doctrine | wishto consider the way inwhich two mgor
Chrigtian doctrines have a direct impact upon the way
we think ethicdly in a Chrigtian manner.

1. The doctrine of judification by fath. What is the
motivation for ethics? Why should we want to do good
works of any sort? The doctrine of judtification by faith
makes two centra points of relevance here. Fird, it
stresses that there is no way that our mora actions can
earn our salvation. They have no purchasng power in
respect to sdvation. Second, works are thankfulness to
God. The gft of our judification lays upon us the
obligation to live in accordance with our new status. We
are made children of God through our judificationas an
act of free grace, and now we mus act in accordance
with this transformation. The dogan "Become what you
arel" neatly summarizes this Stuation and encapsulates
the essence of Pauline ethics with some brilliance. In
judification we are made to be the light of the world
(Matt. 5:15-16), and therefore we mugt shine out as
lights in a dark world, as a city on a hill (Mart. 5:14,
Phil. 2:15). We are the light of the world, and therefore
we must become the light of the world. Our judtification
brings about a new obedience, an obedience that would
not be concavable before our judification and that
ultimately rests upon the grace of God.

There is thus an automatic or naturd connection
between the judification of the Snner and his or her
desre and ahility to perform good works. The NT
andogy of thetree

and its fruit expresses the fundamenta idea that the
radica transformation of individuds (and it is worth
remembering that the English word "radicd” comes
from the Latin radix, "root") is prior to ther ability to
produce good works. In the sermon on the mourt,
Jesus points out that a good tree bears good fruit and a
bad tree bad fruit (Matt. 7:16-18). The nature of the
fruit is biologicaly determined by the plant itsdf. Thus
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grapes do not grow on thorn bushes, nor do figs grow
on thistles. These are just the biological facts of life If
you want to get figs, you have to establish a fig tree and
get it to fruit.

Undelying these remarkably smple andogies is
profound theologicd indght. The transformation of
humanity is a prerequidite for its reformation. Or, as
Martin Luther put it: "It is not good works that makes
an individud good, but a good individud who does
good works." The NT, particularly the Pauline writings,
emphasizes tha this transformation is to be understood
as God's transformation of us rather than our own
atempt to transform us. Thus Paul speaks of the "frut
of the Spirit" (Gd. 5:22), drawing atention to the fact
that this fruit is the result of God's action within us rather
than of our action independent of God. Whereas
secular ethicd sysems tend to discuss mora acts in
terms of their god (in other words, what they achieve or
are intended to achieve), a theologicd ethical system
based upon the doctrine of judification by fath will
therefore discuss mord acts in terms of what they
presuppose or are intended to express (in other words,
the individud's radica transformation through his
converson). The darting point of an authenticdly
Chrigtian ethics is the recognition that the conversion of
the individua leads to a new obedience, a new lifestyle
and anew ethic.

2. The doctrine of origind 9n. A centra ingght of an
authenticdly Christian mordlity is its reglism concerning
the limitations of human nature. Where some secular
mord thinking degenerates into litle more than a blind
utopianiam, Christian mordity addresses the human
Stuation with an informed redism about its drictly
limited possihilities. Reinhold Niebuhr, perhaps one of
the greatest Chrigtian ethicd thinkers of the twentieth
century, poured scorn on the "perfectionigt illusons’ that
so confused and mided many liberal Chrigtian thinkers
in the 1930's. The doctrine of origind 9n destroys naive
views of human perfectibility. Thereis, according to this
doctrine, something inherently wrong with humen
nature, something that makes it self-centered, rebdlious
and disobedient. There is amply no point in informing
anful humanity that the world would be a better place if
everyone stopped doing things that are wrong. What is
required is a transformation of the human Stuation so
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that the motivation for doing wrong is diminated or
reduced. Underlying both the view that the human
predicament arises from ignorance and the view that
Jesus Chrig is nothing more than a good teacher is a
remarkably shdlow understanding of the nature of
humeanity itsdf. As Niebuhr emphasized, dl too many
modern thinkers tend to work with a remarkably naive
view of human nature, probably reflecting the fact that
thar middle-class intdlectud backgrounds tend to
inhibit them from encountering and experiencing the
darker side of human nature,

The radica redism of the Chrigtian view of 9n, and its
devadating consequences for our understanding of
human beings as mora agents, is captured in the words
of Robert Browning in Gold Hair: "Tis the faith that
launched point-blank her dart/ At the head of a lie-
taught Origind Sin/ The Corruption of Man's Heart."
The bland assumption of the natural goodness of human
nature, so characterigtic of much western liberd
thought, is cdled into question by this doctrine. The
myth of human perfectibility and inevitable progress has
been shown up for what it is by the savagery and
cruety of the twentieth century. If ever there was a
period in human history when human evil was evident, it
has been the twentieth century. How many outrages
such as Auschwitz mugt we experience before the naive
assumption that dl human beings act out of the best of
intentions is exposed for what it is - a crue and
Seductive lie? Even those who are rdluctant to cdl this
inborn and inbullt discord "dn' are prepared to
recognize its redity. Witness the famous words of the
atheist poet A.E. Housman: "The troubles of our proud
and angry dust/ Are from eternity, and shdl not fail.”

The doctrine of origind Sn brings a breath of refreshing
redlism to Chrigtian ethics. It dlows us to understand
that human beings are fdlen, with an darming degree of
ability to do evil while knowing that it is evil. The
implications of human self-centeredness for paliticd
inditutions (for example, evident in the way in which
they can be manipulated and exploited) and mord
action will be obvious. Sn is not just something
persond; it is something Structurd, affecting inditutions
and societies as well as individuas. Niebuhr's argument
for democracy - an excdlent example of the politicd
application of a Christian doctrine - was quite Smple It
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was just about the only way of controlling human
selfcenteredness and forcing nationa leaders to respect
the needs of others. Put very amply, the doctrine of
origind gn tdls us that mordity concerns weak, sdf-
centered and exploitative human beings - in other
words, rea humans, not the perfectible angds of widhful
liberd thinking. Power, capitd, force - dl can be and
will be abused and exploited for persona ends unless
the politica and mora will exigsto control them.

Let me dso make a more controversid point. Roman
Caholic mora theologian Charles Curran aso pointed
out some central ethica consequences of the Chrigtian
doctrine of origind 9n. Even human reason, the centra
resource upon which so much secular ethical theory
rests, must be regarded as compromised by sn: "In the
total Chrigtian horizon the disrupting influence of Sn
colours dl humen redity ... Sin affects reason itsdf.”
Furthermore, sn is so deeply embedded in human
nature and society that there are points at which it is
impossible to adopt a course of action that avoids sn.
The Chridian is obliged to choose between two
decisons, each of which is gnfu. "In some
circumstances the Chridtian is forced to do something
snful. The snner reluctantly performs the deed and asks
God for forgiveness and mercy.” As Hdmut Thidicke
argued in his Theologicd Ethics, human society is so
thoroughly saturated with dn that Chrigtian ethica
decison-making mus learn to come to terms with
compromise, adjudting to the anful redities of the world
rather than pretending that an idea Stuation exigts in
which it is possble to draw a clear-cut decison
between "right" and "wrong." To pretend tha it is
possble to make ethical decisons without coming to
terms with the severe limitations placed upon human
reason and will by gnisto live in a Walter Mitty world
of unredity and dreams. This ethic of compromise is
clearly controversa because it suggedts that in certain
gtuations one has to speak of "gnfu” and "more snful”
choices. But in a fdlen world it may wel be that we
cannot avoid getting our hands dirty.

Curran and Thidicke are excdlent examples of
Chrigtian writers on ethics who are concerned to
develop genuindy Christian approaches to ethica
questions rather than just rehashing secular ideas and
vaues. Time and time agan these writers show the
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importance of doctrine to ethics. Christian ethics is
amply too important to be I&t to those whose vaues

are determined by the world rather than by the gospel.9
To quote once more from the Barmen
Declaration:

Jesus Chrigt, as heis attested for usin Holy Scripture, is
the one Word of God whichwe have to hear and which
we have to trust and obey in life and in death. We rgject
the fase doctrine, that the church could and would have
to acknowledge as a source of its proclamation, apart
from and besides this one Word of God, dill other
events and powers, figures and truths, as God's
revelaion.

The Church cannot and must not substitute anything (for
example, modern American libera middle-class culture
and its vaues) or anyone (such as the latest libera cult
figure) for Jesus Chrigt. If the Church ever loses her
fathful obedience to her Lord, she has logt her life and
her soul.

Doctrine thus defines who we are to obey. It draws a
firm line of de marcation between a false Church, which
answers to the pressures of the age, and a true Church,
which is obedient and responsble to God as he has
reveded himsdf in Christ. "True knowledge of God is
born out of obedience’ (John Cavin). Inattention to
doctrine robs the Church of her reason for existence
and opens the way to endavement and oppression by
the world. The German Chrigians, through wdl-
intentioned but muddled attitudes toward the world,
dlowed that world to conquer them. A Church that
takes doctrine serioudy is a Church that is obedient to
and responsble for what God has entrusted to it.
Doctrine gives substance and weght to what the
Chrigian Church has to offer to the world. A Church
that despises or neglects doctrine comes periloudy
close to losing its reason for existence and may Smply
lapse into a comfortable conformity with the world - or
whatever part of the world it happens to fed mos at
home with. Its agenda is set by the world; its
presuppositions are influenced by the world; its outlook
mirrors that of the world. There are few more pathetic
dghts than a Church wandering amlesdy from one
meaningful” issue to another in a desperate search for
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relevance in the eyes of the world.

Why, then, are such considerations important? | would
like to reflect on their importance to the modern
American Stuation, usng Robert Bellah's Habits of the
Heart and Alasdair Macintyre's After Virtue as didogue
patners. Bdlah and his coauthors, surveying
individudism and commitment in modern American life,
concluded that mordity wasin agate of chaos. Thereis
no longer any consensus. There is no common language
of mordity. There is no mora Esperanto, which can be
abstracted from the mord traditions of humanity. Bellah
quotes Livy's reflection on ancient Rome: "We have
reached the point where we cannot tolerate either our
vices or thar cure” And Macintyre, pursuing the
andogy with andent Rome a little further, declares that
"the New Dark Ages are dready uponus.” | would like
to add to this that the so-called new-age movemen is
amply a new dark age, a new age of distortion and
darkness in which the lignt of fath came dangeroudy
close to extinction.

The foundations of secular ethics are in serious disarray.
The notion of some universa mordity, vaid at dl places
in space and time, has logt credibility. Secular ethics has
been fascinated by the notion of mora obligations,
Kantian notion of a sense of mora obligetion. But, as
Macintyre pointed out with great force, there are
daming padlds between the western appea to a
sense of mora obligation and the eghteenth-century
Polynesian idea of taboo. Captain Cook and his sallors
were puzzled by the Polynesian concept, which seemed
quite incomprehensible to them. Maclntyre points out
that the liberd notion of mord obligation is just as
arbitrary as taboo. The difference is that liberds fal to
redizeit.

So there is a need to be adle to develop a foundation
for ethics. No longer need we pay excessive attention
to the fictiond idea of a universd framework of
mordity. Instead, we may concentrate upon what ways
of thinking and what ways of acting are appropriate to
the Chrigian community of fath. Macintyre cdls for
"the congtruction of local forms of community through
which avility and the intdlectud and mord life can be
sudained through the Dark Ages which are already
upon us." | would like to suggest that this vison is
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helpful to us.

It encourages us to see oursdves as a city upon a hill”
(to use a Biblicd image) or a "loca form of community
in the New Dark Ages' (to use Macintyre's). Within
that community a diginctive way of thinking and acting
exists, nourished by the gospdl, sustained by the grace
of God, oriented toward the glory of God. It isa vison
that Americans may share with thar Puritan forebears
who settled Massachusetts Bay with such hope and
fath in the seventeenth century. Ther vison can be
ours. As Macintyre stresses, it does not matter if those
outsde this community fal to understand or share this
vigon; the important thing is that the vison is presented
to them, iskept dive. By joining this community of faith
they may come to undergand its hopes, bdiefs and
values.

Let us think of ourselves, our seminaries, our churches
and our families as colonies of heaven, as outposts of
the real eternd city, who seek to keep its laws in the
midst of dienterritory. C.S. Lewis gave us many hdpful
ways of thinking about the Christian life, and one of the
most hdpful is that of the world as enemy territory,
territory occupied by invading forces. In the midst of
this territory, as resistance groups, are the communities
of fath. We must never be afrad to be different from
the world around us. It is very easy for Chridians to be
depressed by the fact that the world scorns our vaues
and standards. But the image of the colony sets this in
its proper context. At Philippi the avilizng laws of
Rome contrasted with the anarchy of its hinterland. And
so our moral vison - grounded in Scripture, sustained
by fath, givenintdlectud spine by Christian doctrine -
sands as a avilizing influence in the midst of a world
that seems to have lost itsmord way. If anew dark age
does indeed lie ahead of us - indeed, if it is aready
upon us - then it is vitd that the Christian mord vison,
like the torch of liberty, is kept dight. Doctrine, | firmly
and passonately believe, gives us the framework for
doing precisdly that. It can be done - and it mus be
done.

But let me end with a Paline image, let new
importance by trends in secular mora philosophy. It is
the imege of Chrigians as "dtizens of heaven,”
developed with such force in Phil. 3:20-21. The model
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Is that of a colony, an image familiar to the Philippians
Philippi then being a Roman colony. It was an outpost
of Rome on foreign territory. Its people kept the laws of
the homeland, they spoke its language, they longed for
the day when they could return home to the patria, the
motherland.
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