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philosophical inadequacy of simple
utilitarism as an ethical system.

Among the logical shortcomings of
utilitarism as a full system are the
following:

Effectiveness in reaching a goal can
only be measured if the goal itself has
been justified by some other criterion
than utility. and if the price that must
be paid for reaching the goal can also
be quantified in terms that reach
beyond them in order to permit
weighing the price and the goal
against each other.

There is a hidden non-utilitarian
assumption when 1say "I should make
the course of events come out right"'.

D"p,in g with the effects of a rln­
;;ision in terms of causal process

presupposes a closed causal system
permitting me to evalua te my action' in
terms of its predictable results: yet the
fact that I am making a decision
whose effects have not been
calculated assumes in my own person
an openness within the system. If I am
to take seriously that the system is
open where I make my decision (even
if it be on the basis of my calculation
of utility). I can hardly. justify
assuming that all the other agents
within the system are completely
docile to mechanistic causation.

Right now, as this nation rehearses
daily the destructive effects upon our
community of the liberties taken by
those who felt that whatever they
needed to do for the sake of a very
good cause was justified. we have
again begun to see the human side of
the argument for a morality of
principle. But now our question is the
narrower one. Is there anything
particular about the biblical message
lor about evangelic.al protestantism
c';hich could speak wifh a fitness of its
kwn to this question? Does biblical

t·COIOgy push us toward a particular
ood or structure in ethics. as well as

etting basic ethical norms?
I suggest that it does, and that the

correction for a self-justifying and
self·accrediting pragmatism is a mood
of doxology or trust. in which believing
behavior is seen as an effect and not
only a cause. Right action is a
reflection of a victory already won. as
such as it is a contribution to a future
achievement. It is more an act of
praise rather than of simple servile
obedience. We do not enter
responsibly into the structures of
sociat concern because we are sure

what we can get done there. but

because we are proclaiming the
Lordship of Christ and predicting the
day when every knee will bow before
him. Thus our conviction and our
commitment are not dependent on our
predictable effectiveness, nor on our
confidence in our analysis of the
mechanisms which we are attempting
to manipulate. I do not mean to
suggest any lack of concern for the
study of the 'structures and the
mechanisms of social change; but we
do not canonize our interpretation of
those structures in such.a way that it
could at certain times tell us to do the
wrong thing for a good cause. If we
see our obedience more as praising
God. and less as running His world for
Him. we will be less prey to both
despair and disobedience.

The other side of the corrective for
self-serving pragmatism is the ancient
Hebrew denunciation of idolatry.
Idolatry means the willingness to
honor. and to sacrifice for. other
values. other loyalties than God
Himself. Radical monotheism exor­
cizes the spirit of compromise by
challenging the merit of the causes
which are absolutized when truth, or
life, or health are sacrificed to them.
But idolatry means more than· that.
The difference between the true God
and a~ idol is not only that one is
worthy of honor and the other not. The
idolator uses his prayers and offerings
to m~nipulate the powers of fertility
and strength. The Canaanite did not
sacrifice to Baal because Baal was
holy, worthy. or righteous. His cult
was for· the sake of his· culture. An­
cient Near Eastern idolatry. in other
words. was the pragmatism of that
age. The gods were used for human
purposes. whereas Yahweh was' to be
honored for his own sake.

None of these considerations sets
aside the need to think. to ~eigh the
likely effects and the relative costs of
available strategies. But they may
help diminish the arbi,tariness, the
self-confidence, and the short­
sight.edness with which deeper values
tend to be given up for immedia te
advantage.
ADDENDA

This should be sufficient to
exemplify-though not to exhaust­
my claim that many strands of
Christian faith point us into
responsible. distincitve social
presence. More examples. no less
fitting could be added; let me name
only one more without elaboration.

Open. true communication in places
of the fabrication and management of

information is H prerequisite of social
hecdth. Truth-telling a~ moral ultimate
is rooted in God's own nature: trpth­
telling as social sine quo non has yet
to be firmly anchored even in the most
civilized democracies. When a press
secretary can without Bp'Ology declare
his prior statements ·'inoperative·'.
\vhen secrecy is so self-evident that
breaches of secrecy ,ue cunsidered a
worse offense then the misdeeds they
betray. we see again the need for
what Jesus _meCint when. sweeping
away cdl asservation~ as Cl)Oling
"from the Evil One": he pror:laimed
"Jet yes be yes and no he no."
POST SCRIPT

I have dealt with form more than
content. with the why of social con­
cern more than the what. J have not
itemized liberation. violenCE:. peace.
economic justice. productivity.
ecology Not that the Bible would
not speak as well to these matters of
content: it certainly does. But what
has been holding us apart from one
another and hulding us away from the
task has been more the debates ahoul
the whether than unclarity about the
what. and because the what will vary
according to context. The why is the
same hope as of Old: but a hope whose
fulfillment we claim Jesus began:

It shall come to pass in the latter
days that the mounlain of Ihe
house of the Lord sholl be
established as the highest of the
mountains, and shall be raised up
above the hills; and peoples shan
flow to it. and many nations shall
come. and say: "Come, let us go
up to the mountain of the Lord, to
the house of the God of Jacob; that
he may teach us his ways and we
may walk in his paths:' For out of
Zion shall go forth the law. and
the word of the Lord from
Jerusalem. He shan judge bet­
ween many peoples. and shall
decide for strong nations afa r off:
and they shall beat their swords
into plowshares and their spears
into pruning hooks: nation sh"all
not lift up sword against nation.
neither shall they learn war any
more: but they shall sit every man
under his vine and under his fig
tree. and none shall make them
afraid: for the mouth of the Lord
of hosts has spoken. (Micah 4:1·4)
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