AS Religious Studies
The Relationship between Religion and Ethics

Key words

Objective
Independent of human beings, not our invention, true for everyone.
Subjective
The creation of human beings-individuals or groups - true for you or your group.
Absolute
Universal - right in all circumstances and for all, irrespective of situation or outcome.
Relative
Moral values are grounded in social custom, there are no universal standards.
The usual way the issue of the relation between Religion and Ethics is approached is via Plato’s Euthrypo Dilemma: ‘Are things good because God commands them or does God command them because they are good?’
In other words, the question ‘Does ethics depend for its existence on religion?’ is reduced to an inquiry into whether there is a relationship between morality (‘the good’) and God. We can divide Plato’s dilemma into two parts:

1. An act is right because God says it is

2. God says an act is right because it is right

Statement 1 assumes that a moral action is one that is willed by God; he is the source of morality and man acts morally when he fulfils God’s will obediently. This is another way of saying that morality is objective. In other words, morality exists independently of man; it is not an invention of human beings. (This is the root of the accusation - made by many Christians - that people who believe in abortion and euthanasia are “playing God”.) The problems of this position are:
●     If God’s commands determine that which is moral then, in effect, whatever God commands is morally right. Yet God commanded Abraham to kill his son Issac. This would make it a moral command, and to carry it out would simply be acting in obedience to God. Yet we know this to be wrong, so it is not enough to say something is right because God has commanded it. 
●     This approach identifies morality with divine command. Yet surely this explanation of morality is too narrow, since it is difficult to deal with situations in which God does not give a command. How do we establish God’s will in such situations? Also many of God’s commands are not moral commands. Exodus 23 includes many commands associated with religious ceremonial.
●     How can a non-believer act morally, since they are not able to discern the will of God which is given via faith. The question is: ‘is it possible for an atheist to be moral?’ If it is, then moral standards cannot wholly derive from God; or we have to say that the atheist must through up bringing and learning be sharing the moral standards of a religious tradition without explicitly believing in God.

●     The point above brings out the belief that if God does not exist then morality would not exist, since morality is given to human beings by God. This is the view of Dostoyevsky who wrote in The Brothers Karamazov, ‘If God is dead, everything is permitted.’ Yet isn’t it possible to be moral without being religious?

Point 2 also assumes that morality and religion are interlinked. It suggests, however, that moral values are not established by God’s will but that God operates according to moral laws already in place in the universe. In other words, there must be some independently existing standard of goodness to which God is subject. The problems of this position are:

●     God is limited by morality, which is above him. He responds to what is good rather than setting moral standards.

●      We must wait for God to reveal what is moral by commanding it. He is the channel through which moral values are passed down to mankind. 
●      Alternatively, it is open to us to argue that if morality exists independently of God then it can be known independently of God. Therefore, morality does not depend for its existence upon religion. This leads to the view that morality is subjective – a human creation.

Non- Objective Morality
●     Subjective morality is down to the individual, it is something they decide for themselves. What I think is right, is right ‘for me’; and what you think is right, is right ‘for you’. Such an extreme subjective position can mean that moral discussion and argument becomes impossible, and as pointless as trying to persuade someone who hates cabbage that deep down they really like it.

●     Emotivism is a form of subjective morality and argues that something is considered good or bad according to whether we approve of it or not. In other words, to say ‘I disapprove of fox-hunting’ is to say it is bad because I disapprove of it.
●     Relative morality is relative to the culture from which it emerges. What is right and wrong in one culture or society may not be right and wrong in another. In other words, morality is relative to a particular culture or society. Socialisation is a form of relative morality. At worst this makes morality a function of social control by those in authority; at best it is a means by which all members of a society can benefit from a moral upbringing. 
●     Evolutionary morality is the result of biological or genetic factors. Human beings have evolved to perform certain acts in order to survive and these patterns of behaviour are called good. Thinkers who argue along these lines suggest that the origin of morality lies in the way we have evolved as social animals. 
