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how do we make moral decisions?

The basic idea is that several innate and
universally available psychological systems form
the basis of ‘intuitive ethics'. These systems
effectively form the ‘elephant’ that is discussed in
the previous article [page 8]. The systems proposed
are shown in the box.

These five foundations have the most evidence.
Haidt suggests that ‘liberty/oppression’ would be a
good candidate for a sixth.

If we come back to the example of sexuality, we
begin to see how people who emphasise different
foundations may hold very different values. It is
possible to discern what emphasis someone places
on each of these foundations via their responses to
a number of questions (you can try it for yourself
at www.yourmorals.org).

if the Bible is God's revelation,
surely it is primarily from there
that we should derive our
worldview, moral principles
and ethics

Those who hold politically ‘liberal” opinions, and
arque for liberal positions on sexuality, tend to
score highly for ‘care/harm’, and ‘fairness/cheating’.
Those who hold these positions are likely to want
to avoid suffering for anyone, and be very careful
of not hurting the feelings of an individual. If a
‘liberty/oppression’ foundation is included, this is
also strong in those of a liberal persuasion, and is
usually associated with a strong emphasis on
autonomy.

But those who hold more ‘conservative’ opinions
are likely to score much higher than ‘liberals’ on
authority, loyalty and sanctity. The sanctity of
marriage and the authority of the Bible are likely
to be emphasised, along with loyalty to historical
patterns of sexual acceptability. Those of this
persuasion still score well on care/harm and
fairness/cheating values - the big difference is in
the emphasis given to the others.

When we analyse our differences over sexual
ethics at this level, we see that both sides are
motivated by moral principles, and that both are
trying to do the right thing. The difference is in the
emphasis placed on different underlying principles.
The problem is that these underlying principles are
rarely considered, and hence a Christian emphasising
sanctity often comes across as uncaring, because
the ‘care/harm’ principle isn't heard. More detail
about how this works for the specific example of
sexual ethics can be found in a Triple Helix article
from 2015 by Professor Glynn Harrison.?

In his book Haidt suggests that loyalty, authority
and sanctity appear to be much more widely
emphasised outside the USA and Europe. Someone
who emphasises these values is more likely to see
themselves in the light of their roles within their
family or society, as opposed to someone who
doesn't see them as important, who is likely to be
more individualistic. This may help us understand
why Christians from different cultures emphasise
different things.

where (if at all) do moral foundations

fit into scripture?

It is interesting to think whether the moral
foundations suggested have any basis in scripture.
These foundations don't attempt to lay down rules;
they merely describe what people think.

Of course the idea that most people share the
same principles, even though different emphases
are given, could suggest a common starting point.
Some may explain this via evolution. But | think
that all of the moral foundations proposed could be
supported at least in part by scripture. Might we
perhaps see them as remnants of the image of God,
still present in humans even though fallen?

If the Bible is God's revelation, surely it is
primarily from there that we should derive our
worldview, moral principles and ethics. It is not
quite as simple as ‘do what the Bible says’, even
though this may be true as far as it goes. How do
we determine what the Bible says, particularly on
topics that are not addressed explicitly?

ISSUE 47:1



how do we use the Bible in ethics?
If many of our judgments come from intuition,
do we actually use the Bible in ethics at all?

Of course we do. Much of the time, the effect of
God's Word on our decisions will be in the way it
has changed our heart over time. We've already
discussed the importance of the heart in John
Greenall's article [page 8]. We have not only the
promise that in the new covenant God will put his
law in our minds and write it on our hearts, * but
the instruction that we will be ‘transformed by the
renewing of our minds' (Romans 12:2) when we
conform to God's pattern rather than the world's.

But for us to know God's pattern, to gradually
conform to it, we must know how the Bible should
shape our actions. This is a deep and profound
subject, which is worthy of more detail than we can
give here. | would commend Matt Lillicrap's
treatment (Nucleus Summer 2010° and 20116), or for
a more detailed treatment take a look at a number
of articles on our Turning the Tide webpages.”

however, we do have space here for
some helpful hints!
Remember the whole of scripture. Of course we
should seek specific verses that help us know what
to do in a given situation. But a few words can mean
almost anything out of context. We need to have an
idea of where a particular verse or passage fits into
the whole picture of scripture - described briefly in
the first article, or at more length in books like
God's Big Picture.® If we cite an Old Testament law in
support of a particular action, we need to think how
it applies in the new covenant. Even if it no longer
applies directly, what can we learn about God's
character from it? We can only do this with a good
understanding of scripture. Have you read every
word of the Bible at least once? More than once?
The Bible is authoritative as originally given. No
one particular translation has a monopoly over all
the others. It is wise to use more than one
translation if in doubt over something, and look at
commentaries that have been based on original
language texts.

how do we make moral decisions?

Lots of stories are recorded in the Bible.
Remember that not every action is affirmed. Yes,
David was a great leader who we might want to
emulate in part, but this doesn't mean that we
should follow his example of adultery with
Bathsheba.®

conclusion

Understanding the Bible better is undoubtedly a
vital part of the process of conforming to God's
will, but it isn't the only part. | hope we've seen
here how deep the underlying assumptions that
drive our worldview can be. Much of the time, we
are steered by the ‘elephant’, with our rational
minds justifying the actions we've already taken,
rather than planning them out.

but for us to know God's
attern, to gradually conform
0 It, we must know how the

Bible should shape our actions

The only way we (and others) will change the
actions of the elephant is via a radical change of
heart. Only through God working in us, through his
Holy Spirit, will we see the shift in our moral
foundations and intuitions needed for them to
become more like his. =
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