Despite what is said in the 39 Artides, | think dl of us, what-
ever our own opinions might be, would have no problem welcom-
ing into our fellowship someone who felt Christian ethics required
pacifism - someone who says that there is no way you can square
loving your enemies with killing them. | am not sure | mysdf
would agree with absolute pacifism, but | do think the Chrigtian
Church would be poorer without the witness of pacifists who
remind us of the terrible nature of taking anyone's life however
much we may didike what they do. In a messy world we may have
to choose sometimes between the lesser of two evils — how we
make the choice is neither pleasant nor easy — but we do need to be
reminded periodicdly that even a lesser evil is ill an evil. | would
say that in some cases requiring ethical judgement, not only is it
impossible to reach generd agreement, we need both sides of the
debate to help us work out a reasonable decision.

My whole point about the Chrigtian life then isthat it is much more
than avoiding theillegd, the immora, and the fattening. It isardation-
ship with God that demands a reorienting of our whole lives so that we
live for others as much as for oursalves. Inevitably we fdl short both in
our understanding and our performance - as do other Chrigtians with us.
In the history of the church we have had to revise some notions and
reject others and there is no reason to believe that our awarenessis
complete after two thousand years. Given this, | suggest that listening to
each other and to the promptings of the Spirit of God will be more
profitable than accusing each other of faithlessness. We are dl under
way — God done is judge of how far on each of us is in under-
gtanding our direction and our progress on the way.

* |n the form of marriage to deceased brother’ s wife

Chrigtian Ethics 2 - Can Chrigtian Ethics legitimately change?

by John Sandys-Wunsch
In the first essay | said that if you look at Jesus ethica teach-
ing, much of it is not a series of rules and regulations but stories
which illustrate what love might mean - and the sort of love required
isof a very high order. This week | promised | would explain both
how this works out in everyday life and discuss whether Chrigtian
perceptions of right and wrong can change..

How do we know what is right? Sometimes it is easer than we
think

There is a very famous sory by the American writer O. Henry
cdled “The Gifts of the Magi.” It is a aout a couple who were not
well off but who loved each other very much. Each had one vau-
able possession - the wife had lovely long hair, the husband a very
fine watch. At Chrissmas neither had any money - S0 as a surprise
the wife sold her har to buy her husband a watch chain and the
husband sold his watch to buy his wife two combs for her hair. It is
a rather ironic story of good intentions gone amiss, but it is about
love and it is an illugtration of Luther’s point that a married couple
who love each other do not need a set of rules to know how to care
for each other, though in light of O. Henry's story a little consulta-
tion does help.

The secret of Chrigtian ethics is being open to the demands of
love in our lives - not just obeying a set of rules for their own sske
and for reasons we know not why. Here are two of many sugges-
tions:

St Augustine said love God and do what you wish. In theory thisis
quite adequate because the love of God means you are concerned
about avoiding evil and doing good. In practice we need a little more
guidance

George Bernard Shaw provided a useful addition to the golden rule -
don’t do unto others as you would have them do unto you - your
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tastes may differ. Is not this the secret of treating other people
kindly? Y ou have to begin by taking the trouble to understand other
people and the only way to understand them is to care enough
about them to do this. Actuadly if you do not like people you have
little chance of understanding them anyway, but that is another
matter.

Stll, while generd principles are fine, we nonetheless need rulesto
help us ded with everyday life without turning everything into abig
decison. The ten commandmentsis one such handy list even though it
was designed for a middle class mde in the 10th century BC (why
else is it forbidden to covet your neighbour’s wife but not your
neighbour’s husband?). But there is good stuff there — do not Stedl
— theft destroys socid order and in a smal community like a stu-
dent residence | have seen it do damage out of dl proportion to the
cash vadue of the stolen property. Do not bear false witness - i.e.
commit perjury in court — a problem our American cousins are
wrestling with even as we gt here - for alegad system is the only
thing between us and anarchy. Similar in purpose to the ten com-
mandments are the summaries of “do’s’ and “don't's’ we often
find appended to epistles in the New Testament.

We need the traditions of the Christian community to guide usin
our decisions - it is through these that we can be jolted out of the
temptation to seetheworld interms of our own sdf-interest. It isthis
body of ethica teaching we use as guidance for oursalves it is the sort
of thing we try to pass on to our children or teach in Sunday School.
Traditiona Chrigtian teeching gives us generd guidelines about how to
treat our spouses, our children, our friends, and even those we might
consder enemies.

Yet in paticular circumstances these items of mora guidance need
to be interpreted and sometimes modified - it isright to Stedl food if
you are hungry, others have lots, and you have no other way of staying
dive? Most mordisswould say yes. All thisisillustrated by asaying |
am told is current in the British navy - rules are meant for the guidance
of the wise and the obedience of idiots.

Now in contrast to what | have been saying there is abroad an
argument that traditional Christian ethics are not just useful guide-
lines, rather they are immutable because they are lad down by God
for dl time. But does a look a Chrigtian history back this up?

Recently | was reading areview of two books about the dave
trade and the reviewer made the point that amost every group was
involved in it davery - Africans, Asans, and Europeans. Almost every
religious belief was represented - Mudim, Jewish, Chrigtian, Animist -
and amongst Chrigtians al denominations held daves - even Quakers
for awnhile. In the American civil war which was more or |ess about
davery, one of the generds on the Confederate or pro-davery sde was
an Episcopa bishop, this means an Anglican bishop. And hewas ared
go out and shoot ‘em boys generd, not just a chaplain. In the last
hundred years we have rg ected what was |ooked upon as norma
practice by Chrigtians and others for centuries and | do not think any-
one wants to reinditute davery. The Chrigtian ethicd tradition does
change - we hope for the better.

Y et someone might say, fine, but that isa socid question, but
surely persond ethics about sexudity have dways been definite. In the
midst of al our current rancour about the “h” word, | have this dream
about getting up in Synod and raising the issue of marriage to deceased
wifé ssger. All said and done thisis forbidden in Leviticus, mentioned
with disgpproval in the gospels themsaves* which is more than
you can say about homosexudity, and is anchored the Anglican
tradition, as a quick look at the Table of Kindred and Affinity in an
older prayer book will show. Alas | do not think | would even get a
seconder for my motion. Here is a matter of persona ethics that
was hotly debated for at least three hundred years and has now
been completely ignored. As far as | know, nobody seems very
worried about this deviation from a biblica commandment.

There remains an argument that surely in the church we haveto be
clear and united in our ethica standards, don't we? Do we? Thereis at
least one important mora debate centuriesold which is not yet settled
and may never be, yet we are quite used to this Stuation.
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