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Many have regarded the 1970’s, rich as they were with the works of 
such as Paul Ramsey and Richard McCormick, as the golden age of 
Bioethics. As Stanley Hauerwas has pointed out, the claim is false. This 
article argues that Ramsey and others, by creating a Christian bioeth-
ics that was not founded in Christ and in distinctly Christian commit-
ments, contribute to the auto-demolition of Christian bioethics.  After 
all if Christian bioethics contributed to bioethical reflection only what a 
good secular bioethics can offer, why bother. However, now a distinctly 
Christian bioethics is growing.
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I. RETHInkIng THE STAndARd REcEnT HISToRy of  
cHRISTIAn BIoETHIcS

Many tell the following story of the recent history of christian bioethics. 
first, in the 1960s and into the 1970s, after the term bioethics had been 
reengaged,3 there was an age of giants in christian bioethics, including peo-
ple like Paul Ramsey (1913–88) and Richard Mccormick (1922–2000).4 They 
were christian scholars who loomed large in the bioethical literature and 
healthcare policy controversies of the day. Even secular bioethicists paid 
attention to them so that they participated prominently in national healthcare 
policy formation. Paul Ramsey and Richard Mccormick were christians who 
easily entered into dialogue with their secular bioethical colleagues. They, 
for example, contributed to the deliberations of the Ethics Advisory Board of 
the department of Health, Education, and Welfare (dHEW, 1979) on HEW 
Support of Research Involving Human In Vitro Fertilization and Embryo 
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Transfer. Joseph fletcher (1905–91), who would later reject christianity 
(fletcher, 1993), also played a role as a christian contributor to the literature 
of bioethics (fletcher, 1954, 1974). christian bioethics appeared to be influ-
ential. Without a doubt, Ramsay, Mccormick, and even fletcher were among 
the founders of bioethics.

After them, it appeared that christian bioethics was marginalized and lost 
its salience. This decline of christian bioethics is often attributed primar-
ily to the secularization of the public fora and public spaces of the West. 
This essay critically rejects this account of the history of bioethics. The 
argument is that christian bioethics lost its public prominence in the 1970s 
and early 1980s in great measure due to a form of self-demolition tied to 
a failure to be authentically christian. A discounting of the doctrinal dif-
ferences separating the christianities or even separating christianity from 
secular thought was encouraged by the ethos of dialogue and ecumen-
ism that became influential with Vatican II (1962–65) and its aftermath. It 
became socially unacceptable to underscore the gulf separating christian 
morality and bioethics from that of the secular culture. It became politically 
incorrect forthrightly to recognize the obvious differences separating the 
various christianities by what in a different age would have been termed 
matters of heresy. However, recognizing doctrinal differences, including 
the gulf between christianity and the secular culture, is fundamental to 
the scholarly enterprise of understanding the controversies that define the 
geography of contemporary christian bioethics, as well as the substance 
of the field itself. from the 1990s onward, christian bioethics has shown 
indications that it is recapturing its strength and integrity, expressed in 
a willingness to acknowledge and explore the differences distinguishing 
christian from secular bioethics, as well as separating the bioethics of the 
various christianities.

II. PAUl RAMSEy’S WoRk cRITIcAlly REconSIdEREd

Why would the standard history of bioethics not be true, and if not true, 
why would it nevertheless be so widely believed? In this paper, I argue that 
the secularization of the public culture produced the salience of bioethicists 
such as Paul Ramsey through encouraging them in a quasi-secular idiom. 
This is not to deny that they mentioned christ and christianity. But the posi-
tions they defended were in principle open to those who were no longer or 
who had never even been christian. After all, this was an age that consid-
ered the soon-to-be-explicitly post-christian Joseph fletcher to be a christian 
bioethicist. Such attitudes existed in a cultural environment in which Paul 
Tillich (1886–1965) could with public affirmation function as a post-theistic 
christian theologian. As Richard Rorty (1931–2007) reports regarding Paul 
Tillich,
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when people asked why he didn’t stop pretending to be a christian theologian and 
instead bill himself as a Heideggerian philosopher. He would say, in effect, that it 
was precisely the job of a christian theologian these days to find a way of making it 
possible for christians to continue using the term “christ” even after they had given 
up supernaturalism (as he hoped they eventually would). (Rorty, 1991, 70)

There was a cultural demand for a discourse that spoke of christianity and 
invoked the name of christ despite a soft, but nevertheless foundational, 
agnosticism.

These early christian bioethicists were amphibious. on the one hand, they 
called themselves christian and mentioned christianity. on the other hand, 
their arguments did not require one to affirm any essentially christian under-
standings. As Hauerwas observed in the first issue of Christian Bioethics in 
1995, these bioethicists engaged the larger society but without effectively 
articulating an authentically christian bioethics. With regard to Ramsey, 
Hauerwas characterized him “in many ways as the last great representative 
of the Protestant social gospel” (Hauerwas, 1995, 16). Most significantly and 
lamentably, “he had insufficient resources to show how christian practice 
might make a difference for understanding or forming the practice of medi-
cine” (Hauerwas, 1995, 16). In Ramsey’s work “the irony is that it is unclear 
you need Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom for such an ethic” (Hauerwas, 
1995, 24). The result was that “christian ethics was destined to become 
medical ethics” (Hauerwas, 1995, 25). At the time, a theologically ambiguous 
bioethics discourse had a significant cultural appeal, especially among those 
who remembered fondly having once been believing christians.

Hauerwas in this 1995 essay argued that it was this domesticated christian 
bioethics that temporarily marginalized authentic christian bioethics. Among 
other things, it misdirected the energies of christian bioethics into a dis-
course that in reality was not christian. An authentic christian bioethics 
seemed irrelevant, especially irrelevant to the secular public-policy discus-
sions of the day. Hauerwas saw that acknowledging the phenomenon of a 
deflated christian bioethics

helps us understand why Ramsey, in spite of his strong declarations to be work-
ing as a christian ethicist, prepared the way for the developments that gustafson 
laments – that is, the subordination of theological ethics to medical ethics. If the 
social gospel prepared the way for the christian social ethicist to become a social 
scientist with a difference; in many ways the more orthodox Ramsey prepared the 
way for the christian ethicist to become a medical ethicist with a difference, the 
difference being the vague theological presumptions that do no serious intellectual 
work other than explaining, perhaps, the motivations of the ethicist (Hauerwas, 
1995, 25, 26).

The point is that, although Paul Ramsey was likely a believing christian, 
nevertheless, he used a moral discourse that could be easily understood, and 
even appropriated, without christian belief.
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This state of affairs was reenforced by Roman catholic theologians such 
as Richard Mccormick, who, given the conceits of natural law, aspired to 
establish their moral views in terms of what they held to be purely philo-
sophical arguments. In this vein, charles curran argued against any moral 
content separating christian morality and bioethics from secular morality and 
bioethics.

obviously a personal acknowledgement of Jesus as lord affects at least the con-
sciousness of the individual and his thematic reflection on his consciousness, but 
the christian and the explicitly non-christian can and do arrive at the same ethical 
conclusions and can and do share the same general ethical attitudes, dispositions 
and goals. . . . The explicitly christian consciousness does affect the judgment of the 
christian and the way in which he makes his ethical judgments, but non-christians 
can and do arrive at the same ethical conclusions and also embrace and treasure 
even the loftiest of proximate motives, virtues, and goals which christians in the past 
have wrongly claimed only for themselves. This is the precise sense in which I deny 
the existence of a distinctively christian ethic; namely, non-christians can and do 
arrive at the same ethical conclusions and prize the same proximate dispositions, 
goals and attitudes as christians (curran, 1976, 20).

The result was that a view of christian morality developed that eschewed 
a defining christian content for christian morality and christian bioethics. 
Scholars rejected the position that there could be moral content in a christian 
bioethics not accessible to a secular bioethics. This meant that there could 
not be a distinctly christian bioethics.

one clearly encounters Hauerwas’ adverse judgment regarding this view 
of christian bioethics and of the grand christian bioethicists of the 1970s and 
early 1980s in his paper for the Ethics Advisory Board of dHEW in 1979. In 
this paper, Hauerwas distinguished himself over against christian bioethicists 
such as Ramsey.

[B]y speaking from a theological perspective I do not pretend to speak from prin-
ciples that are or should be shared by everyone in our society. you should also 
know that my own methodological presuppositions in this respect are not widely 
shared among those that work in theological ethics. Rather the assumption is that 
theological ethics must develop arguments that should compel consent from all 
rational subjects irrespective of their religious convictions or lack of religious convic-
tions. of course, that results in the somewhat ironical state of affairs that commit-
tees such as this one invite representatives of religious communities to show how 
their communities’ particular convictions throw light on an issue only to be told that 
christian views on the subject are not necessarily related to their religious convic-
tions. christian ethicists therefore say what any right thinking moral philosopher or 
person would say. Well I simply do not believe that. It will be the heart of my argu-
ment that theological beliefs do make a difference for how in vitro fertilization is 
understood. But since my own views are correlative to my theological convictions it 
raises the issue of how seriously the committee can take them for consideration of 
public policy (Hauerwas, 1979, 2, 3).
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In other words, if the Ethics Advisory Board wanted help in articulating 
policy based on secular moral/bioethical considerations, Hauerwas’ remarks 
would likely be useless.

Unlike Hauerwas, prominent christian bioethicists of the 1970s and 1980s 
such as Ramsey, instead of supporting an authentically christian bioethics 
helped ease the transition to a culture becoming outspokenly post-christian 
by, however unwittingly, seeming to show christian bioethics’ irrelevance, 
qua christian bioethics. christian bioethics was to be nothing more than 
secular bioethics done by bioethicists who claimed to be christian. Such 
a post-christian moral discourse that still used some christian phrases for 
decoration had a strong appeal in a culture in transition, for people who had 
once been christian and who still positively recalled christian images. Such 
so-called christian bioethicists provided the secular moral reflection of the 
time with a church organ playing in the background as one discussed moral 
matters. All of this made Paul Ramsey’s and Richard Mccormick’s works 
seem a major cultural contribution, but the culture to which they contrib-
uted was secular. They anticipated the post-christian christianity of gianni 
Vattimo (2002).

The rapid secularization of the public culture in the 1960s invited the 
founding of the Society for Health and Human Values and later assured the 
success of the American Society for Bioethics and Humanities. The Society 
for Health and Human Values, in great part, came into existence in response 
to a growing sense of disorientation in a post-christian, now-dominantly 
secular culture. The Society for Health and Human Values offered hope: 
if one could not appeal to god, one could at least appeal to a common 
morality and to the humanities, both of which Ramsey implicitly invoked. In 
this secular search for meaning, one can recognize themes from the Third 
Humanism in Europe and the new Humanism in America. There was the 
desperate aspiration to disclose a common set of human values and/or a 
common morality through which moral reorientation could be sustained. In 
this context, christians who spoke in a secularly congenial idiom received 
a broad hearing. In a culture in transition seeking guidance, such christian 
bioethicists were this side of a major rupture that had taken place in the 
mainline christianities of the West, which rupture accelerated the seculariza-
tion of the culture at large.

III. conTRIBUTIon of WESTERn cHRISTIAnITy To THE 
dISoRIEnTATIon of THE doMInAnT cUlTURE

The need for orientation in the 1960s and afterward within the dominant, 
ever more secular culture of the West in part, sprang from the difficul-
ties that beset Western christianity itself, beginning in the 1960s. In the 
wake of Vatican II (1962–65), not only was Roman catholicism thrown 
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into theological and liturgical chaos but also were the mainline Protestant 
churches.5 As kenneth l. Woodward (editor of Newsweek’s religion section 
for many years) reports,

Presbyterian theologian Robert McAfee Brown told me[:] “I concluded that if 
catholicism was not going to be the same, then Protestantism is not going to be the 
same either.” . . . What struck me most, apart from the headline-making results on 
sex-related issues, was the sheer confusion revealed in the pollsters’ personal inter-
views. The sudden change in traditional dos and don’ts, like abstaining from meat on 
fridays, left many catholics feeling boundary-less. Reading their responses, I remem-
bered what sociologist Peter Berger had said of the curial officials who had warned 
of chaos if the council’s liberalizing reformers got their way (Woodward, 2013, 27).

It was a period of heady excitement over change driven by a new faith 
in ecumenism, in interfaith dialogue and in a common moral language. 
The winds of aggiornamento had given Roman catholics and mainline 
Protestants confidence in the view that they should be able, without 
invoking particular, sectarian christian commitments, to speak to the secu-
lar world and even to speak in the secular world’s terms while retaining 
their own integrity.

The early giants of christian bioethics functioned well in an increasingly 
secular context by engaging a discourse that was in its substance post-
christian. They were importantly post-christian in being willing as christian 
bioethicists to use arguments that they held all men should employ apart 
from christianity. These christian bioethicists surely took their christianity 
as having been heuristic for them. However, given the seductions of the 
time, they did not place their reflections on bioethics within a distinctively 
christian discourse. Instead, they tried to place christianity and christian bio-
ethics within an idiom they hoped would be open to all. They did not invoke 
insights open only to christians, for that would have appeared too sectar-
ian and countercultural. given America’s having renounced its previous de 
facto if not de jure establishment of christianity, it would have appeared 
un-American (Mcconnell, 2003).

of course, things did not turn out as expected on many points for those 
who embraced ecumenism, aggiornamento, and secular discourse. first, 
instead of a new Pentecost, there was a loss of spiritual unity, continuity, 
and focus. There was a theological and liturgical uncertainty marked by 
priests, religious brothers and sisters, and congregants leaving their churches 
and emptying the pews.6 It was a period in which the mainline Protestant 
churches went into pronounced decline.7 Things were so bad that Pope Paul 
VI (1963–78) on June 29, 1972, lamented that “It was believed that after the 
council there would be a day of sunshine in the history of the church. There 
came instead a day of clouds, storm and darkness, of search and uncertainty. 
Through some fissure the smoke of Satan has entered the Temple of god” 
(quoted in Hull, 2010, 251). Western christianity, as Pope Paul VI phrased 
it, was engaging in an autodemolition during which, among other things, 
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christian institutions of higher learning proclaimed themselves to be secular, 
after which many went out of existence (Hull, 2010, 188) An anti-Pentecost 
had been realized. Rather than being gathered in the Spirit, much was bro-
ken and dispersed. The numerous hospitals run by Roman catholic sis-
ters and brothers, which were well known to the physician-founders of the 
Society for Health and Human Values, were entering into a period of crisis as 
the religious sisters and brothers who had once staffed them left their orders 
and were not sufficiently replaced by new vocations. Theological continu-
ity appeared widely to be broken. All of this contributed to the breadth 
and depth of the disorientation in the dominant culture, as well as its secu-
larization. Among the consequences were that the Society for Health and 
Human Values and later the American Society for Bioethics and Humanities 
appeared as possible lighthouses for the lost. They promised that morality 
and the humanities could substitute for god. But the lighthouses erected 
failed to provide guidance, for their secular foundations proved ephemeral. 
There was no canonical secular moral view or view of the truly human. As 
this was happening, christian bioethics was marginalized.

IV. WRong dIAgnoSIS, WRong TREATMEnT

The view that I have just advanced regarding the recent history of christian 
bioethics goes against the grain of the received account that christian bio-
ethics lost its vigor after an initial brief success. In many ways, this account 
of the history is unsettling. In part, this is the case because it supports 
adverse assessments of the views of a number of the most prominent and 
revered christian intellectuals of the last half-century, such as popes John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI. for example, John Paul II recognized the radical 
de-christianization of the West, a “dechristianization, which weighs heavily 
upon entire peoples and communities once rich in faith and christian life, 
[and which] involves not only the loss of faith or in any event its becoming 
irrelevant for everyday life, but also, and of necessity, a decline or obscuring 
of the moral sense” (John Paul II, 1993, §106, 158). John Paul II, however, 
misdiagnosed what was occurring. John Paul II, along with Josef cardinal 
Ratzinger, later pope and then pope emeritus, given their faith in moral-
philosophical reasoning, saw this de-christianization but judged it in great 
measure to be due to the loss of an appropriate philosophical or moral-phil-
osophical vigor and/or commitments. They regarded the de-christianization 
of culture as reflecting an intellectual difficulty stemming from inadequate 
philosophy. They did not see it as due to the inability of philosophers to 
substitute for christ, much less as due to a loss of the life and mind of 
the Apostles and the fathers (e.g., the loss of even the Apostolic fasts).8 
neither John Paul II nor Benedict XVI adequately appreciated that what 
had occurred was, at least in part, a function of post-Vatican II Roman 
catholicism’s attempt to speak and think in a secular or philosophical idiom 
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open to all. Among other things, this focus on philosophy raised the ques-
tion as to why one should pay attention to the philosophical arguments of 
theologians, who wrote as want-to-be moral philosophers, when the same 
philosophical arguments were often (usually) made more clear and better 
by philosophers.

The recommended therapy was equally misguided. Both John Paul II and 
Ratzinger called for a turn not to Jerusalem but to Athens for help. They reaf-
firmed the faith in reason that had driven the dialectic of faith and reason 
that had helped shape Western christianity. John Paul II saw the remedy for 
the de-christianization of the West to lie in better philosophy. “I appeal also 
to philosophers, and to all teachers of philosophy, asking them to have the 
courage to recover, in the flow of an enduringly valid philosophical tradi-
tion, the range of authentic wisdom and truth – metaphysical truth included 
– which is proper to philosophical enquiry” (John Paul II, 1998, §106, 151). 
In a similar vein, Josef Ratzinger argued that

. . . ultimately the only weapon is the soundness of the arguments set forth in the 
political arena and in the struggle to shape public opinion. This is why it is so cru-
cial to develop a philosophical ethics that, while being in harmony with the ethic of 
faith, must however have its own space and its own logical rigor. The rationality of 
the arguments should close the gap between secular ethics and religious ethics and 
found an ethics of reason that goes beyond such distinctions (Ratzinger and Pera, 
2006, 130, 131).

The approaches of John Paul II and Ratzinger were exactly what Hauerwas 
criticized in Paul Ramsey.

When arguments by christians about ethics do not involve necessar-
ily or essentially christian normative and metaphysical commitments, 
they tend to obscure what is involved in christianity, in authentic 
christian norms for behavior, and in an authentic christian bioeth-
ics. They invite instead an unfounded faith in secular moral rational-
ity. This secular, moral-philosophical faith supports the view that one 
need not confess christ but can instead with more political correctness 
confess a faith in philosophy, a faith in human reason. The result is 
that some Western christians, especially those who followed John Paul 
II’s and Ratzinger’s recommendations, were reinforced in the project 
of preaching a misguided, but generally more secularly acceptable, 
gospel of natural law and moral philosophy. What all this will involve 
for the future is unclear. francis’ apparently postmodern turn suggests 
a new focus for Roman catholicism, one that may attempt to avoid 
underscoring the hard sectarian truths of christianity (e.g., regarding 
the acceptability of homosexual acts). His weak theological turn will 
not be addressed here.9

As should have been expected, the literature produced by christians who 
published as healthcare ethicists attempting to function as secular moral 
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philosophers was relatively invisible within the larger philosophical bioethi-
cal literature of the time because the “christian” bioethics they produced 
was generally indistinguishable from secular bioethics. There was nothing 
that allowed this would-be christian bioethics of christians doing general 
“rational” bioethics to stand out as peculiarly christian, or for that matter to 
stand out as particularly interesting. It was for the most part christian only 
in referring not to the general moral-philosophical literature but to a quasi-
moral-philosophical literature of other “christian bioethicists,” which self-
ascribed to themselves the identity of being christian moral-theological, in 
particular, christian bioethical scholars. There was no attempt to disclose a 
defining and particular christian content. A very good example of this genre 
has been provided by lisa cahill (2005). Again, the point just elaborated is 
a repetition of Hauerwas’s critique of Paul Ramsey. This genre of “christian” 
bioethics had the force of making an explicitly christian bioethics into an 
intellectual mistake, in that it was implicitly held that christ should have 
come preaching philosophy.

V. THE cRISES of SEcUlAR BIoETHIcS

In recognizing the importance of an authentic foundation for bioethics in the 
christian god’s-eye perspective, christian bioethics is radically different from 
secular bioethics. christian morality and bioethics traditionally know them-
selves to be grounded in an actual encounter with an experience of god. 
christian morality and bioethics are grounded in revelation as a fact of the 
matter. They are different not only in invoking a god’s-eye perspective but 
also in actually having a god’s-eye perspective. The crisis of secular bioeth-
ics lies in the failure of reason to provide a surrogate for the god’s-eye per-
spective of christianity. There turns out not to be a canonical, secular moral 
rationality or account of the politically rational to substitute for god. There 
is no canonical moral rationality that can do the service of the one god 
previously invoked by Western culture. The consequences are widespread, 
indeed catastrophic: secular morality and bioethics are intractably plural.

The problem with a christian bioethics that is materially equivalent to 
secular moral philosophy, natural law, or bioethics is that secular moral-
ity and moral philosophy are in crisis. first, secular morality and bioethics 
are now coming to acknowledge that they are without foundations. This 
acknowledgement marks the border between modernity and postmodernity. 
Postmodernity is this side of the recognition that morality and bioethics are 
intractably plural. It is against this background that one can understand, 
and agree with, the very frank admission by Tom Beauchamp that there is 
little purpose for theory (and by implication the search for foundations) in 
secular bioethics. “[T]his [moral] theory part of the landscape of bioethics . . .  
[will] vanish soon, because it is serving no useful purpose” (Beauchamp, 
2004, 210). Theory cannot establish a canonical morality or bioethics, which 
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had been the hope of bioethics at its inception. It cannot provide a general 
rational warrant.

The reasons for the demotion of ethical theory are the lack of distinctive authority 
behind any one framework or methodology, the unappealing and formidable char-
acter of many theories, the indeterminate nature of general norms of all sorts, the 
turn in bioethics to more practical issues, and most importantly, the stumbling and 
confusing manner in which philosophers have attempted to link theory to practice 
(Beauchamp, 2004, 216).

As it is ever better recognized that theory cannot deliver a canonical secular 
morality or bioethics, things will likely turn out as Beauchamp predicts.

let me now review why this is the case, why Beauchamp is right, why 
secular bioethics is plural, and why christian bioethics’ possession of a 
god’s-eye perspective gives it the foundation that secular bioethics lacks. 
The crisis of secular morality and bioethics is the loss of foundations, there 
is no canonical moral vision. There is no neutral secular vantage point that 
can transcend the plurality of secular moral perspectives that compete to 
inform bioethics, ranging from that of Beauchamp and childress (1979) 
to that of a growing chinese bioethics (fan, 2010, 2011; fan, chen, and 
cao, 2012). More fundamentally, there is no impartial moral perspective 
from which to order such cardinal human concerns as liberty, equality, 
and prosperity (Rawls, 1971, 395–9, §60). If one embraces John Rawls’ 
thin theory of the good, then it makes sense to place liberty first, then 
equality, and finally prosperity, after one has fully honored liberty and 
equality. However, if one’s thin theory of the good is that of a Singaporean 
morality, then one will rank security first, then prosperity, and support 
liberty insofar as it is compatible with security and prosperity, giving short 
shrift to equality. In order to identify the correct, first-level background 
thin theory of the good, one needs a further background thin theory of 
the good to pick out the correct first-level thin theory of the good. If one 
attempts this search for foundations, indeed for a canonical secular moral-
ity and bioethics, one begs the question, argues in a circle, or engages an 
infinite regress.

one thus confronts the plight of secular morality and bioethics. one can-
not find a neutral point of view in order to establish as canonical any par-
ticular secular morality or bioethics. As Steven Smith put it, “the quest for 
neutrality . . . is an attempt to grasp an illusion” (Smith, 1995, 96). despite 
kant’s Enlightenment aspirations, there is no “rational impartial observer [ein 
vernünftiger unparteiischer Zuschauer]” (kant, 1959, 9, Ak IV.393). In fact, a 
neutral or impartial observer decision maker or contractor would be useless, 
for it would not make particular normative choices. The result is that there is 
no canonical secular moral view as to when it is forbidden, licit, or obliga-
tory to have sex, reproduce, transfer property, or take human life. Secular 
morality and secular bioethics are as a consequence intractable.
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Judd owen summarizes this state of affairs, acknowledging that the impli-
cations are radical. “Today, belief in the comprehensive philosophic teaching 
of the Enlightenment appears to lie in ruins, and few hope that any other 
comprehensive philosophy could successfully replace it. This despair is, to 
a considerable extent, due to a radical critique of reason as such” (owen, 
2001, 1). It is coming to be recognized, pace the remaining hopes on the 
part of owen, that

All claims to knowledge are from a particular human, all too human perspective, or 
are socially constructed. There is nothing to which we can appeal in order to settle 
the most profound human disagreements, and thus there is no possibility that the 
awesome variety of conflicting opinions about the things most important to human 
beings, including the best political order, can be transcended toward universal and 
objective knowledge. The original claim that liberalism is grounded in natural right 
and reason and therefore the claim that it is universally legitimate are naive and even 
arrogant fictions (owen, 2001, 2).

This is a point already made forcefully by Richard Rorty, who underscored 
that one cannot “step outside the various vocabularies we have employed 
and find a metavocabulary which somehow takes account of all possible 
vocabularies, all possible ways of judging and feeling” (Rorty, 1989, 59). This 
state of affairs will not astonish those christians who know that the content 
of the god’s-eye perspective comes from an encounter with the living god, 
not from a supposed canonical secular moral viewpoint grounded through 
moral-philosophical argument. christian bioethics is anchored in the revela-
tion of Jesus christ, the Messiah of Israel, the Son of the living god. It has 
particular content.

The state of secular morality and bioethics is quite different. It is not only 
without canonical content but also embedded in a foundational disorienta-
tion. This is the case because within the now-dominant secular culture, all 
is guided by an agnostic methodological postulate. That is, all is regarded 
as if god did not exist and therefore as if all were coming from nowhere, 
going nowhere, and for no ultimate purpose. Among the consequences is 
that moral choices are reduced to lifestyle choices. In order to avoid this 
circumstance, Immanuel kant, who was an atheist,10 required the practical 
moral postulates of god and immortality, recognizing that otherwise being 
moral, taking the moral point of view, will not always rationally trump act-
ing for personal advantage. Although kant did not want explicitly to draw 
particular moral content from a god’s-eye perspective, he recognized that a 
god’s-eye perspective and its enforcement were essential to the traditional 
morality of the West.

The death of the plausibility of the modern or for that matter Enlightenment 
moral-philosophical project to secure a canonical rationality for its particular 
morality and bioethics is also the death of the philosophical hopes of those 
Western christians who assert that philosophy and the moral-philosophical 
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rationality of natural law can secure the content for a canonical morality or 
bioethics. one needs a particular canonical perspective to establish a partic-
ular morality and/or bioethics. A canonical moral perspective and a canoni-
cal morality cannot be secured by secular moral philosophy without begging 
the question, arguing in a circle, or engaging an infinite regress, so that secu-
lar moral reflection, along with natural law–based moral philosophy, is left 
without foundations and with an intractable moral pluralism. If all one has 
is secular natural law, because there is no one secular canonical account of 
natural law (Engelhardt, 1996, esp. ch. 2), the project shipwrecks. christian 
moralists such as Joseph fuchs (1899–1997) assert that “If, therefore, our 
church and other human communities do not always reach the same con-
clusions, this is not due to the fact that there exists a different morality for 
christians from that for non-christians” (fuchs, 1980, 11). Such assertions are 
now totally implausible. fuchs, like many Roman catholic moral theologi-
ans, relies on the promises of moral-philosophical rationality. These presup-
pose that there is a neutral, ahistorical, canonical moral perspective. But this 
does not exist. Again, the core difficulty is that secular moral reflection can-
not disclose such a neutral, canonical perspective. In contrast, traditionally 
christian morality and bioethics do not presuppose such a mythical secular 
perspective supposedly anchored in the arguments of philosophy. They are 
instead anchored in the revelation, that is, the experience of Jesus christ.

Why, then, if academic bioethics is driven by foundational disagreements, 
does clinical bioethics nonetheless flourish? Is it a counterexample to the 
claims regarding the foundational crisis in secular bioethics? Quite to the 
contrary, the success of secular healthcare ethics consultation demonstrates 
the intractable pluralism of secular morality and bioethics. This is the case 
because the success of secular clinical bioethics depends not on general 
moral expertise but only on expertise about that morality established at law 
and in public policy. That is, secular healthcare ethics consultants function 
somewhat like quasi-lawyers. Moreover, they do so successfully and cost-
effectively (Engelhardt, 2012). Such clinical ethicists need not possess general 
secular moral expertise, which expertise does not exist, but only an expertise 
about that particular morality established at law in the jurisdiction where 
those clinical ethicists practice healthcare ethics consultation, whether in 
china, germany, norway, california, or Texas (Engelhardt, 2012). Expertise 
to be clinically useful must be local expertise.

Just as one does not need a theory of the law to practice law, one does not 
need a theory of secular clinical bioethics to practice secular clinical bioethics 
consultation. one does not even need to agree regarding what the law really 
is in some deep foundational sense in order to practice law. one only needs 
to know what local law requires, so, too, with the practice of secular clini-
cal bioethics. one only needs to know what local clinical bioethics requires. 
A positivist approach to medical law and public policy, as well as deriva-
tively a positive approach to the bioethics of secular bioethics consultation, 
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is enough. Secular bioethicists thus function like lawyers although secular 
clinical bioethicists offer services that are cheaper than those of lawyers, 
hence their resounding success. Such an approach will not be sufficient for 
christian bioethicists who must answer to god and who are concerned with 
norms established by god.

VI. BEIng nonEcUMEnIcAl: TAkIng RElIgIoUS dIffEREncES 
SERIoUSly

The ecumenical character of much interreligious dialogue has tended to 
downplay difference and obscure what really is at stake in christian moral-
theological controversies and therefore in christian bioethics. The result is 
that one loses sight of the full force of the disagreements at stake. This 
occurs when discussions of christian bioethics are marked by the relativiz-
ing phrase “in my tradition,” such as “In my tradition the doctrine of double 
effect shows that an indirect abortion does not count as an abortion.” The 
phrase “in my tradition” would not generally be used in advancing a claim 
about a fact of the matter, as about a claim in medicine. one does not say, 
for example, that “In my tradition you have congestive heart failure.” Instead, 
the statement would run that “you have congestive heart failure because of 
the following findings.” The term “in my tradition” is often engaged by those 
doing religiously based bioethics in order to suggest that my standpoint is 
not that standpoint which all should adopt, as well as to suggest that con-
trary views are not necessarily held to be clearly wrong. one is not supposed 
to say openly and frankly that there is religious truth and that therefore oth-
ers can be seriously wrong. Interreligious dialogue supports such phrases 
as “in my tradition” in order to obscure the substantive moral-theological 
differences separating the various christian denominations and their views 
of bioethical issues. When this happens, christian bioethics is impoverished 
in the sense of being regarded without real truth content. To recapture a 
strong theology, a christian bioethics with difference, christian bioethics 
will need to free itself from the effects of the ecumenical movement and of 
interreligious dialogue, which have tended to obscure the significance of 
the differences in matters bioethical separating the various christianities and 
christianity from secular thought.

This turn to difference is important. If god exists, and if He has reliably 
revealed His will to man, then there is a way out of the intractable pluralism 
of secular morality and bioethics, as well as from the cosmic disorientation 
of a secular culture that is after god (Engelhardt, 2014, 2015). one must 
confess the truth of christ and its importance for bioethics. Here lies the 
crucial place of christian bioethics after Ramsey and natural law. Traditional 
christianity knows that this god exists and that He has definitively revealed 
Himself as Jesus christ, the Messiah of Israel, and the Son of the living god 
(Matthew 16:16). Moreover, traditional christianity has always taught that 
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christianity could reliably disclose the will of god regarding human moral 
action. This state of affairs gives central standing to christian bioethics. As a 
consequence, christian bioethics must take christianity seriously and should 
shoulder the task of disclosing god’s will on matters concerning medicine 
and the biomedical sciences. A politically correct christian bioethics without 
christian substance and/or a christian bioethics embedded in a natural law 
purportedly disclosable by secular reason alone will not help matters but 
misguide.

It is for this reason that, for christians and christian bioethics, it is very 
important to understand what one’s christianity is and its implications for 
bioethics. What we disagree about is in fact what unites us. That is, christians 
should be united in recognizing the importance of disagreements regarding 
the meaning and moral commitments of christianity. Traditional christians 
understand that it is most important of all to be right about christianity, 
to determine how to be right-believing, right-worshipping, and, of course, 
right-acting. Again, what this concretely involves is something about which 
christians do disagree, and christians should be clear concerning the char-
acter of these disagreements. In order as christians to do christian bioethics, 
scholars working in christian bioethics need to be clear about what it is to 
stand in right worship and right belief within the one, holy, catholic, apos-
tolic church.

for the early church, this question was crucial, and it should remain 
crucial to christians today. The issue of what counts as church is cen-
tral because it bears on the sociology of knowledge, namely, on who it 
is who knows truly what the content of morality and bioethics is. How 
one approaches this state of affairs depends in great part on whether 
the church is a body that has been sustained over time and whether the 
church can identify rightly formed moral judgments regarding the proper 
use of medicine so that the church is in authority to teach christian bioeth-
ics. This, too, will be a point regarding which christians will disagree. The 
disagreements will involve the question as to whether there is, as well as 
what is, the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. Is there a commu-
nity of christians that is the church which is the Body of christ (Ephesians 
1:23)? These questions are cardinal to identifying the god’s-eye perspec-
tive from which to understand the content and force of christian bioethics. 
It defines the sociology of christian moral experts, the place where they 
are located. Any reflection on what it is to do christian bioethics must 
be articulated in the light of understanding what in particular it is to be 
christian and what this demands with regard to the use of health care and 
the biomedical sciences.

There are real differences separating the bioethics of the various 
christianities. for example, in the case of indirect abortions, that is, thera-
peutic acts that incidentally and without direct intention cause an abortion 
while one is pursuing an independent therapeutic end (e.g., removing a 
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cancerous uterus) still involve the killing of an unborn child. That is, even 
though the good of the therapeutic goal does not follow from the abortion 
(i.e., the removal of a cancerous uterus when there is also a fetus present 
can lead to curing the cancer independently of, or at least conceptually dis-
tinguishable from, the killing of the unborn child), and the abortion is not 
intended, a killing nevertheless does occur.11 Unlike for orthodox christians, 
the Roman catholic view is that, given double effect, one is not involved in 
the evil of killing an unborn child (Engelhardt, 2000, 277f). The use of the 
doctrine of double effect not only to justify abortion but also to remove all 
guilt of killing fails in important ways to appreciate that the act still involves 
killing an unborn child, which fact is recognized by orthodox christians. 
Appeals to the Roman catholic magisterium and the papal teaching to settle 
such controversial truth-claims at the heart of Roman catholic moral theol-
ogy and its bioethics will only introduce further points of important contro-
versy. The point is that, among other things, scholarly discussions regarding 
issues in christian bioethics will need to address differing understandings as 
to who is an authority regarding issues of christian bioethics, as well as who 
is in authority to settle controversies.

consider also the question of why abortion is forbidden as an example of 
where particular christians disagree. There is good evidence to hold that the 
early church did not recognize abortion to be forbidden because the fetus 
was ensouled. St. Basil the great states, for example, “She who has delib-
erately destroyed a fetus has to pay the penalty of murder. And there is no 
exact inquiry among us as to whether the fetus was formed or unformed” 
(St. Basil, 1955, vol. 2, 12, letter 188). His remarks indicate that the prohibi-
tion is sui generis.12 In fact, in this prohibition the christian position is at one 
with noachite law.13 How one looks at this matter has important bioethical 
implications. for example, given the circumstance that perhaps a third of 
all zygotes never implant, if christians thought of these zygotes as persons, 
christians should with zeal be looking for a way to save them. However, if 
the obligation is not to kill zygotes, such a response is not required. The dif-
ferent christianities have different implications for the content of christian 
bioethics.

VII. A PRoPoSAl: cHRISTIAn BIoETHIcS SHoUld BE cHRISTIAn

Any judgment as to whether the current state of christian bioethics is good 
or bad depends on what one takes christianity to be and therefore on what 
christian bioethics should be. It ought to be clear where I stand. As I have 
consistently argued, christ came not preaching philosophy but inviting a 
very specific confession of Him as the Messiah of Israel and the Son of the 
living god (Matthew 16:16; Engelhardt, 2000). I have advanced, and con-
tinue to advance, the position endorsed by St. Paul’s rhetorical questions:
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Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the disputer of this age? did not 
god make foolish the wisdom of this world? for since, in the wisdom of god, the 
world knew not god through its wisdom, it pleased god through the foolishness 
of the preaching to save those who believe. for indeed, Jews ask for a sign, and 
greeks seek wisdom, but we proclaim christ Who hath been crucified; to the Jews, 
on the one hand, a stumbling block, and to greeks, on the other hand, foolishness 
(I corinthians 1:20–23).

St. Paul is rejecting a philosophical grounding for christianity and its moral 
commitments. The norms of christianity are not to be understood in a secular 
idiom but in one that is given to the church through faith and in the Spirit. 
This Pauline view was embraced by the fathers and the saints of that church 
which continues in orthodox christianity and which is embraced by some 
Protestants.14 Philosophy, including moral-theological reflection on natural 
law, cannot substitute for the revelation through christ and in the church.

In making this last point, I indicate what I take christian bioethics should 
be, namely, grounded in a substantive view of christianity. About what 
that correct substantive view in fact is, christians will lamentably disagree. 
However, christianity has traditionally held that there is a correct christian 
view, even if christians are in dispute about which the correct christian 
view is. Any answer as to what christian bioethics should affirm will involve 
addressing explicitly theological issues, including such core questions as the 
nature of theological knowledge, as well as the nature of the church. How 
one knows theologically bears on what it means for christians to state that 
they know something about the morality of undertakings such as medically 
and surgically recasting someone’s sexual identity, the use of donor gametes, 
abortion, physician-assisted suicide, and euthanasia. Here we are returned 
to the earlier issue of whether christians can discern norms for conduct and 
whether they are norms not apparent to secular philosophers.

However, “the right hand of the most high has changed” (Psalms 77:10, 
lXX). Unexpectedly, a change began to occur in the early 1990s. A group of 
scholars emerged who with Stanley Hauerwas recognized that christianity 
and christian bioethics had to be taken seriously in their own terms. As 
people reflected on the chaos and decline characterizing the mainline 
churches of the West, some noted that certain other religious groups were 
relatively unaffected. Here, the orthodox Jews are heuristic. As conservative 
and reform Judaism began to shrink, to the amazement of many, orthodox 
Judaism grew.15 for a study of the persistence of belief in the face of a hostile 
secular environment, one might consider Ayala fader’s (2009) study of the 
Hasidim in new york. Those who clearly affirmed their traditional belief did 
not disappear but flourished. Against this background, the journal Christian 
Bioethics came into existence with Stanley Hauerwas on its Editorial Advisory 
Board. Christian Bioethics: Non-ecumenical Studies in Medical Morality not 
only did not die, and not only developed a readership, but also attracted an 
international community of contributors, which is young and growing. They 
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were christians who recognized that christianity had moral knowledge not 
available outside of christianity.

In the past, Christian Bioethics received many essays from within the 
moral-philosophical genre of would-be christian bioethics, which articles 
were largely indistinguishable from secular bioethics. These articles were 
generally rejected. Among other things, the reviewers judged that what 
was offered by such essays had nothing to do with christian bioethics qua 
christian. Moreover, these articles were generally also held to be second-
rate, if not third-rate, philosophy. Most importantly, these articles made no 
contribution to the literature. At the very least, so the reviewers generally 
held, the authors owed the reader an acknowledgement that their particular 
sectarian christian religious commitment to natural law and moral philoso-
phy was based on a very particular Western christian faith in reason. But 
the frequency of such essays appears to be declining. In their place, a body 
of christian bioethical scholarship is emerging that is frankly christian. It 
is a literature convinced that christ had more to say than could have been 
said by philosophers, or to quote St. Paul affirming Isaiah 29:14: “I will 
destroy the wisdom of the wise” (I corinthians 1:19). A christian bioethics 
unashamed of being christian and willing to use a nonsecular and indeed 
confessional idiom is taking shape. The nearly twenty years of the publi-
cation of Christian Bioethics has shown that serious christian bioethicists 
can openly and fruitfully disagree about the nature of christianity and the 
implications of these differences for bioethics. A vigorous, nonecumenical 
christian bioethics is maturing. This is a phenomenon that could not have 
been easily anticipated within the Society for Health and Human Values of 
the 1970s.

christians should develop a bioethics scholarship that is distinctively 
christian and that frankly recognizes the substantive theological differ-
ences that separate the different christianities and their bioethics, as well as 
christian bioethics from secular bioethics. This proposal is advanced first out 
of the conviction that christians have this obligation. The christian gospel 
is not a philosophical tract but an encounter with god, which encounter is 
to be proclaimed. Second, it should be recognized that this literature will be 
marked by important disagreements, including disagreements about what 
constitutes nonheretical christianity and that these disagreements are good 
because they can help christians to see what is at stake in being christian. 
finally, this project of taking christian differences seriously and contribut-
ing to an authentic christian bioethics should continue to bear fruit for the 
field of christian bioethics. There are people who for a range of reasons are 
actually interested in learning what christians qua christians hold regarding 
the issues of bioethics. If christians produce such an authentically christian 
bioethics that steps beyond the obscuring conditions of ecumenical dialogue 
so as to articulate as clearly as possible what separates the christianities, and 
christianity from the secular culture, and thereby to appreciate more clearly 
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what is at stake in christian bioethics, the field of christian bioethics will not 
evanesce but flourish.

noTES

 1. An ancestral version of this essay was presented at the christian Theology Affinity group of the 
American Society for Bioethics and Humanities on october 25, 2013, Atlanta, georgia.
 2. H. Tristram Engelhardt, Jr., Ph.d., M.d., is professor in the department of philosophy, Rice 
University, and professor emeritus, Baylor college of Medicine, Houston, Texas. He is Senior Editor of 
The Journal of Medicine and Philosophy and the journal Christian Bioethics, as well as the two book 
series Philosophy and Medicine, and Philosophical Studies in contemporary culture.
 3. The term bioethics appears to have been redeployed or reinvented in 1971 to apply to the field 
that now bears its name by either André Hellegers (Reich, 1994) or Sargent Shriver (personal letter to 
Tristram H. Engelhardt, Jr., January 26, 2001).
 4. As examples of the christian ethics literature of the 1970s read not only by christians but also by 
secularists, one might think of Paul Ramsey’s The Patient as Person (1970b) and Fabricated Man (1970a), 
as well as the edited volume by Ramsey and Mccormick (1979), Doing Evil to Achieve Good.
 5. for an account of the chaos, disputes, and divisions engendered by Vatican II written from the 
perspective of an individual who was a strong supporter and major architect of Vatican II, as well as of 
post-Vatican II changes, see Bugnini (1990).
 6. following Vatican II, the loss of vocations in Roman catholicism was dramatic. In the United 
States, diocesan seminarians fell from 6.3 per ten thousand Roman catholics in 1965 to 0.51 per ten 
thousand in 2002 (Jones, 2003, 29), whereas religious seminarians fell from 4.87 per ten thousand in 1965 
to 0.21 per ten thousand in 2002 (Jones, 2003, 30). There was as well a closing of churches due to the 
decline in the number of both parishioners and priests (Weidemann, 1989).
 7. for an account of mainline Protestantism’s decline in the United States, see Bottum (2008); 
see also Hutchison (1989). This decline appears in part to have resulted from the contentious divisions 
within Western christian denominations concerning the ordination of priestesses and the acceptance of 
homosexual acts and homosexual unions, along with other elements of post-traditional morality gener-
ally. Many left the mainline christianities for more traditional forms of christianity (cadge, olson, and 
Wildeman, 2008; nemeth and luidens, 1989) or, since their christianity was no longer distinctly christian, 
simply decided to stay home on Sunday and read the paper. The relative decline of the mainline churches 
was also due to the circumstance that conservative Protestants had more children than the liberals (Hout, 
greeley, and Wilde, 2001). Recently, there has been a decline among those evangelicals who apparently 
have not adequately catechized the next generation. See, for example, Hinch (2014).
 8. The traditional christian Wednesday and friday fast is from the Apostolic age. As the Synaxarion 
of great Wednesday reads, “from that time Judas sought an opportunity to deliver him (St. Mt. 26:2–16). 
Because of this the fast of Wednesday was instituted from the days of the apostolic age itself” (nassar, 
1993, 778). The Didache, a text from the early second century, but perhaps from as early as A.d. 60, 
enjoins that one “fast on Wednesdays and fridays” (Didache, 1965, viii.1, vol. 1, 321).
 9. Pope francis appears to have taken a significantly secular postmodern turn. on october 1, 2013, 
La Repubblica published a text of an interview with Eugenio Scalfari, after the text had been approved by 
the Vatican. That text was also posted on the Vatican Web site. However, after controversies and disputes 
emerged, the text of the interview was removed, though the interview appeared in Roman catholic jour-
nals (ITV Staff, 2013). In the interview, francis states,

The most serious of the evils that afflict the world these days are youth unemployment and the loneliness of the old. 
The old need care and companionship; the young need work and hope but have neither one nor the other, and the 
problem is they don’t even look for them any more. They have been crushed by the present. you tell me: can you live 
crushed under the weight of the present? Without a memory of the past and without the desire to look ahead to the 
future by building something, a future, a family? can you go on like this? This, to me, is the most urgent problem that 
the church is facing. (Scalfari, 2013)

In this passage one is struck by the statement’s religiously neutral character. francis does not help one to 
recognize that all worldly problems in order to be rightly appreciated and addressed must first be placed 
within the pursuit of the kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 6:33). Eugenio Scalfari, his interviewer and the 
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founder of La Repubblica, responds to francis in evident amazement: “your Holiness, I say, it is largely a 
political and economic problem for states, governments, political parties, trade unions.”
In his response to Scalfari’s question as to whether the pope wants to convert him, francis avoids a direct 
answer by focusing attention on the now politically incorrect term “proselytism.” This allows francis to 
develop further his postmodern or weak theological position (Engel, 2001; Robbins, 2004a,b).

Proselytism is solemn nonsense, it makes no sense. We need to get to know each other, listen to each other and improve 
our knowledge of the world around us. Sometimes after a meeting I want to arrange another one because new ideas are 
born and I discover new needs. This is important: to get to know people, listen, expand the circle of ideas. The world 
is crisscrossed by roads that come closer together and move apart, but the important thing is that they lead towards the 
good. (Scalfari, 2013)

This indirect avoidance of the great commission in Matthew 28:19, 20 suggests that Roman catholicism 
will not in any traditional fashion re-evangelize the secular West.
francis elaborates, “Each of us has a vision of good and of evil. We have to encourage people to move 
towards what they think is good” (Scalfari, 2013). no attempt is made to identify or even explicitly 
indicate the existence of an norms of action required by god. not only does francis amplify the post-
modern, “weak theological” character of his position but he also proceeds to ignore the brutal history 
of the twentieth century, as well as the perverse character of the fallen human condition. “And I repeat 
it here. Everyone has his own idea of good and evil and must choose to follow the good and fight evil 
as he conceives them. That would be enough to make the world a better place” (Scalfari, 2013).  francis 
makes a similar statement in Evangelii Gaudium: “non-christians, by god’s gracious initiative, when 
they are faithful to their own consciences, can live ‘justified by the grace of god’” (francis, 2013, §254, 
189). An affirmation of the goodness of everyone’s following his own view of the good is not a harmless 
injunction. francis gives no recognition of the circumstance that the “good” that many, even members of 
other religions, approve of pursuing is evil (e.g., abortion). His statement is especially remarkable against 
the backdrop of the horrors of the twentieth century, especially the Holocaust. It is very likely that Mao 
Zedong thought that he was killing millions of chinese in the pursuit of the good. francis surely knows 
what Merleau-Ponty observed: Stalin while killing millions of people was pursuing his view of a good 
human future.

for it is certain that neither Bukharin nor Trotsky nor Stalin regarded Terror as intrinsically valuable. Each one imagined he 
was using it to realize a genuinely human history which had not yet started but which provides the justification for revolu-
tionary violence. In other words, as Marxists, all three confess that there is a meaning to such violence―that it is possible 
to understand it, to read into it a rational development and to draw from it a humane future. (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, 97)

International socialism embraced a humanism pursued through bloodshed.
one is forced to conclude that francis used this interview with La Repubblica to endorse a fundamen-
tally postmodern, weak theological vision of morality and moral theology. At the same time, in order 
not to cause avoidable divisions, he makes seemingly contradictory statements to comfort conservative 
Roman catholics by allowing them an opportunity to try to explain away his “weak” theological remarks. 
This strategy is fully compatible with a postmodern, “weak” theological approach. of course, one then 
removes the posted interview. one clear word to the wise is sufficient.
 10. In his biography of kant, kuehn takes the view that “kant did not really believe in god” (kuehn, 
2001, 3, 391, 392). He supports this conclusion through reports by persons such as Johann Brahl, who 
recalled that kant did not “believe in god, even though he postulated him” (kuehn, 2001, 392). despite 
his atheism, god or at least the idea of god and the postulate of god’s existence were central for kant’s 
accounts of reality and morality (Insole, 2013). for kant, such invocations of god did not justify a tradi-
tional christian relationship to god. As J. H. W. Stuckenberg summarized kant’s view, “reason did not 
postulate the existence of god for the purpose of prayer; therefore the idea of His existence does not [for 
kant] justify prayer” (Stuckenberg, 1990, 355). The only role kant would allow for prayer is a rhetorical 
one, as when prayer is engaged to encourage moral action. kant himself personally eschewed religious 
ritual or personal prayer. for example, “Thinking it contemptible for any one to become devout in the 
weakness of old age, he declared that this should never be the case with him; and he kept his promise, 
for during his greatest weakness and with death staring him in the face, there was a remarkable absence 
of all religious expressions” (Stuckenberg, 1990, 355).
Although kant opposed traditional christianity, he had a major influence on the post-traditional christianity 
that was emerging, especially on german Protestantism. given the Enlightenment spirit of the age, “kant 
was lauded as the saviour of religion and morality, and some regarded him as the improver and perfecter 
of the christian religion” (Stuckenberg, 1990, 374). As a consequence of his influence on Enlightenment 
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christianity, “creeds and the cultus, as well as the Scriptures, were now to be conformed to the critical 
Philosophy and its religion and morality. A Reformed minister declared that the kantian morality sur-
passes that of christianity” (Stuckenberg, 1990, 374, 375). kant’s moral reduction of christianity to moral-
ity supported a post-christian culture and a post-traditional christianity that still considered itself christian 
even though it had rejected any traditional christian recognition of the transcendent god. In affirming a 
post-theistic christianity, kant anticipated post-christian christian theologians such as Paul Tillich.
 11. The traditional Roman catholic view of double effect requires undertaking an act that has an 
evil effect is lawful only if the following four conditions are simultaneously verified. (a) The action itself 
must be good or at least morally indifferent. (b) A good effect must follow from the action at least as 
immediately as the evil effect. (c) The intention must be directed to the good effect exclusively. (d) There 
must be a sufficient reason to permit the evil effect. (Jone, 1952, §14, 5)
 12. The editor providing the translation of St. Basil notes, “By a ‘formed’ fetus is meant one in which 
the rational soul has already been infused; by an ‘unformed’ fetus is understood one in which the rational 
soul has not yet been infused. The distinction between the formed and the unformed fetus is recognized 
in Exodus 21:22–23 (lXX)” (St. Basil, 1955, vol. 2, 12).
 13. Within the noachite laws, many orthodox Jews recognize a prohibition of abortion that applies 
to gentiles. “Seven precedents were the sons of noah commanded: social laws; to refrain from blas-
phemy; idolatry; adultery; bloodshed; robbery; and eating flesh cut from a living animal. R. Hanania 
b. gamaliel said, also not to partake of the blood drawn from a living animal (Sanhedrin 56a). A Jewish 
court, giving a gloss on the prohibition against bloodshed, at the time of christ held “[A son of noah is 
executed] even for the murder of an embryo. What is R. Ishmael’s reason? – Because it is written, Whose 
sheddeth the blood of man within [another] man, shall his blood be shed. What is a man within another 
man? – An embryo in his mother’s womb” (Sanhedrin 57b). one should note how the council in Jerusalem 
recorded in Acts affirms the noachite law in requiring converts to “abstain from what has been sacrificed 
to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from sexual immorality [porneia]” (Acts 15:29).
 14. one might consider as an important example of early christianity’s criticism of philosophy St. 
John chrysostom’s first Homily on the gospel of Matthew.
 15. for a review of the recent relative demographic success of orthodox Judaism, see Moffic (2012); 
cooperman (2013). The success of orthodox Judaism is appreciated against the background of a posi-
tion taken in this article: the recognition of the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob requires right worship 
and does not involve a moral law fully open to secular reason. This position does not fully coincide with 
that advanced by david novak and some others: that the mission of Judaism is to forward a morality that 
without revelation can be recognized as universally binding morality without also properly recognizing 
and worshipping the true god Who commands (novak, 2012).
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