Toward A Defense of Divine Commands

· Kent Richter

Having taught “Introduction to Ethics” for a number of years, I often receive free textbooks from publishers hoping I’ll require their text.  So I have a number of these free books on my shelf here (I keep the anthologies, even if I don’t assign them), and in the first 5 I pull off, 4 of them have opening sections on ethical theories.  Of those, only two have any article dealing with Divine Command Theory (DCT), and both of those articles ultimately argue that DCT is false.  One of the texts that has no article at all on DCT does, in the introduction to the section on ethical theory, contribute about one-half page to the declaration that DCT means morality is only arbitrary and therefore we can ignore it.  That’s that.  I guess it’s pretty clear to most of us that Plato successfully defeated the ethical appeal to God with Euthyphro.  Maybe he did.  And maybe no one in his right mind tries to defend any longer the ethical appeal to God.  So here I go.

The basic argument, I’ll suggest, amounts to a rational appeal to authority.  Stated as a hypothetical, I will argue, the religious appeal to authority that bases morals in the divine will is logically strong.  I shall claim, in fact, that the appeal to the divine will as the basis of morality is most importantly a strong definition (per se) of moral goodness, giving us a firm basis for what it means to say something is morally good, or (to sound ontological) to say what moral goodness is.  This is a point distinct from how we know what is good.  That is, if we make a distinction between God’s will defining goodness and God’s commands as our information on what is good, we can see that the real difficulty with DCT is epistemological, not ontological.  We’ll see, then, that the difficulty really lies in the appeal to some alleged revelation, though even here, I’ll argue, although this secondary appeal is fraught will difficulties, its difficulties are not insuperable.  Eventually, I’ll try to show that the appeal to alleged revelation is defensible, though difficult, and notably that it is not really contradicted by appeals to other ethical theories as moral epistemologies.  I shall argue finally that even the ontology of moral goodness that DCT really represents is defensible against the Euthyphro argument if we speculate a bit on the divine nature.  I shall use a Trinitarian basis to suggest that defining moral goodness as conformity to God’s will means that divine commands are neither arbitrary nor are they determined by an ideal higher than God.  Overall, then, I shall argue that a DCT is reasonable, offers in fact the best justification for authoritative moral claims, and, though difficult to apply in some ways, can escape its most damaging criticisms.

I

I would like to begin by defining a DCT as any moral theory that defines moral goodness as conformity with God’s will.  Notably, I do not say, with Euthyphro,
 that the moral good is “what God likes;” neither do I say it is “what God commands,” though I admit I’m cheating a little if I continue to call this “Divine Command Theory.”  But my purpose in stressing the Divine Will and not necessarily Divine Commands, is to recognize the rather obvious fact that God – or any of us, I presume – could easily will something but never command it, at least if by ‘command’ we mean to assert that the person has explicitly told others his/her will and instructed them to obey.  If God has indeed spoken (and if God doesn’t just lie about his own will), then we might say “good” = Divine Will = Divine Commands.  But I would suggest that the second equation is, well, secondary, and that we confuse the philosophical justification of DCT if we conflate the two equations.  So for now, let’s stick to DCT as defining the moral good as conformity to Divine Will.  We shall add Divine Commands later.

The first argument to pursue, then, is to defend the claim that “good” = what God wills, and I will argue that this is essentially a rational appeal to authority.
  Appeals to authority, in general, might be thought of as arguments saying some claim, X, is true because some expert, G, has said so.  A rational appeal to authority, I will go on to suggest, occurs when one has good, rational reasons to think that G does in fact know enough that we can be safe believing what G says.  If someone asks me how many quarks there are, I say “Six.”  If they ask me how I know that, since it’s clear I have never counted any quarks myself, I tell them, “Because my mommy says so.”  This may seem like a pretty irrational appeal to authority until I go on to point out that my mommy has two Ph.D’s in physics and has worked for 30 years at FermiLab.  At that point I hope people will stop snickering at my appeal to mom.  It is a very reasonable appeal because I have good reasons to think my mom knows what she’s talking about.

Clearly, then, the appeal to God is intended to be a rational appeal to authority.  If we assume some standard notion of God that includes divine omniscience, then it hardly seems problematic that an appeal to God as authority on any subject, including morality, is quite reasonable.  We can illustrate this with a basic “owner’s manual” argument.  Every time Daylight Savings Time changes, I have to reset the clock in my car, and every time, it seems, I don’t know how to do it until I consult the manual.  And of course the manual is right, because, well, it’s the manual.  And it’s the manual because, presumably, it was written by people who know my radio very well.  Similarly, if I would want to know how to live a moral life, it would make sense to consult the “moral life” manual, if there is one.  The authority of such a manual rests in the authority of the source, and if that source is God, then we may presume the authority is established.  Therefore, any trust that we have the right answer to moral questions is justified, as surely as it is justified to believe that I now know how to change the time on my car radio (at least until next change in Daylight Savings Time).

Many readers will already have noted at this point that I have in fact betrayed my earlier distinction between Divine Will and Divine Command.  That is, insofar as I’m appealing to something God, or the owner’s manual, actually says, I am after all appealing to commands or explicit directions.  Let me just say that I’m not merely being sloppy.  Rather, I’m only trying to show how an appeal to authority can in fact be reasonable.  The “owner’s manual” example, moreover, has the advantage of showing that I might be able to get the right answer in more than one way, without denying that the appeal to authority is reasonable.  That is, it might be that with more fiddling and button pushing I could discover for myself how to change the time on the radio.  Nevertheless, the appeal to the owner’s manual is still a reasonable way to understand the right way to act, and the authority and direction of that manual is undiminished.  Indeed, with enough bizarre experimentation, I might even be able to find a way to change the time on the radio that is not in the manual at all – maybe by fraying certain wires and applying specific electrical sparks.  But still the authority of the manual is unweakened and the appeal to the manual is still a reasonable and rational action.  Similarly, even if we can discover for ourselves what is moral, and even if we can accomplish some “good” things perhaps in ways that no Divine Command has ever suggested, still the appeal to Divine Commands is reasonable.

The point of the “owner’s manual” analogy so far has been to establish that appeals to authority can be quite reasonable, and that DCT is, in one sense, the same kind of reasonable appeal.  The reason I allow myself the confusion of Divine Commands and Divine Will in that example is to make the further point now that the “owner’s manual” analogy is essentially an epistemological issue.  That is, it concerns how we come to know about the car’s clock, or how we come to know about moral rightness.  As such, it shows that we might come to know about moral rightness through Divine Commands or we might come to know about moral rightness some other way.  But even if it’s the latter, the appeal to Divine Commands as a moral epistemology is reasonable.  But this emphasis on epistemology allows us finally to see that the problems we often face with DCT are, in fact, epistemological only.  I mean, they might be about whether or not this particular “owner’s manual” is the right one for this car, whether this one was really written by the right authority, whether it might be a forgery, whether it might be for a Panasonic when I have a Sony.  The religious basis of moral authority has analogous difficulties, indeed considerably more troubling difficulties.  I will try to recognize those explicitly later.  For now let me emphasize that the appeal to Divine Commands is problematic only as epistemology; I emphasize the appeal to Divine Will precisely because it changes the issue from moral epistemology to moral ontology (if that makes sense), and in so doing we escape some of the apparent problems with divine authority.

Let me change the analogy.  Instead of a car radio’s clock, let’s talk about a novel.  How might I know the ending of a book?  Obviously, I might read it myself; less obviously, I might instead find myself sitting next to the author on an airplane and he or she just tells me the ending.  Again, epistemologically speaking, the effect is essentially the same: I know the ending and I can be confident that I’m right.  But making a more “ontological” point, we can note that in this case the ending of the novel is itself exactly that ending because the author “said so.”  I mean, when the author told me the ending, he/she “said so,” and I had every reason to believe it was true.  But there’s another sense in which this writer, as author, “said” this was the ending, inasmuch as the author made this to be the ending.  The author created this ending.  It was in this sense that the ending is this ending because it was the author’s will, not only because the author “said so” to me on a plane.  Similarly, the ontological force of the DCT, specifying that “good” = Divine Will, suggests that something is morally good not only because God told us so in some alleged revelation, but because God made it to be good in some act of divine creation.  This we might say is not only the appeal to Divine Authority, but the appeal to Divine Authorship.

This point has already been argued – though in different terms – by John Reeder.  In his presentation of the religious basis of morality in Judaism and Christianity, he argues that the issue of justifying moral claims should drive us to consider how moral values find their source in “ultimate reality.”  This is not, as he notes, merely making some secondary connection between human morals and God.  For example, one might argue with Aquinas that moral goodness lies in obedience to God because this constitutes our ultimate happiness; or one might argue in a quasi-Kantian way that goodness lies in obedience to God because God is the highest authority and we ought to obey the authority.  But Reeder’s insightful point here is that both of these appeals to God presume some other moral ideal, namely the value of a “good” human life and the value of obedience to authority.  In contrast, a deeper appeal to God lies in the fact that the Ultimate Being made it “good” to obey authority and to seek a good life.  The deeper, indeed ultimate justification of moral claims, therefore, lies in the fact that God constituted goodness as it is.

Let us emphasize here that the fact that God has established the nature of goodness may or may not tell us what good actions to do.  That is, Reeder does not argue about how we know what is good, but rather about what (or who) makes, creates or defines the good.  This is an ontological point, I think, analogous (though Reeder doesn’t say this) to the way Aquinas traces all existence back to that which is the Uncaused Cause.  For our purposes we might say that the final justification of a moral claim, then, lies not simply in the fact that God told us to do X, but in the fact that God made X good.  The appeal to “what God said,” in contrast, would be an epistemological aspect of moral thinking, a way in which we come to know what is good.  But it still remains that good is good because of God’s will, whether we come to moral knowledge through divine commands or not.  Reeder himself suggests this point when he adds to his argument that God might have given us all “inherent capacities” for knowing what is moral.
  Let us say this could mean anything from infallible moral institutions to the basic intelligence capable of following a Kantian univeralizability test or a Utilitarian calculus.  For the first point of this essay, it doesn’t matter how we come to know the moral good; it matters only that the moral good is the moral good because God made it so.  God’s authorship of goodness establishes goodness, whether or not God told us what actions are good, whether or not we figure out moral goodness ourselves, or even if there never existed a single creature that contemplates moral choices.

The first point of the essay then is to make the distinction between Divine Will and Divine Commands – the ontological and the epistemological, respectively – in order to help defend DCT.  That defense amounts, first, to pointing out that goodness created by God’s will takes us beyond the appeal to God as an authority telling us what to do and suggests God is the author of goodness.  God is not merely an authority on an existing book, but is the book’s author; God isn’t merely one who knows how to change a car radio clock, but is the engineer that made it to change in a specific way.  If God should choose to tell us what is good, fine; then we have guidance from God and may know what to do.  But even if God doesn’t tell us what to do, DCT with this distinction helps us see that moral goodness has an ontological reality beyond our whims and desires.  It establishes moral realism and moral authority more solidly than any appeal to the best ideas of the most brilliant philosophers that may be deciphering the clues of moral goodness.  The first benefit, then, of DCT emphasizing God’s creative moral will is that we have truth to seek.  Any problems of how we seek that moral truth, even in the appeal to Divine Commands, are secondary.

But this also points to a second benefit of our distinction so far.  Having established that moral goodness is equivalent to Divine Will, we at least still have good reason to search for a divine revelation that will guide us into the specifics of what God’s will might be.  We are right to search for a revelation that would give us Divine Commands effectively communicating the Divine Will, and if one could find such a revelation, one would be justified in using the commands therein as a reasonable and practical basis for moral guidance.  Of course the “if” here is crucial, and we’ll deal with that next.  Yet even if we fail to find a divine revelation, still the equation of “good = Divine Will” is justifiable and consistent.

II

If we have established (or, for this second part, let us assume) that the definition of moral goodness is conformity to Divine Will, and not necessarily obedience to explicit Divine Commands, then we can go on to discuss how one might appeal to Divine Commands and escape some of the problems associated with DCT.  Let us then, for this section, assert the distinction between an ethical epistemology and an ethical ontology, saying goodness ontologically is conformity to God’s will, whether God has revealed his will or not.  That is, we might find a divine revelation with divine commands or we might not, and that does not weaken the first, ontological point about the dependence of moral goodness on God’s creative will.  Notably, we also might or might not have other independent ways of figuring out specifically how to behave morally, and this, too, will not weaken the ontological point.  This understanding has several benefits in an effort to escape some of the problems customarily associated with the epistemological part of DCT.  I suggest the problems might be 1) knowing “which God” to follow (perhaps the first argument Plato raises in the Euthyphro), 2) the apparent circularity of using moral criteria to determine if God has commanded anything at all, and 3) the dangers usually associated with the possibility that God might seem to command evil.

In the Euthyphro, before Socrates actually gets around to posing the famous dilemma, he asks his young interlocutor which of the gods he thinks he should obey.
  In this question, Socrates is noting quite well that in the polytheistic mythology of his day one can easily find Zeus contradicted by Apollo and opposed by Hera.  The problem of course is that the gods command various things and clearly don’t agree.  Therefore, if obeying a god is the proper direction for moral behavior, we are met with an obvious quandary: which god should we obey?  For our day, we might think we can escape this problem just by asserting monotheism.  And this, I suggest, is partly true.  If there is only one God that is truly God, then the problem of disagreeing gods seems clearly to collapse.  Nevertheless, for those of us inescapably, and perhaps even happily, embedded in a pluralistic, multi-cultural society, we face the problem that there are, like it or not, many voices claiming to be the voice of God.  For us there are still too many gods, or at least there are too many alleged gods.

I shall simply ignore here the question of whether all the religious moralities of the world can be reconciled.  Euthyphro seemed to think so; I do not.  I simply will deny that a Hindu command of caste distinction or vegetarianism is “really the same” as Christian agape or the equality of Muslim believers.  If one takes the religious texts for what they seem to say, disagreement is pretty evident, and so I will leave the “deeper” reconciliations to the mystics.  This discussion, however, does let me stress one key point: that the dispute about “which god” to obey is not really about there being too many alleged gods, but more genuinely about there being too many alleged revelations (ARs) of God’s will.  By moving the focus to ARs, I do not mean to pronounce that all religions stress a written text or specific prophetic figures.  I only mean to note that in the foundational ideas of the world’s religions, we find in words of the various sages and prophets – whether written or oral, inspired or dictated, deciphered, “heard” or “remembered,”
 – many different voices that claim to be the revelation of a higher moral wisdom.  And so the problem for us remains, with Euthyphro, something like figuring out which God to obey; more accurately, however, it is more truly trying to figure out which AR is genuine.

This shift does note entirely resolve the problem of “which god shall we obey,” but it is, I think, significantly clarified.  The first point of the clarification might be to reemphasize that DCT in general is not weakened ontologically by the difficulties we discover is trying to find genuine Divine Commands in some AR.  We can, for example, admit that deciding whether to obey the “divine commands” in the Bible or the “divine commands” in the Qur’an is a very difficult problem.  But in so admitting, we have not questioned the logic of whether or not the good is still defined by the appeal to the will of God.  That’s why I suggested above that the definition of moral goodness as conformity to divine will might stand unchanged even if God never has revealed anything at all.  Then the second clarification is in the realization that we are confronted not with the problem of whether DCT makes sense as a justification of moral claims, but whether there are any criteria for establishing the validity of an AR.


Some might think that this leads immediately into the second problem, namely the apparent circularity of evaluating an AR according to moral criteria.  But notably there might be other criteria for evaluating an AR, and if so, then we might be able to rationally discover divine commands without appealing the moral qualities as proof of divinity.  To show this, let us assume that both a Biblical literalist and a Quranic literalist would agree with the ontological point of DCT above, namely that the Divine Will determines moral goodness.  We could say, in fact, that they would go beyond that beginning and agree that God has indeed spoken and given concrete moral commands that human beings ought to obey.  Their disagreement, of course, is about which text is a genuine revelation.  At this point they could, however, go on to defend their texts as divinely given without the circularity of appealing to moral ideals in a defense of moral ideals.
  Indeed, Biblical texts themselves explicitly stress that prophecy and prediction are signs of a revealed text, and that if some prophet predicts events in the name of God and they do not come to pass, then that falsifies the prophet’s claims.  The Quran, too, offers a number of criteria for its own status as “standing miracle.”  “Bring a sura like it,” the Quran invites, challenging anyone to try to write a similar piece of literature so poetic and profound.  The Quran also explicitly declares that it contains no contradictions.  Apologists for both the Bible and the Quran might also note that these texts contain information about the world and about ourselves that no ordinary person 1400 or 2000 years ago could have known.
  Such points might, therefore, be adduced as evidence for the genuineness of an AR without circularity.  Of course, whether or not such reasons are convincing is another matter.  But the point is that we can, at least in theory, find criteria for evaluating an AR that are not circular.  And the point, further, is that even if all ARs fail to convince us of their genuineness, we might still be bound to the ontological definition of moral goodness as the will of God.  Disappointed with both the Bible and the Quran, the honest seeker of morality might well pray for God to speak some day in the future.

Having suggested there could be non-moral criteria for evaluating an AR, I might just have side-stepped the second problem.  But in fact, I’d like to face it, for I’m willing to argue that it might actually be possible to use moral criteria to evaluate an AR without simple circularity.  Let me first state the problem.  It seems clear that both our Bible-believer and our Quran-believer above fall into a kind of circular problem if they begin to assert as a basis for believing in their AR as genuine that the moral commands within that text are, in some way, sublime.  If morality is defined as conformity to God’s will, then one cannot, it seems, argue for an AR based on the moral goodness of its commands.  If someone were to say, “I know the Bible is God’s word because the moral ideals are so great, and I know these are great moral ideals because they are in God’s word," the circularity would be blatant.  This, I take it, is one of the  problems hiding within the Euthyphro dilemma, and in this context it seems insuperable.  That is, our Christian and our Muslim may not argue that their ARs are indeed “from God” based on the sublimity of their moral message.

But this is where the distinction between moral ontology of DCT and a moral epistemology is once again beneficial.  We have already noted, that if moral goodness simply is conformity to the will of God, then the appeal to an AR is really only a way to know what specifically God wills.  Now at this point, we might go on to suggest that it is only one of several ways of determining what the will of God might be, and that these analogous epistemological sources for determining the will of God would not contradict the fact that God’s will is still that which has made goodness to be what it is.  To go back to our book author or the car radio clock, we note that one might read the book or the car’s owner’s manual, or one might not.  The author of the book or the radio’s engineer might tell us directly what they want us to know, but they might not.  There might be clues scattered all over the clock face or in the book’s fan club web site that give us the message.  Maybe a friend told us.  Maybe we just figured it out ourselves, either because we are particularly good at solving murder mysteries or because we are unusually clever with clocks.  Really it doesn’t matter, because in any case it is till true that the clock time is changed and the book ends because their creators made them to be as they are.  And it also remains true that I could read the revelation of the creator if the author or engineer has in fact spoken.

Similarly, if  God’s will constitutes the morally good, and if knowing God’s commands by means of a direct revelation might be only one of the epistemological methods for deciphering what is morally good, then we might use other methods of determining God’s will and not contradict DCT.  If we found, for example, that Kantian universalizability or Utilitarian calculation helped point us toward what God’s will might be, we would be justified in using moral claims based on those theories to help us see the sublimity of the moral code within some AR and thus to use that AR as a further basis for moral guidance.  I suggest that this is neither circular nor redundant because, on the one hand, we are not using supposed divine declarations to tell us what divine declarations are, nor are we merely using Kant or Utility as an ultimate ethical theory.

The latter point is the tougher one here.  But let us suppose that God has written on the human soul some “intuition” of moral ideals.  Then we might well use those intuitions to help us see which AR is genuine – one that calls believers to sacrifice children to Moloch, let us suggest, would be less believable than the one that preached universal love.  Yet we need not say that morality is defined as conformity to our intuitions.  The latter, along with Kant or Utility, might be useful tools in guiding us toward an understanding of what God wants, without them being the definition of moral goodness.  It is clear, moreover, that an AR, once believed on moral grounds to be genuine, could be a much deeper and more detailed guide than our intuitions alone.  Our intuitions – or Kantian universalization or Utilitarian maximization – might direct our knowledge that murder of children is wrong and so direct us to the Bible, while the Bible would go further and tell us to sacrifice ourselves for the poor, something perhaps quite contrary to one’s intuition.

This leads us to the third problem.  If someone does in the end feel justified in using a supposedly revealed text to guide moral decision making, and if that AR could command behaviors that “go beyond” what Kant or Utility or intuitions might say, they might face the danger of apparently being commanded to do “evil.”  As Mill pointed out,
 one’s zeal to obey God’s revealed will might be a strength or DCT, but it is also a weakness, inasmuch as it inhibits one’s ability to question those commands.  Being kind to the poor “because God told me to” is nice, but “because God told me to” is also the justification of the religious terrorists.  That is why Mill calls us to train ourselves in the sympathy that counts all pains and pleasures of others in hour hedonic calculus, thus gaining all the moral zeal of religious morality without its danger.

But let me once again use to the difference between morality as Divine Will and the appeal to an AR for the detail of Divine Commands.  If we admit that morality is the will of God, and yet acknowledge that there may be other means of knowing the will of God than an AR, then we might read our AR with a certain amount of morally directed criticism.  That is, where I think I have found a divinely revealed command to smash my enemy’s children against a rock,
 I am quite reasonable if I think this problematic, both because I see that it violates other apparent divine commands and because it goes against my moral intuitions – or Kantian universals or utilitarian calculus.  Since there is possibly more than one epistemological tool for deciding what God’s will is, I can rightly question my understanding of the Biblical text by seeing it as “immoral” even though apparently commanded by God.  And again, I think this kind of self-challenge does not deny DCT.

The claim that our critique of a specific command in our supposed divine revelation is not a denial of DCT of course needs defense.  The first point of defense, hinted above, is that, when we challenge a specific “divine command,” our skepticism need not be a denial of the text’s supernatural quality, but may only be an issue of challenging our understanding or interpretation of the text.  If on other grounds, for example, we decide that God would not command the killing of children, then even if the Quran seems to command war against oppressors, we might confidently say that such a command could not included indiscriminate terrorism.  And again, this need not be merely the reduction of revealed morality to some other moral code, for we might admit that God could command some things we’d find morally problematic.  As Reeder notes, God could still command specific exceptions to the otherwise general moral rules, but of course the epistemic basis for recognizing God’s commands would become all the more necessary.  Interestingly, our best example goes back to Abraham who was indeed (so the story goes) commanded to kill his son.  But no Jew or Christian or Muslim takes this to be a general command, but something specific to the relationship between God and Abraham.  That is precisely what Kierkegaard so brilliantly perceives in Fear and Trembling, that the suspension of the ethical requires a special relationship to God.

Overall, if it is reasonable to distinguish between moral ontology, the defining of moral goodness as the will of God, and moral epistemology, issues of how one knows what that goodness might be, then the authority of God in establishing moral goodness can remain intact without denying that other ethical approaches can help us to decipher what the will of God might be.  By using such moral approaches, one can also escape some of the problems traditionally associated with DCT.  Morality can help to establish “which God” we should listen to, can help establish belief in an AR, and can help to guard us against religious immorality, without denying that morality is still, by definition, the will of God.  Other moral theoretical approaches can help us decide what is good, but it is still the will of God that makes it good, analogous perhaps to the way Mortimer Adler asserts that pragmatism and coherence can help us decide what is true, but it is still correspondence that defines truth.
  Some of this argument with respect to morality can then ameliorate the Euthyphro problems noted so far, though admittedly, the deeper version of that problem still remains and must yet be considered.  But for now, if we see moral authority in the will of God, indeed in the very creative acts of God, then moral goodness is ontologically established and given the potential of being guided by revelation, while it also escapes the limits of revelation and the dangers of religious moralities.  At least that’s the contention so far.

III

If I have been right so far, we can see that the appeal to morality based on the will of God is not problematic, but indeed is a strong justification of moral decision making analogous to any well-founded appeal to authority.  Indeed, it goes beyond even an appeal to some expert, inasmuch as God is not merely one who knows a lot about morality, but is indeed the founder of morality, the author as well as the authority.  This does not mean, I’ve argued, that we can never appeal to any other ethical theoretical structures as decision-making tools; indeed, I’ve argued that intuitions, ideal virtues, pains and pleasures, etc., might all be useful in helping us understand what God’s commands might be, yet none of them defines moral rightness per se.  Using them as tools, I’ve argued, can help us in fact decipher what AR might be genuine and help us to interpret an AR in morally proper ways, without falling into circular reasoning and without losing the religious basis of moral commands.  If that’s right, it seems to me a useful set of conclusions.

Yet I’ve admitted that this version of the DCT might not yet have faced the “deeper” problems posed by Plato in the Euthyphro dilemma.  I’ve been arguing that this DCT does not accept the possibility that God is deriving his moral values from some higher source, and so, in the classic dilemma, we cannot say “God wills something because it is good.”  That leaves us with the other side of the dilemma: “Something is good because God wills it.”  But here we have at least two problems.  The first is that we seem to have no way to conceive of why God would will one thing and not another.  That is, if goodness just is the will of God, then, as explicitly insisted above, God’s own willing can have no higher criteria and thus would seem entirely arbitrary.  This might mean that God could simply command genocide or the killing of innocent children and those actions would be, therefore, good.  I argued above, however, that at least for us, this danger is ameliorated by distinguishing the being of moral goodness from how we know it, such that when God may seem to command something evil, we have recourse to other epistemologies of morality to help guide our DCT in concrete detail, and to guide our understanding of any AR.  But the distinction between moral ontology and moral epistemology may not help us on a deeper level, since this is not a question of how we know the will of God but, audaciously enough, a question of how God himself decides what to call good.

A second and related question would be whether we can say “God is good” and mean anything other than that God does what God does.  If being morally good means, in some sense, choosing to conform to the will of God, then God is not good, since in no meaningful sense can we say that anyone, not even God, wills to conform to his own will.  In other words, we have hanging here on the second horn of the Euthyphro dilemma not only the problem of how or why God himself chooses an action or ideal to be “good,” but also whether it can any longer be meaningful to say “God is good.”  Let me take these two questions in order.

A) Having insisted that the right reply to the classic Euthyphro dilemma cannot be that God follows some alternative criteria in establishing his will, for that would indeed lose the basic principle of DCT, the problem then is whether God’s selection of the good must be utterly arbitrary.  I would risk saying ‘no’.  This means that I must argue that God can have no external criteria for deciding what is right and wrong and yet not be arbitrary.  I suggest the solution to the problem is to discuss the divine nature.  That is, God finds the good in himself, in his own intrinsic nature, and his willing it as the good is therefore God’s willing to extend his own nature into his creation.  The possibility might be something like this.


Suppose that God is an eternally internally relational being.  Suppose that God is not merely the eternal vibration of being, an order of the cosmos, an all-pervasive energy, or some transcendent unity of all existence.  But suppose God eternally knows and loves himself.  Suppose that God’s eternal intrinsic nature is to be at once the glory of his own being, the infinite knowledge of his own nature, and the infinite and perfect of love of his own perfection.  This suggestion is not accidentally Trinitarian.  It assumes for now that God is internally dynamically relational.  It means that God is not only eternal absolute power and majesty, but also perfect and infinite knowledge and perfect, infinite love.  When Christians say “God is Truth” or “God is Love,” these are more than platitudes; they are theological assertions embedded in Trinitarian doctrine.


Notably, I am not trying to prove the existence of this God.  I haven’t tried to prove God’s existence anywhere in this paper, but up until now “God” and DCT might have been appealing to many religious views and even some utterly non-religious marginal theisms.  But now I’m assuming a Christian view.  I don’t know whether a Muslim could accept part of this argument without sacrificing tawhid; in a way, it doesn’t matter.  All I want to do is suggest here how a dynamic and complex view of the nature of God can help solve the theological/ethical problem left behind by Euthyphro.


So I take the Trinitarian assumption, and then the argument is this.  If God knows and is Truth, then God forever and internally experiences in himself the ideal of right thought and the truthful declaration about being.  Truth is a value, and the recognition of truth as a value is good.  When God knows himself in truth, he is in himself the model of justice, inasmuch as God’s recognition of his own glory is simple, honest rightness.  If justice is defined as giving someone what they deserve, then justice is at least partly the recognition of the worth of the other.  God above all recognizes and responds to his own worth, and thus God’s eternal nature is just.  Thus God can and does use himself as a model for all values of justice, and this model of value, we stress, is neither external to God nor arbitrary.  God himself is the model of values like justice and honesty and the acknowledgement of sovereign power.  And because God is in himself and to himself eternally and absolutely just, God non-arbitrarily wills justice for his creation.


Similarly, God’s own reaction to himself is not only knowing and acknowledging his own worth, but also delighting and loving.  God loves himself, not as himself (says the Theologia Germanica), but as the Good.  This should not be taken to mean that God loves Himself only for some good He does unto others, but rather it is a recognition of his own glory and truth. 
  God acknowledges, declares and delights in his own being, and values that delight as he values truth and glory.  Thus love, too, is an eternal good, and God wills it for his creation neither based on an external criterion, nor arbitrarily.  God’s own love for himself God wills for us and creates for the world and its creatures values that are modeled on his own being.


I might be making all this up, but since I’ve started, I’ll add this last indulgence.  It might be that since God, in loving himself, delights in his own being, pleasure (perhaps the human analogue of divine delight) is a good for us.  Since God has delighted in himself and offered his own intrinsic values to us as our values, then we too (let me imagine) may delight in ourselves.  Let us call this delight ‘pleasure’, and conclude that pleasure is a good for us.  Thus we may provisionally use pleasure, perhaps its quasi-arithmetic maximization, as a means of calculating good acts.  Utilitarianism, then, works for us as a provisional tool for thinking ethically precisely because God has willed it so in us as an extension of a good in himself.  And we may add that the goodness determined by a utilitarian calculation is not defined by that calculation, nor by the pleasure per se, but by God’s will.  

Similarly (since I am speculating wildly), let us note that, since God knows himself in truth, and as a truth-knowing mind, God wills the goodness of rational truth-telling for us.  We may therefore use every rational tool at our disposal as a legitimate means for thinking about morality.  In other words, perhaps universal rational rules can be taken as helpful models of what moral acts might be precisely because we are meant to be honest thinkers about values.  Thus, perhaps, Kant is right to consider rational rule-making to be a valid means of moral decision-making, but not because of the autonomy of reason, but rather because of the value of reason as an aspect of God himself.  Perhaps, then, universal, rational moral rules are useful for us, not in themselves, but because God wills them for us a modeled in himself.

And finally, let me guess that, since God simply is worthy of worship (an etymological redundancy) because of his own intrinsic power and excellence, we might be offered the notion that the intrinsic nature of a thing can be a clue about moral goodness.  That is, we might find that God’s worth lies in his own intrinsic excellence, and that for us, too, it is granted to find value in our own intrinsic excellence.  Thus we may, with Aristotle and other virtue theorists, contemplate ideal human nature and derive from such speculations some guidance on what it means to be humanly good.  Yet once again, it is not that our reasoning on human nature determines what is good, but rather both the method and the excellence it discovers are good because God wills them so for us as extensions of the value he knows and loves in himself.

All this, I admit, is wildly speculative.  Yet it suggests how a Trinitarian model of God can offer us a sense of how goodness is discovered in us, using a number of different ideals as possible epistemological tools for figuring out what concretely we are to do.  But it also shows that goodness per se is still, finally, the will of God for us.  And finally, by appealing to the intrinsic, Trinitarian nature of God, it shows that God’s will for us is neither based on external criteria nor is it arbitrary.  It is rooted in the nature of God’s own being.

B) All this speculation, of course, might leave one entirely unsatisfied, simply because it is so wildly speculative.  I can’t help that.  It might also leave one unsatisfied because it still leaves unanswered the question of whether God wills to be good.  In a sense, it seems, the answer is no, inasmuch as God simply is who God is.  If God is knowing and loving within himself, if God is mind as well as power, if indeed God is Trinity – if any such qualities can be asserted about God, one can of course ask why God must be like this.  What is it that makes God be a mind or powerful or Trinity.  I certainly have no answer to this.  Does God will to be omnipotent?  Does God will to be uncreated, eternal being?  I don’t think so.  Does God will to be Trinity?  I guess not.  Is this a problem?  I don’t think so.  I mean, it seems to me that religions all over the world, insofar as they believe in some ultimate being, have to assert that the ultimate being is, well, ultimate.  The Tao just is the Tao.  Brahman just is Brahman.  Of them all, it seems to me, the peculiarity of the God of the Jews is that he is the one who named himself “I Am that I Am.”  God just is who God is.  And no, that is not an answer to the question of why God is what God is, but it is a pretty profound and foundational religious understanding.


In one sense, then, the question of whether “God is good” has any meaning yields a problematic result.  For if ‘good’ means conformity to God’s will then God doesn’t seem, in any meaningful way, to will his own will, because God’s will is based on his intrinsic Trinitarian character, which God does not choose.  That is, we cannot say “God is good” because, simply, God does not choose to be God.  But in another sense, maybe in two other senses, perhaps we still can say “God is good” meaningfully.  First and most obvious, it seems to me that inasmuch as God wills to create and to interact with creation, there is nothing constraining God in willing his own nature as good for us.
  That is, brighter theologians might argue that God could have willed for us something other than his own nature as the model of goodness, and inasmuch as God did not elect that course of action, God has chosen to be good – at least, good to us.  Of course, whether god’s own nature constrains the will of God, or whether God could choose to stop being God, or whether God’s absolute will is so perfect that it cannot be changing and yet is free – these are theological speculations others have worked on, and which I am reluctant to pursue.  Happily, I don’t think I need to.

Secondly, we might also be able to guess that God, again in his dealing with us, though this time on a specific, case by case level, may indeed choose to conform to his own rules for us although nothing constrains him to do so.  That is, God might in fact murder me, but perhaps he chooses not to.  It’s a possibility suggested in the almost silly scene from Lewis’ Voyage of the Dawn Treader, where Lucy has just spoken the spell to make the Dufflepuds become visible.  The spell, more specifically, was to make invisible things visible, and, after she speaks the spell, Lucy finds that Aslan himself has appeared.  When asked where he came from, he tells her that he is always with her.  When she asks why he appeared, he says it was because she spoke the spell.  When she asks why the spell should work on him, he answers rhetorically, “Do you think I wouldn’t obey my own rules.”

IV

I am not entirely certain that these last two points help my argument.  Perhaps it’s OK if they don’t.  For the point has only been this: that God wills for us goodness, creating for us the ideals of the good by reference to his own eternal nature.  As such, his will is neither arbitrary nor dependent.  And by creating the good for us, goodness becomes defined as the will of God, although this definition does not deny that God might have given us a number of ways to get clues as to what the will of God might concretely be.  Indeed, if the Trinitarian speculation is at all plausible, it even suggests three ways that God would give us for finding guidance in our own experience as to what is right and wrong, namely calculating pleasures, reasoning about rules, and seeking our own ideal natures.  And of course, it also means that God might have spoken, might have revealed his will to us, and as such given us genuine “divine commands.”  If he has, then we have that guidance as well, admitting all the attendant difficulties of interpretation and preservation of the message.  That is to say, we recognize the value of revelation and struggle to use it as perhaps our best hope of knowing what is truly morally good, even while we apply all other ethical thinking we have to the further epistemological clarification of morality for our lives.  Yet all this epistemological effort does not cancel the fact that the true motivation and meaning of moral goodness lies in conformity to God’s will.  God is thus the one and only author and true authority of moral goodness, and we are good when we conform to his will, ultimately indeed conforming as best we can to his own divine nature.

�	 Obviously this essay will make numerous references to Euthyphro.  In this first reference, I’m paraphrasing Plato’s definition of the good.  Clearly in the dialogue itself, Plato has Euthyphro define “holy” action as doing what pleases the gods (Euthyphro 7a).  For the sake of the topic here and for the modern reader, I am rather uncritically restating this as a definition of moral goodness.  Since all the textbooks I mention in paragraph one use Euthyphro to deny DCT, I think this paraphrasing should be acceptable.


�	 Some list “appeal to authority” as a logical fallacy (the ad verecundiam fallacy).  Uncritically used, no doubt it is, but the ensuing discussion notes en passant that there are reasonable and justified appeals to authority, and attempts to show that DCT is one of them.


�	 Reeder, John. Source, Sanction and Salvation (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall 1988) p 24-25.


�	 Ibid., p 25.


�	 Euthyphro 8b.


�	 I use the two quoted terms as hints of the distinction between types of Hindu revelation, the sruti and smriti.  The difference between “inspired” and “dictated,” too, is important, I think, as a basic point of dispute between Christians and Muslims about the nature or divine revelation.  But all this distinction, I’m claiming here, does not affect the argument of this paper.


�	 I’m not even considering the other obvious circularity of trying to argue that an AR is indeed genuinely divine because it says so.


�	 See, e.g., Deut 18;21-22 or Jer 28:9 using the criterion of true prediction as the sign of genuine prophecy.  In the New Testament, e.g., at Mt 24:24 or 7:15-16, the emphasis is rather on moral fruits and not necessarily miraculous power.  At Isaiah 8:19-20 and in Jn 4:2-3, one gets the impression that new revelation from God must be consistent with prior revelation.  In the Quran, classic points where the challenge is to “bring a sura like” those in the divine book are 2:23, 10:38 and 11:13.  Sura 22:5 is sometimes claimed as a sophisticated scientific insight into embryology that Muhammad in his time coud not have known.


�	 Mill, J.S.  “Utility of Religion” in Essential Works of John Stuart Mill (New York: Bantam Books, 1961), p 418.


�	 Psalm 137.


�	 Adler, Mortimer. How to Think About the Great Ideas (LaSalle IL: Open Court Press, 2000), pp 5-6 & 8-9.


�	 Theologia Germanica 30/61.14-16.  See also Aquinas on God’s love of Himself (Summa Theologica Q20, a1), where he notes that God recognizes not only His own willing of goodness to other beings, but also the willing of his own greatness.


�	 Let us note, however, that if God had chosen some aspect other than His own nature as the definition of the good for us, then goodness would indeed be arbitrary, the problem we have tried to avoid.


�	 Lewis, C.S.  Voyage of the Dawn Treader (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1952), p 132.
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