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Psalm &&& The fool says in his heart
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Not to say atheists never do moral things; - many of them do. But they have no basis for morality.

Is Moral Whatever is Lawful?

   Even when unstated, this is a common belief that many have. Wrong is what is illegal; if it is legal then it is moral. More broadly, an alternative way of putting it is that morality is the shared values of a society. There are five problems with this definition of morality though.

Laws can be too lax: Moral would not contradict legal if there were the laws were perfect. But until the Twentieth century, it was legal to take opium and give it to others making them opium addicts. It was legal for pregnant women to take opium and drink alcohol, despite the fact that this harms the baby. Around 1000 A.D. it was illegal to murder someone, for no reason at all, inside the city of Stockholm. But it was OK outside of the city.

Laws can be too restrictive: In the hadiths, the basis for the moral and legal code of Sunni Islam, when you get out of bed you should put your right foot on the ground first, before your left foot. When you wipe yourself after going to the bathroom, you should use an odd number of stones. Would you call this morality?

Laws and society can be unjust: In Roman culture, if a slave girl refused to have sex with her master, her nose could be cut off. In Muslim cultures it was legal to a man have sexual relations with slaves and captives, whom the Qur’an and hadiths call, “women your right hands possess”. These need not be your wife and they do not have to give consent. Both society and the morality police agree that it is immoral that women should be educated, in the Taliban-run Afghanistan. (But apparently an exception was found for the daughter of a Taliban leader!) In the U.S. south, a person could be whipped, forcibly separated from their spouse, or sold far away if they were a black slave. As Alexander H. Stephens, Vice President of the Confederate States most unfortunately stated in 1840, “Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its corner-stone rests upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.” So there you have it; now we know what moral truth is; - at least in the eyes of this Confederate leader. We certainly need a better standard than just whatever evil laws people pass.

Laws and society can be just plain wicked: In ancient Babylon at one time, an unmarried woman must go to the temple and act as a temple prostitute one time (at least) before she could get married. In ancient Sumeria and ancient China, when a king died, his pets and wives would be killed in order to be buried with him. In the Roman Empire at various times, you had to make a sacrifice to the Roman Emperor as a god.  These laws are neither too restrictive nor too lax; they are just plain evil.

Even the perfect legal cannot include all of moral. All of the previous have in common “bad laws”. But there is a fifth problem. Should a good, perfect law be identical to morality? For example, since it is good for your body to exercise regularly, should we fine or imprison those who are not doing so? You should love others; if you don’t love others enough, how is a policeman going to determine that, and enforce that? This is ridiculous.

   So defining morality as legality can at the same time be too lax, too restrictive, unjust, wicked, and too ridiculous.

Is Whatever Does Not Hurt Others or Yourself Lawful?

  Some would argue that if something doesn’t hurt others it is morally OK. Others would add that you should not hurt yourself either. There are at least four or five problems with that definition of morality.

Do policemen actually ask criminals if they would like to go to in jail? Imprisonment is harmful to their freedom, and it is very harmful to their financial well-being, when they could be out robbing and stealing from others. Sometimes in a gunbattle policemen shoot. Policemen cause harm to criminals; - should they all stop and resign from being policemen?

In military defense, is it OK to defend your homes and family against invaders. Some would be pacifists, but then what about defending the oppressed, by doing more than requesting the oppressors to consider stopping. Pacifist Quakers had a conundrum when they would help escaping slaves and the owners came after the slaves. Quakers solved this by telling the pursuing slave owners, “friend, I would not harm you for the world, but you are standing where I am about to shoot.”

To insects and snakes in our homes we intentionally cause harm all the time. We set rat traps and we hunt and raise animals for food. We even put our pets to sleep, as a mercy when they get too old to enjoy life anymore. Those things are all causing physical harm.

To “non-humans”, is it OK to kill them, and take their belongings if you consider men and women of a different ethnic group as non-humans?

Is committing suicide OK, selfishly not even considering the deep pain you will leave with your family and friends that you abandoned? This includes “quick suicide”, with a gun, knife, rope, etc. as well as “slow suicide” with drugs or alcohol.

Whatever Produces a Good Outcome

   This definition, called utilitarianism, or consequentialism says, “the proof of the pudding is in the eating”. The results determine if the action was good or not. If the outcome is worse than it otherwise would have been, the action should not have been done. If the action caused something good to happen, then the action was good. Motivation and intent do not matter.

Whatever is Done Out of a Sense of Duty

   A part of this was covered in the article on Understanding Atheism (https://www.biblequery.org/OtherBeliefs/Understanding%20Atheism.html) 

   In contrast the previous, the philosopher Immanuel Kant said that “goodness” cannot be defined by the outcome. Sometimes evil actions still work out for good, and even good actions can end up causing harm. Kant said morality comes from intent and what is done out of a sense of duty. 

   But if someone enticed you, threatened you, or misled you to commit to doing something awful, would you feel clean and moral to do it, because you are doing your sense of duty, - sort of like Nazi Concentration Camp officers did to the jews and others in World War II. The Soviet armies in World War II had what they called the “Iron Rule”. When they were retreating from an area, Russian civilians who were left could give the Nazis information bout troop strength and movements, so the Iron Rule was that the Soviet solders were to kill the Russian civilians. Are you willing to argue that this was moral?

   What if I somehow sensed in my thoughts that it was my duty to kill people who think morality is only based on a sense of duty. Would you encourage me to be moral and do my sense of duty?

Does Morality Comes from a Book?

   Should morality be universal? Is what is moral in the United States the same as what is moral in say, Iran? If you agree, then you can’t say morality comes from a religious book if they have conflicting information. Is it OK to kill a rival wife? In the Hindu Vedas yes, in Christianity, Judaism and Islam (implied) no. Is practicing homosexuality OK? In the Bible in Christianity and Judaism no, but Hinduism and Islam do not say (despite ISIS tying homosexuals to chairs and throwing them off of roofs). Should you kill people for leaving your faith. In Christianity no, Hinduism does not say, and Islam, Zoroastrianism, and early Mormonism yes.

   So morality cannot just come from a book, because what if you are following the wrong book?

The Basis for Morality is what the True God Taught

   God is good; and He is the source of goodness, and gives us the definition of good, in His own words, the Scripture of the Old and New Testaments.
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