
Notes on The Ethics of Religion 

Bob Rees 
LMOST half the people in the world think that it 
is necessary to believe in God and to have a reli-
gion before you can be a moral person. This was 

highlighted as recently as 2019, when a survey of 38,426 
people in 34 countries spanning six continents found that 
45% of them effectively supported Dostoyevsky’s  outra-
geous claim that “Without God, all things are 
permitted”. 

However, the survey (PEW: The Global God Divide, 
published 20/7/2020) found wide differences between 
countries, those in the West with a higher GDP/capita 
being more likely to reject the claim (correlation coeffi-
cient -0.86), while those like The Philippines and In-
donesia, whose relatively poorly educated, right-leaning 
populations tended to accept that God is necessary for 
morality to exist. Nevertheless, the report implies that 
45% of the world population, three and a half billion 
people,  are happy to accept that God has appointed an 
intermediary – a Cleric or a prophet or a text – to 
communicate His will to us, and obedience to this  
divine will supposedly bring everlasting reward, where-
as disobedience destines us to Hell. It is all nonsense, of 
course. 

Morality was there as a necessity to facilitate communal 
living in primitive tribes long before religions were in-
vented. Nor has morality gained anything from subse-
quent religious traditions, revelations and injunctions.  
The actual sources of morality variously include sympa-
thetic social interactions, reason, conscience, culture 
and even government,  all of which are quite irrelevant 
to the pointless religious definition of ‘good’ simply as 
‘that of which God approves’.  

A religious belief isn’t necessarily moral just because it’s 
supernatural, and in fact, evidence from various sources 
suggests that religious people are actually less ‘ethical’, 
in the sense of honest, charitable, civic and compassion-
ate, than non-believers. Numerous laboratory and field 
studies confirm that no matter how ‘morality’ is defined, 
religious people do NOT behave any more morally than 
atheists, despite their virtuous claims to moral superior-
ity. However, according to my dictionary of synonyms, 
atheists are popularly regarded as no better than 
‘heretics’, ‘pagans’, ‘infidels’, ‘heathens’ or ‘nihilists’. 
  
The religious propagandists have done their job well, to 
the extent that people in general, and Americans in par-
ticular (who generally profess to be Christians and who 
should know better), are less trusting of Atheists than of 
any other group across the whole of U.S. society, includ-
ing rapists and murderers. 

In Euthyphro’s dilemma, Socrates asks whether good-
ness is loved by the gods because it is good, in which 
case goodness is independent of the gods, or is it good 
merely because it is loved by the gods, in which case 

goodness is purely arbitrary. It’s a pointless discussion 
which demonstrates nothing. However, it is informative 
to investigate the apparent sources of certain religious 
concepts of ethics, because they turn out to be not very 
ethical at all. As Stendhal (1783-1842) suggested, “All 
Religions are founded on the fear of the many and the 
cleverness of the few”. Accordingly, Christian ethics 
appears to be founded upon the following: 

1.   THE BIBLE 

THE Old Testament especially displays a notably cal-
lous attitude towards children, handicapped people, 
divorced people, old women and animals. At one stage, 
the Christian church even opposed cleanliness, whilst 
promoting a hatred of unbelievers and of knowledge. It 
taught that we are fallen creatures riddled by sin and 
self-hatred … we should fear and distrust our own in-
tellects, and beware of pride, of happiness in general, of 
courage, of freedom, and, as we have seen, of unbeliev-
ers, whom we should aggressively persecute. 

Leviticus famously contains 613 commandments but 
they are incomplete. For example, verse 25:44, which  
allows us to buy slaves from neighbouring countries,  
fails to explain how Northern Ireland stands, vis-à-vis  
the Republic in this respect. Similarly Exodus 21:7 gives  
absolutely no guide as to a fair price to expect for the  
daughters whom it encourages us to sell into slavery. 

2. SUPPRESSING THE MASSES 

RELIGION has been, and still is, a means whereby un-
just political authority keeps its subjects docile. Obedi-
ent behaviour was guaranteed in those societies where 
they envisaged God as an all-seeing supernatural po-
liceman/judge in the sky, who enforced his will with 
everlasting rewards or perpetual torture. This explains 
today’s widespread acceptance of the supposed connec-
tion between religious belief and morality.  

Most of this morality seems to be aimed at keeping the 
common people subdued and docile, despite humiliat-
ing treatment by the ruling classes: “Blessed are the 
poor, …. Blessed are the meek,  Accept your station in 
life without question…..  Render unto Caesar …..  Your 
reward will come in the next world …. “. The king’s 
security was dependent on his priests’ ability to      ––> 
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              What is Good? 

                                            A.C. Grayling   
                         Phoenix/Orion Publishing, €12.50 

                                           Charles Shier 

HAT constitutes a good 
life, a life well lived? This 
question has occupied the 

minds of people throughout the 
ages, and continues to do so in the 
modern, more secular era. In this 
book, published initially in 2003, 
the philosopher and author  
Anthony Grayling examines the 
philosophies, codes and beliefs that 
people in the Western world have 
adopted over several millennia to 
guide their behaviour. He explores 
what humankind has considered to 
be of value in leading a good and 
fulfilling life. 

This is not a highbrow academic 
book, but one very much aimed at 
the general reader. It seeks to intro-
duce us to the main schools of 
thought that have governed the 
question of ‘good’ during the devel-
opment of Western civilisation. It 
follows a broadly chronological 
approach: beginning with six cen-
turies of ancient, classical thought 
(400 BCE – 200 CE); followed by 
twelve centuries of Christian hege-
mony (200 – 1400 CE); and then six 
centuries of struggle between the 
individuality of ancient ethics, that 
were rediscovered, revived and elab-
orated, and the conformity of beliefs 
promoted by organised religions. 

In assessing the classical conception 
of the good life, Grayling begins in 
the Greek States in the fifth and 
fourth centuries BCE, which pro-
duced the seminal ideas that would 
later impact on the development of 
our modern Western world. He re-
views the contributions made by 
Thales, Socrates and his pupil Plato 
and by Aristotle. He examines the 
different philosophical schools – 
Stoicism, Cynicism and Epicure-
anism – that existed in the period 
between Aristotle and Christianity’s 
conquest of the region; and also the 
role that Romans such as Seneca, 
Marcus Aurelius and Cicero played 
in recording, disseminating and 
popularising the earlier thinking. 

Stoicism and the other schools of 
thought were eclipsed mainly by 
Christianity. In assessing the success 
of what he terms the ‘Religions of 
the Book’ – Christianity, Judaism 
and Islam – Grayling proposes that 
it may simply have been that the 
philosophies were too difficult, too 
dry, too austere or too rational for 
the vast majority of the populace. 
Religion was much easier to under-
stand, with its clean set of rules, 
rituals, observances and hope of life 
after death. However, religion is 
centred on faith and, as observed by 
the Danish philosopher Søren 
Kierkegaard, faith is a commitment 
made in direct opposition to reason. 

Christianity’s dominance in Europe 
held sway until the Renaissance, 
which Grayling terms ‘The Second 
Enlightenment’, when it began to be 
challenged by the rediscovery and 
appreciation of the ancient literature 
and by the rise of the humanities. 
The author charts the development 
of humanistic ideas through the 
subsequent Reformation, scientific 
revolution and Third (eighteenth 
century) Enlightenment, culminating 
in the major clash between science 
and religion following the publica-
tion of Darwin’s On the Origin of 
Species in the mid-nineteenth centu-
ry.  

He observes that most writers and 
thinkers during the Renaissance 
period attempted to work from 
within the religious tradition but, by 
the time of the eighteenth century 
Enlightenment, the effort to  
accommodate religion was effective-
ly abandoned. 

I got the impression that Grayling 
was not overly enamoured by 
progress during the twentieth centu-
ry, with its litany of moral horrors 
including large scale wars, mass 
exterminations and man-induced 
famines. He also noted that most 
modern academics working in phi-
losophy and ethics tended to plough 

a rather narrow field, rather than 
having a broad appreciation of  
moral and ethical concerns that 
contributed to the public debate. 
However, he viewed the second 
half of the century as more opti-
mistic, following the UN Declara-
tion of Human Rights, with the 
development of discourses on areas 
of special concern, especially in the 
field of medical ethics. 

The author also raised a note of 
caution about the danger of allow-
ing the major religions to jostle up 
against each other in the public 
domain. He was writing in the im-
mediate post-9/11 era, but pre-ISIS, 
pre-Boko Haram, pre-Charlie  
Hebdo and numerous terrorist at-
tacks in the Western world. He 
stresses that governments must do 
everything in their power to ensure 
that the public domain remains 
wholly secular, with religion con-
fined to the personal sphere. 

The book was discussed recently by 
the North Dublin Humanist Com-
munity Book Club. There was 
widespread agreement around the 
Zoom table that the book deserves 
a space on every humanist’s book-
shelf: partly for its structured ap-
proach to the evolution of what is 
thought to constitute a good life; 
partly for its rich vein of reference 
material; but mostly because it is 
an eminently readable and thor-
oughly enjoyable account of the 
long struggle between two concep-
tions of the good – the autonomy 
of humanism and the heteronomy 
of religion.                                  q 
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When did Taking Offence  
Become a National Pastime? 

Eamon Murphy 
T the All Ireland Humanist 
Summer School in Carling-
ford in 2018 – back when it 
was possible to meet face to 

face for such things – Anthony 
Keating of Edge Hill University gave 
a presentation on Censorship and 
the Catholic Church. He related the 
well known story about John 
Charles McQuaid, Archbishop of 
Dublin from 1940 to 1972,  who at 
one point was apparently so ob-
sessed with the idea that women’s 
private areas were visible in under-
wear ads, that he told Irish newspa-
pers he would regularly take out a 
magnifying glass to make sure. 
  
McQuaid is deceased almost half a 
century, but he has been replaced by 
multitudes more who seem keen to 
go out of their way to take offence, 
as many readers who dabble in social 
media will already be well aware.  

A quick trawl through my Twitter 
timeline as I write presents me with 
people taking offence about every-
thing from serious matters such as 
the mask-related policies of certain 
businesses to the idea of white peo-
ple selling Mexican food.  

My feed was alive a few weeks ago 
with people declaring they had can-
celled their subscription to the Irish 
Times over the publication of a let-
ter that didn’t take the specific angle 
and tone they apparently demand 
on transsexuality. Never mind that 
the publishing of a letter by a news-
paper does not constitute an editor-
ial line but is simply a contribution 
to a discussion. 
  
Over the past couple of years social 
media has shown me people dis-
playing their exaggerated indigna-
tion at everything from fashion de-
signs that take inspiration from the 
Japanese kimono (“cultural appro-
priation”, apparently) to the colours 
used on certain designs of shoes, as 
they carried a “racist tinge”. All quite 
unbelievable, and most, thankfully, 
happening in Britain and the US.  

Some of the best I’ve seen, though, 
have been right here at home. In 
2019, on the 100th anniversary of 
the first sitting of the Dáil, photos 
were hung around the gates of Lein-
ster House of the 27 TDs who at-
tended. Cue multiple complaints 
online that only men were repre-
sented. When it was pointed out 
that no women attended that first 
sitting, I saw plenty of tweets sug-
gesting that wasn’t a good enough 
reason for the absence of heroes 
such as Countess Markievicz, who 
should be there in the interest of 
“diversity”!  

And it’s not just individuals who 
seem to be falling over each other to 
take offence but civil society organi-
sations are now getting in on the 
act. I recall a particularly egregious 
example a couple of years ago, 
ahead of the Six Nations rugby 
tournament, when Guinness erected 
a number of billboards featuring the 
slogan ‘You Don’t Pick a Side. Your 
Grandparents Have Done That Al-
ready’. A fairly innocuous and un-
remarkable declaration, you’d have 
thought; ploughing the furrow al-
ready dug by GAA-type slogans 
suggesting ‘you don’t choose your 
club, you inherit it’ and so on.  

One would think there is no harm 
in tapping into the idea that one of 
the most appealing aspects of tour-
naments such as the Six Nations 
and the All Ireland championships – 
with more than a century of history 
each – is the fact that players and 
fans are generally tied to the places 
they come from, rather than conve-
niently choosing to support the 
most successful team, as is so often 

the case for Irish soccer fans choos-
ing a Premier League team. Not a 
bit of it, though!  

Cue numerous immigrant-represen-
tative organisations and other over-
woke hypersensitive individuals 
complaining that such slogans don’t 
take account of recent immigration 
or celebrate the increasing diversity 
of our society.  

Now don’t get me wrong; I think 
that diversity is to be welcomed and 
celebrated. But some things aren’t 
about diversity; they’re just about a 
rugby tournament. Or football. Or 
the accurate telling of a part of Irish 
history at the time of its centenary. 
Or whatever. It is factually correct to 
assert, as Guinness did, that grand-
parents can pick a country for you.  

It is also surely uncontroversial to 
suggest that one of the best things 
about supporting a sports team can 
be knowing that you are continuing 
a tradition that might go back a few 
generations. It’s why, despite being 
from Carlow, I still go to Cork hurl-
ing matches more than three 
decades after my now-deceased 
grandfather began taking me.   

But with performative offence-tak-
ing now the norm, apparently even 
these concepts are controversial. 
Naturally Guinness apologised and 
took the billboards down.  

Maybe there was a point in the past 
where most people making such 
complaints were doing so in good 
faith and with a genuine concern 
about racism, or sexism, or whatev-
er ‘ism’ rankled them. Now it feels 
like so much of it is performative: a 
fallacious race to be offended by 
whatever can be found.   

Unfortunately, it seems the more 
trivial the nature of the complaint, 
the better. That way everyone 
watching will know just how much 
you care.                                                 q                                       
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The Rise and Fall of Christianity  
Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 

HRISTIANITY is based on 
the existence, teachings and 
possible assertions of a per-

son named Yeshua from Galilee 
who was born about 2025 years 
ago. His name was later Hellenised 
and Romanised, ending up as we 
know it today in English in the form 
of Jesus. Some historians dispute the 
existence of such an individual, 
while some others suggest that he 
was in fact two persons rolled up 
into one in posthumous recollection. 
However, while historical certainty 
about him is not possible, most sec-
ular and religious historians do tend 
to accept that, on balance, he was 
an historical figure and not entirely 
a myth. 

So, if one accepts the existence of 
Jesus, the questions are what kind 
of life did he have, what did he 
teach and did he claim or imply that 
he was the son of a god? 

The outline of his life is that he was 
the offspring of a carpenter called 
Joseph whose wife was named 
Mary. He had siblings and may 
have been trained as a carpenter 
himself. In early adulthood, it ap-
pears that he became a peripatetic 
religious preacher, basing himself on 
the Judaical tradition. It is apparent 
that he eventually managed to get 
on the wrong side of the Jewish 
establishment and also came to be 
viewed by the Romans as a disrup-
tive social influence. As a result, he 
was subjected to a cruel execution 
by crucifixion. 

The Gospels are the primary source 
for examining the life of Jesus. 
However, they are a hotchpotch of 
writings by some not very educated 
devotees, several of whom lived well 
after the events concerned. Apart 
from reporting some of the bio-
graphical details referred to above, 
they outline a theology and ethics 
enunciated by Jesus and also claim 
that Jesus portrayed himself as and 
was in reality the son of a god, and, 
further, performed miracles.  

The first question that comes to 
mind is: did he in fact so depict 
himself or was that idea subsequent-
ly attributed to him or a misinter-
pretation of what he said. In other 
words, did he make pronounce-
ments of divinity or was he glorified 
by his followers afterwards? If he 
was simply just another preacher, 
then he was not all that unusual. On 
the other hand, if he gave it to be-
lieve that he was a god or part of a 
divinity, then he was clearly either a 
charlatan or mentally unbalanced 
with delusions of grandeur. In either 
of the latter respects, he would not 
be unique.  

As for the miracles, they could ei-
ther be imagined or misconstrued 
from actual events. For example, 
Lazarus might have been in a cata-
tonic state and came out of it in the 
presence of Jesus. More generally, 
one should appreciate that the 
Gospels were not the work of histo-
rians and were composed at times 
when the boundaries between 
dream and reality, wish and fact, 
myth and scholarship did not pre-
vail. The Gospels may have been 
attempts at a genuine account of the 
life of Jesus, but they are ultimately 
no more to be relied on than the 
Greek myths. 

The key doctrines put forward by 
Christianity concerning earth-bound 
phenomena are those of virgin birth, 
divine incarnation and bodily resur-
rection. Theologically, there is the 
notion of a godly trinity as well as 
versions of what Christians call 
heaven and hell, and so on. In these 
and its ethical teachings, there is 

nothing basically new in Christiani-
ty; it is in fact repackaged paganism. 

How then did this Palestinian cult, 
as distinct from the already wide-
spread Stoicism or Zarathustrianism 
of the time come into prominence in 
Europe, initially in West Asia and 
later throughout much of the 
world?  

The breakthrough was in the 4th 
century CE when the Roman Em-
peror Constantine ‘converted’ to 
Christianity and it shortly after be-
came the State religion. There is 
some doubt, however, as to whether 
Constantine was a true convert or 
an opportunist. Certain suggestions 
about his life after ‘conversion’ do 
not tally with being an enthusiastic 
adherent of the true faith. There are 
allegations that he continued to 
harbour Mithraic beliefs and per-
haps indulged in related acts of 
worship. If true, why then should he 
do what he did in relation to Chris-
tianity?  

Perhaps, because Christianity had 
its obvious attractions for a Roman 
Emperor. One has only to think of 
injunctions such as “render unto 
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” 
and “turn the other cheek” , at least 
when taken simplistically, to discern 
how that suited the imperial project 
very well. Religions generally serve 
the purpose of fostering compliance 
of the ruled in the face of the ruler. 
And Christianity, already making 
inroads among the masses in the 
empire, might have been viewed as 
decidedly useful towards that end. 

The task was then to seek the dom-
inance and dissemination of Chris-
tianity. There was to be no turning 
of the other cheek in that regard. 
Suppression within the empire of 
non-Christian religions and 
philosophies, and one of the greatest 
waves of intellectual destruction in 
the history of humanity proceeded. 
Not only art work, but books and 
documents were consigned to     ––>
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A WORD IN EDGEWAYS 

WHEN I was growing up in the 
1950s everyone in Ireland was 
either a Catholic or a Protestant. 
This label defined not only the 
church you went to on Sunday 
and the school you attended but 
also who your friends were. 

My family were Protestant and 
we were fortunate enough to live 
in a house in its own grounds on 
a main road. We had a grass ten-
nis court in our garden and I 
spent my summer holidays play-
ing tennis with my brother. 

When I left school and got a job  
I started going to the local pub 
where I met Tim who became a 
close friend. In fact I went on to 
be best man at his wedding – but 
that’s another story. I discovered 
that Tim lived four houses from 
me but I had never come across 
him as his family were Catholic.  

They also had a tennis court in  
their garden and he spent his 
summer holidays playing tennis  
with his brother. How we wished 
we could have played tennis  
together but we had been kept 
apart in the strange religious  
divide that defined the Ireland of 
that time. 

In my teenage years I began ask-
ing serious questions about the 
things I was meant to believe as a 
Christian. I found so much of it 
simply unbelievable. While I re-
mained living at home I contin-
ued to go to church as it was ex-
pected of me. But as soon as I left 
home I very much put all things 
religious behind me. 

I had always thought that it was 
strange how society seemed to 
expect everyone to have a reli-
gion – even if they weren’t really 
religious. The religious label you 
were born with generally deter-
mined where you went to school, 

where you got married and how  
you brought up your children. 

I was lucky to discover Humanism 
in my early fifties. At last, for me,  
here was something that made 
sense: a worldview rather than a 
religion, an outlook on life based 
on rational thinking and compas-
sion rather than belief in a  
supernatural power. I enthusiasti-
cally embraced Humanism and it 
has been an important part of my 
life for the past two decades. 

I now look back on my early years 
 –that binary Ireland of Catholics 
and Protestants  – and it seems 
like another country. Old fash-
ioned religion with hard and fast 
certainties seems to have largely 
disappeared along with the grass 
tennis courts that Tim and I used 
to play on with our brothers. 

Brian Whiteside

the flames. It has been estimated 
that up to 90% of classical learn-
ing, from Greece and Rome in 
particular, thus perished, never to 
be recovered. Not inappropriately, 
the period ushered in by Chris-
tianity has been titled the Dark 
Ages. Beyond the boundaries of 
the empire, both during and after 
its reign, Christianity was ad-
vanced with the bible in one hand 
and the sword in the other. 

Christianity was not to begin its 
long retreat until what are called 
the Renaissance and the Enlight-
enment, joined by the Scientific 
Revolution and, next the insights 
of evolution and, soon afterwards, 
the steadily unfolding comprehen-
sion of the cosmos. But well into 
the 20th century Christianity still 
endured, not only as an ally of 
conservatism, but as an accom-
plice of imperialism. 

Although, Christianity was sup-
posed to be the saviour of the 
human race, for all its associated 
political and military power, it 
never achieved more than a small, 
albeit not insignificant, presence 
on the globe. Today, out of  

approximately 7.5 billion people 
on the planet, 2 billion describe 
themselves as Christian, although 
that is probably far from an accu-
rate measure of authentic belief 
and practice. Of interest to Ire-
land is the fact that about one 
billion world-wide designate 
themselves as Roman Catholic, in 
other words less than one-seventh 
of humanity. There is a lot of 
conversion to be done. 

In Western Europe in particular, 
Christianity is in sharp decline 
and secular humanism, explicitly 
or implicitly, is growing gradually 
and, in some countries, is already 
predominant. In Ireland, a perti-
nent statistic was obtained from 
the referendum that opened the 

way to abortion on demand with-
in a certain time limit. No issue 
could be more fundamental for a 
devout Catholic and yet only one-
third of voters could be found to 
oppose liberalisation. 

All this is not surprising. I have 
written elsewhere about the three 
essential conditions for the decline 
of religion: deepening education, 
basic economic security and the 
growth of a scientific mentality.  

Otherwise, Christianity especially 
is experiencing a revolt, against 
sexual repression in particular 
and a weltanschauung of guilt 
and misery. The totalitarian in the 
sky and his (not her, of course) 
vicarious totalitarians on earth 
are being overthrown.  

The boomerang is coming back: 
Christianity proclaimed that the 
truth shall set you free and, ironi-
cally, that is precisely what is 
happening.                                         q 
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