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The Case for a Secular Morality 

RECENTLY had cause to recall a chat I had a few 
years ago over a cup of tea with a friend of mine 
who is a priest. Earlier in his life he spent more than 

a decade working as a missionary in Africa before re-
turning to Ireland to campaign on social issues in his 
own country – something he continues to do today de-
spite being in his 70s. 

The subject of his vocation came up and I said to him, 
“you joined the SMAs [the Society of Missionaries in 
Africa] to ‘spread the word’ in Africa! To be blunt, what 
are you doing in Ireland?” 

He told me that he realised several decades ago that what 
the SMAs were doing in Africa wasn’t sustainable for 
lots of reasons, “though there are many within my order 
who would disagree with me to this day”. 

He believed he was still “a missionary”, opining that 
missionary work was “the space where faith and non-
faith meet”. But he also said he believed that true mis-
sionary work wasn’t about proselytising; at least it 
should never be. For him it was about going about his 
life in a way where people could look at him and think, 
consciously or unconsciously, “that’s what a Christian is”, 
or “that’s what a Christian does” and see it to be a posi-
tive thing. In other words, true 
missionary work was about 
setting the right example. 

Regardless of what readers 
may believe to be the reality of 
religious missionary work or the activities or religious 
people generally – and I have a healthy scepticism myself 
– I liked the explanation. 

Setting a good example is something most of us, as secu-
lar humanists, try to do in our daily lives. This is a space 
where religious and secular approaches to life can over-
lap. My friend believes that the concepts of justice pro-
moted by the Abrahamic religions all stem from the same 
place: the idea of ‘right relationships’. Though most peo-
ple never consciously think of it this way, it is surely true 
that if people engage in cultivating just and right rela-
tionships between themselves and their families, their 
friends (and adversaries), their communities, the envi-
ronment and, where relevant, their God, it will move us 
further in the direction of a just and fair society; some-
thing that most religious people believe God wants, and 
something that most humanists believe is right purely for 
the sake of it. 

That still leaves the question of how one determines 
what a ‘good example’ looks like. I’m often asked by 
friends, curious about my expressed affinity for human-
ism, to give a concise explanation of it. There are many 
possible definitions of humanism, but the one I use most 

often is that as a humanist I aim to form my life’s moral 
and ethical code through my own lived experience, 
rather than from any supposedly divine book. I tell them 
that humanism is simply ‘being good, without God’. That 
satisfies most people, but there are always those who 
wish to delve deeper, and like most freethinkers I’m 
rarely reticent or afraid of a debate. 

Many of my Catholic friends (most of them in reality 
casual or cultural Catholics) will sometimes tell me that 
the Bible is an excellent moral guide if not taken literally 
and instead viewed as containing basic principles for 
living a good life. The problem then lies in deciding 
which parts of the Bible to take seriously; which to take 
as worthwhile parables and which to disregard. 

Christian fundamentalists view the Bible as an absolute 
moral guide. They can often quote liberally about the 
sinfulness of certain bugbears, chiding those who commit 
(for example) ‘homosexual acts’ or ‘fornication’, whilst 
often ignoring other more common ‘crimes’ – eating 
pork, not standing in the presence of the elderly, planting 
different seeds in the same field, or eating fruit from a 
tree planted in the last four years – that are also forbid-
den by ‘the good book’. 

How do they decide which of the 
activities proscribed by the Bible 
to admonish the rest of us for, 
and which to ignore? Well, pre-
sumably they do so according to 
some separate moral code. 

I recall Dr. Ben Carson, renowned neurosurgeon and 
one-time candidate for the Republican ticket in the U.S. 
Presidential election, being credited with saying that peo-
ple who believe in evolutionary theory (thereby including 
most humanists) cannot have a proper moral code. 

Humanists, atheists and agnostics are no strangers to 
such slights. It’s not quite a full decade since Cardinal 
Cormac Murphy O’Connor declared that atheists are 
‘not fully human’. Dr. Carson’s argument is that if one 
believes in evolution, and therefore does not ascribe a 
higher morality to a power greater than ourselves, then 
although such people are capable of living a moral life, it 
has no real logic behind it as the ethical code being fol-
lowed is ‘completely arbitrary’. 

This accusation of arbitrariness is interesting from some-
body who claims the Bible as his moral guide, given the 
randomness of the morality that is cherry-picked from it, 
not to mention some of the horrific efforts at moralising 
to be found within. But then Carson believes that prison 
can turn you gay, so there’s that. It seems Dr. Carson can 
separate conjoined twins at the head, but not fact from 
fiction.                                                                         ––>
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Most of us, Carson included, view the aforementioned 
Biblical instructions as nonsensical and irrelevant in the 
modern world. Indeed, as I acknowledged above, it is 
only fundamentalists who would try to interpret it liter-
ally, and the fact that there are far fewer of these people 
in Ireland compared to the United States is certainly 
something we can to be thankful for. Still, the less fanati-
cal Christians whom I count among my friends have yet 
to present me with a solution to the problem outlined. 

That problem is this: If the Bible really is an excellent 
moral guide if followed in principle rather than taken 
literally, how should we decide which parts of the Bible 
to pay attention to, and which to ignore? 

How do we decide where the Bible might be offering sen-
sible advice   – “love thy neighbour as thyself”, Mark 
12:31, or “thou shalt not kill”, Exodus 20:13 – and where 
it is unnecessarily censorious or sometimes abominably 
cruel: “Do not let your hair become unkempt and do not 
tear your clothes, or you will die and the Lord will be an-
gry with the whole community” (Leviticus 10:6)? 

Well, how else could we decide if not according to an-
other completely separate moral code? And where do we 
obtain that moral code but through that lived human 
experience that we humanists explicitly use to form ours? 
The fact is that most people, whether they claim to be 
humanists or not, don't need the Bible or any other book 
to tell them that killing or enslaving another person is 
wrong – though interestingly there are plenty of verses in 
the Bible to suggest that they’re often quite acceptable 
forms of behaviour – or that it is a good rule of thumb to 
treat others as we would have them treat ourselves. 

Instead we know these things from living in a world 
where people are negatively affected by the actions of 
others on a daily basis and through seeing the hurt or 
devastation wrought on people’s lives by the selfish and 
cruel actions of others. 

We know that murder is wrong because we understand it 
to be the taking of the one life that a person has, and we 
see and read almost daily via various media of the hurt 
visited upon those left grieving for the victim. 

We know instinctively that stealing is wrong because hav-
ing been the victims of theft at one point or other in our 
lives, we know how it feels and the effects it can have. 

We don't need the Bible or any religious texts to tell us 
these things. Moral philosophies and ethical stances for 
living have been available in secular forms for thousands 
of years, and the best and most obvious lessons are 
passed on to us by family, friends, colleagues and our 
own observances of the world around us. Who could 
possibly suggest that they did not first learn about ethics 
and moral behaviour through their parents and those 
around them when they were young? 

The American philosopher William James saw moral phi-
losophy as something akin to experimental science. To 
reach the truth, one had to apply principles to real situa-
tions, to trial and test in order to develop a moral charac-
ter. This scientific method will ring true for most human-
ists. 

What about religious moralists? Well as my good friend 
Bob Rees has noted on more than one occasion, you can 
teach an animal to behave well but that doesn’t make it 
moral. And for me, the idea of an ethical pathway for 
living being dogmatically prescribed in advance and 
handed down to be followed unquestioningly is not 
morality. I feel it appropriate here to invoke H.L. 
Mencken who said that “morality is doing right, no mat-
ter what you are told. Religion is doing what you are 
told, no matter what is right”. 

Ben Carson may believe that humanist morality is ‘com-
pletely arbitrary’ but it would seem to me that such a 
label is better applied to the religious version. Neglecting 
to ascribe morality to the unprovable existence of a high-
er power and instead relying on our own deductive rea-
soning as humans does not, in fact, make us immoral – it 
is what makes us human.                                                q
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