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A recent article in the newspaper has me thinking about the moral character of God.
  
(When I speak of God having a moral character, I’m not speaking strictly; God is not a person like us making choices about right and wrong.  But we speak of ourselves as being made in the image of God, and so I wonder, what are the moral qualities, if any of this image of God in us?)
The article I refer to concerns recent research into the differing moral values of liberals and conservatives.  A prominent psychologist, Jonathan Haidt, surveyed people from different cultures all over the world and found evidence to suggest that all human beings are born with five broadly defined moral instincts.  They are:  fairness; not harming others; loyalty to one’s group; respecting authority; and purity.

Further, he found that, while conservatives tend to value all five of these principals, liberals tend to focus exclusively on the first two: fairness and doing no harm.  He speculated that liberals, while born with all five instincts, suppress the instincts of loyalty, respect for authority, and purity.

This view is contested in more recent research by a psychologist and philosopher, Jennifer Cole Wright, which suggests that, of the five basic moral instincts, only the first two, fairness and doing no harm, are truly innate, coming easily to everyone, while the other three require some effort to sustain,  suggesting that they are learned or acquired.  In her view, liberals have not suppressed the values of loyalty to group, respect for authority and purity; conservatives have added them.

Furthermore, these three “added” values are all rooted in the perception of threat; when we feel threatened, we want to defend our group, put someone in charge, and enforce separation from whatever is outside or against us.  This coincides with other research which shows that conservatives, compared to liberals, are more prone to seeing the world as a dangerous place, less open to new experience, and more fearful of losses.  

If we turn to scripture, we can easily find passages that attribute all five of these moral concerns to God, both those held in common by liberals and conservatives and those held especially by conservatives.  The Ten Commandments certainly enshrine the values of fairness and doing no harm, but also the value of respecting the authority of parents.  Much of the law and history of Hebrew Scriptures attest to God’s concern for defending the people of Israel and keeping them pure and separate from the religions and cultures of neighboring peoples.  In the New Testament, as well, we see the difficulty the early church had in working out concerns about intermarriage and socialization with non-believers.
For many of us, these so-called conservative values have been very much a part of our upbringing in our families and in the church.  I grew up learning the importance of loyalty to my family, my school, my church and my country.  I was taught to respect my elders and teachers, clergy, police officers, and leaders in government.  I also knew that being a good Christian meant that I would keep myself morally pure by avoiding the wrong kind of behaviors and the wrong kind of people.  I grew up thinking of all of these as godly virtues that reflected the moral character of God.

On the other hand, one could argue that the gospels portray Jesus as deeply critical of these same values.  Jesus was not exclusively loyal to his people; he told positive stories about Samaritans and praised the faith of Canaanites and Romans.  He was anything but blindly reverential toward the authority of chief priests, scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees or Pontius Pilate.  And he notoriously violated religious laws of purity by touching lepers, healing on the Sabbath and dining with tax collectors and sinners.  
Furthermore, while these values are humanly rooted in the perception of threats in the world, Jesus very clearly taught us to be anxious about nothing, and St Paul taught us that perfect love cast out fear.  It would be difficult, then, to affirm, based on Jesus’ teaching and actions, that loyalty to group, respect of authority and purity belong unambiguously to what I might call the moral character of God.
This leaves us with the two values – fairness and doing no harm – that liberals and conservatives share, and that are intuitively present in human beings across lines of culture, at least according to the research.  It’s tempting to say that these two moral instincts may be God-given, that they may even reflect the image of God within us all, and that they might be clues to the moral character of God.
But not so fast.  If we look again at the teachings and actions of Jesus, we find that even these values are subject to critique by the gospel.  For example, the parables of Jesus sometimes challenge our human conceptions of fairness.  Think of the Parable of Laborers in the Vineyard, in which those who have toiled all day are paid no more than those who have worked barely an hour.  What’s fair about that?  Think of the feast given for the Prodigal Son at his return, over the objections of the dutiful first-born; or the praise that Jesus gives to Mary, sitting at his feet, over Martha, slaving in the kitchen; or the Golden Rule, which urges us to do to others not as they have done to us (which would be fair! , but to treat others as we would like to be treated.  Jesus seems to be calling us to go beyond fairness; to be more than fair.
The value of doing no harm similarly seems inadequate to express the moral imperative of the gospel.  It’s not enough that we should do no harm, even to our enemies; Jesus calls us to do more, to love our enemies and to do good to those who persecute us.  Throughout his ministry Jesus set an example of reaching out in love to feed, to heal, to welcome, to forgive.  While the value of doing no harm expresses a kind of restraint, Jesus’ actions have the quality of an unrestrained overflow of love.
This quality is beautifully expressed in the Parable of the Sower, which we hear today.  Matthew’s gospel supplies an explanation of the parable that encourages us to focus on our human reception of the ‘seed’ of the gospel, that is, whether we might be like the rocky ground, with no roots of faith, or the thorny ground, distracted by the cares and pleasures of this world, and so on.  But the real point of the Parable of the Sower might be the sower and not the soil.  What is we were to focus less on what the parable says about us and how we receive the gospel and more on what the parable says about God and how God spreads the gospel.  

Again we see the quality of unrestrained abundance and exuberant overflow as the Sower casts seeds with reckless abandon onto pathways and stones and into weeds as well as good soil.  Whatever the condition of our lives and spirits, whatever our moral qualities may be, God generously sows the seed of good news in us, regardless.
This, then, is my picture of the moral character of God:  it seems to have just one value: to give life, to give love, to give freely and abundantly.  

What if this, then, is the true moral quality of the image of God within me?  What if that is what is that is deepest down in me, underneath all the effects that living in the world has had on me, beneath even the so-called universal moral instincts?

And further, what if that is exactly the good news?  What if Jesus Christ came and lived and taught and died and rose again in order to reveal to us that this – this overflowing fountain of life and love – this is who we truly are?

 If I imagine that this is the moral image of God within me, the truly innate and instinctual moral ground of my life, and if I imagine myself living in that way, the feeling that comes to me is one of joy.
� Gareth Cook, Boston Globe, July 3, 2011; p. K9.





