
READING FOR THE NEXT SESSION

M a r k  T w a i n  h a s  t o  b e  o n e  o f  t h e  p r e m i e r
s tudents  o f  human nature .  ln  Huck leber ry
F inn ,  h is  p ro tagon is t  Huck  F inn  says ,  "Be in '
g o o d  i s  a  w h o l e  l o t  o f  t r o u b l e ,  b u t  b e i n '  b a d
a i n ' t  n o  t r o u b l e  a t  a l l . "  T h e  d e f a u l t  m o d e  o f
human ex is tence seems to  be  se l f - in te res t ,
w h i l e  a l t r u i s m - r e g a r d  f o r  a n d  s e r v i c e  t o
o thers - requ i res  a  spec ia l  p rogram.

I t  i s  a  p reoccupat ion  o f  today 's  med ia
mogu ls  to  remind us  how hor r ib le  we are .
Hardly a day goes by without reports of a
t rag ic  shoot ing  in  h igh  schoo l ,  a t  the  pos t
o f f i ce ,  o r  in  the  s t ree ts ;  spousa l  abuse;
p o r n o g r a p h y  a t  e v e r y  t u r n ;  t h e  b r o k e n
Amer ican fami ly ;  te r ro r is t  ac t i v i t ies  wor ld -
w ide ;  the  Ba lkans ;  A f r i ca ;  the  Midd le  Eas t -
t h e  l i t a n y  g o e s  o n .  N e i g h b o r  h e l p s  n e i g h b o r
s imp ly  i sn ' t  news.

Robert  Bel lah, in his 1985 Habits of the
Hear t ,  po in ted  to  a  b reakdown in  mora l
responsibi l i ty-so necessary for a free society.
Rober t  Putnam in  h is  "Bowl ing  A lone"  thes is
po in ted  ou t  tha t  Amer icans  inc reas ing ly  w i th -
draw from civi l  society.  Most recent ly the
lns t i tu te  fo r  Amer ican Va lues  c r ied  an  a la rm
in  i t s  "Ca l l  to  C iv i l  Soc ie ty -Why Democracy
Needs Mora l  T ru ths . "

"Every th ing  na i led  down is  coming loose, "
s a i d  t h e  A n g e l  G a b r i e l ,  l o o k i n g  d o w n  o n
humani ty 's  mora l  con fus ion  in  Marc  Con-
nel ly 's 1930 play The Green Pastures. This
c h a r m i n g  A m e r i c a n  p l a y  t r a n s l a t e s  b i b l i c a l
d rama in to  very  ear thy  te rms.  Gabr ie l ' s  sad
words  are  as  accura te  now as  they  were  in
1  930.

We l ive in an age of moral deconstruct ion-
ism. We fearlessly cr i t ique and cr i t ic ize, dissect
and d ismant le  our  cu l tu re 's  convent iona l  w is -
dom.  For  example ,  one o f  the  grea t  runn ing
jokes about Unitar ian Universal ists is that we
bel ieve, not in the Ten Commandments, but the
Ten Suggest ions. O; i t  has been asked, " ls i t
real ly true we accept the Ten Commandments
provided they can be amended at the next
annual meeting?" In a cartoon Moses says to
God, "Maybe l 'd better del iver just the f i rst  ten
now and see how i t  goes down."

ln  a  February  27 ,  1999,  ed i t ion  o f  the  car -
toon "Non Sequ i tu r "  by  Wi ley  f rom the  In te r -
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net ,  Moses  is  s tand ing  be fore  the  ch i ld ren  o f
l s rae l  w i th  two s tone tab le ts  in  hand.  The cap-
t i o n  r e a d s  " T h e  D a w n  o f  M i d d l e  M a n -
agement . "  Moses te l l s  the  peop le ,  "OK,  i f  i t ' l l
he lp  you fo l low them any  be t te r ;  you  can
re fer  to  them as  the  ten  miss ion  s ta tements . "

In  another  car toon,  Moses br ings  down the
Ten Commandments  f rom Mt .  S ina i  fo r  two
peop le  who are  wa i t ing  anx ious ly  and says ,
" l t 's just a f i rst  draft ,  but i t  seems that no one
is  go ing  to  ge t  away w i th  any th ing ! "  Another
car ica ture  shows a  man and a  woman s tand-
ing  ou ts ide  a  church  look ing  a t  i t s  bu l le t in
board that says, "Special  this week: Observe
any e igh t  o f  the  ten  commandments . "  The
man says  to  the  woman,  "There  must  be  a
l im i t  to  permiss iveness . "  But  my favor i te  i s
two anc ien t  berobed w ise  men look ing  a t  the
s tone tab le t  bear ing  the  Deca logue,  one say-
ing  to  the  o ther ;  " 'Comandments '  i s  mis -
spe l led . "  On i t  goes .

Why do  we today  have such fun  parody ing
th is  anc ien t  e th ica l  code? We do i t  par t l y
because we f ind  the  Ten Commandments
hard  to  l i ve  by .  l t  i s  uncompromis ing .  F i rs t ,  we
h a v e  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  " s o i r i t u a l  c o m m a n d -
m e n t s "  d e a l i n g  w i t h  h u m a n i t y ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p
to  God:  have no  o ther  gods ,  do  no t  use  the
Lord 's  name in  va in ,  do  no t  worsh ip  ido ls ,
keep the  Sabbath  ho ly .  Then we have a  t ran-
s i t ion ,  a  pos i t i ve  commandment  fo r  a  change:
honor  your  fa ther  and your  mother .  F ina l l y ,
we have f i ve  no-nonsense oroh ib i t ions :  thou
sha l t  no t  commi t  adu l te ry ;  thou sha l t  no t
s tea l ;  thou sha l t  no t  k i l l ;  thou  sha l t  no t  bear
fa lse  w i tness  aga ins t  thy  ne ighbor ;  and thou
sha l t  no t  covet  thy  ne ighbor 's  possess ions ,
inc lud ing  thy  ne ighbor 's  w i fe  (ev ident ly  the
commandments  were  pr imar i l y  fo r  men,  no t
women) .

The Tennessee state senate oassed a resolu-
t ion that prods local schools,  homes, and busi-
nesses to post copies of the Ten Commandments
in prominent places. Unfortunately,  i t  seems
that most people in one pol l  could name no
more than two of the ten, and many weren' t
too happy when told about the others.

Are  the  Ten Commandments  ou t  o f  da te?  l f
so ,  how can we na i l  down some e th ica l  con-
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vict ions when, moral ly,  "everything nai led
down is  coming loose"?

The Decalogue appears twice in the Hebrew
Scriptures-Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5-
the products of two di f ferent schools of
thought.  Ancient edi tors f inessed this redun-
dancy by having Moses break the f i rst  set of
tablets in a f i t  of  anger at the lsrael i tes who
were  worsh ipp ing  the  go lden ca l f .  He had to
go back for a second set.  The Ten Com-
mandments  were  a  k ind  o f  cons t i tu t iona l  law
f o r  a  w a n d e r i n g  p e o p l e .  B i b l i c a l  s c h o l a r s
bel ieve there were ten to correspond to the
ten f ingers, thus making them easier to mem-
orize for publ ic worship. They stand as a major
ethical  step forward in their  t ime, some 3,000
years ago.

To what extent are the Ten Commandments
st i l l  instruct ive? Most of us would reject a jeal-
ous god who equates blasphemy with murder.
This Jehovah is not a user-fr iendly god, but
often a vain and vengeful  one who promises
retr ibut ion for every violat ion of the com-
mandments .  Th is  god is  the  Great  E th ica l
Enforcer.

Nonetheless, the Decalogue stands as a
monument in ethical  history. In words the
Unitar ian poet James Russel l  Lowel l  used for
the motto of the American Copyright League,
" ln  va in  we ca l l  o ld  no t ions  fudge,  and bend
our  consc ience to  our  dea l ing ;  the  Ten
Commandments  w i l l  no t  budge,  and s tea l ing
wi l l  con t inue s tea l ing . "

I t  is easy to car icature attempts to modern-
ize  the  Ten Commandments :  "Remember  the
Sabbath day and keep i t  holy,  unless some-
th ing  comes up" ;  "Thou sha l t  no t  bear  fa lse
witness against thy neighbor-at least not on
a regu la r  bas is " ;  "Honor  thy  fa ther  and thy
mother ;  usua l ly " ;  "Thou sha l t  no t  ge t  caught " ;
"Thou shalt  not get involved." And then, in
our free society,  some would argue for volun-
tary compl iance, any other restr ict ion on free-
dom be ing  unseemly .

The moral of  the story of the Ten Com-
mandments  i s  to  unders tand i t  as  an  h is to r ica l
benchmark ,  se t t ing  fo r th  f  undamenta l ,  i f
sometimes abstract,  rules for human conduct.
The Decalogue, however,  does not help us in
get t ing  f rom abs t rac t ions  to  the  o f ten
ambiguous prob lems o f  every  day .
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While many long for the securi ty of abso-
lutes, others look more to inner values than
external constraints to guide behavior.  Char-
acter is what we are when no one is looking.
Character is when we act,  though i t  wi l l  not do
us any part icular good. Character is when we
meet  what  Rushwor th  K idder  ca l l s  our  "unen-
fo rceab le  ob l iga t ions"  to  our  ne ighbors .

I  reca l l  one summer  even ing  many years
ago when a  Roman Catho l i c  v is i to t  learn ing  I
was  a  min is te r ,  asked about  my re l ig ion .
When he heard that I  nei ther feared hel l  nor
sought heaven, but bel ieved in " the impor-
tance of being good for nothing," he was
incredu lous .  He sa id  tha t  i f  he  d idn ' t  fear  e te r -
nal punishment or seek eternal reward there
wou ld  be  no  te l l ing  what  he  wou ld  do .  He
was bound to the Great EnforceL not the
mora l  power  o f  unenforceab le  ob l iga t ions .

Why do we honor our marr iage covenant
even when we are at t imes unhappy? Why do
we sacri f ice to raise chi ldren when that seems
hopelessly frustrat ing? Why do we keep prom-
ises even when we could get away with break-
ing them? Why do we obey the law even
when there is l i t t le danger of being caught?
The evangel ist  Dwight Moody def ined charac-
te r  as  "what  you are  in  the  dark . "

Why do  we invo lve  ourse lves  in  communi ty
serv ice  and soc ia l  ac t ion  when no  one seems
to not ice and we often fai l? And why have
peop le  done these th ings  fo r  cen tur ies?  No
external power is forcing us to meet these
ob l iga t ions ;  we are  t ru ly  on  our  own,  no t
coerced by  the  "cudge l  bu t  an  inward  mus ic :
the  i r res is t ib le  power  o f  unarmed t ru th ,  the
powerful  at tract ion of i ts example," in Boris
Pasterrrak's words.

Ethicist Carol Gilligan, a student of the late
Harvard psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg, sug-
gested that women and men understand ethics
differently. For men, laws and rules are para-
mount.  Ethics consists in obeying them. For
women,  she argues ,  i t  i s  the  re la t ionsh ip
between people that is crucial .  Do we hurt  or
he lp  one another  i s  the  ru l ing  pr inc ip le .  G i l l i gan
is closer to what I  would cal l  ethics as unen-
forceable obl igat ions-our covenant to relate
lovingly and compassionately to one another.

I  speak of ethics in terms of " the importance
of being good for nothing." Our motivat ions
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for behavior depend neither on fear of hel l  nor
promise of heaven, but on our inner convic-
t ions. Ethics are unenforceable obl igat ions. l f
" laws are the wise restraints that maKe us
free," James Conant says, then ethics are those
inner imperat ives that prompt us to care when
we need not, to act when it may be controver-
sial ,  to serve when we would rather indulge
ourselves. The true test of character is to act
when so  do ing  w i l l  no t  do  us  any  persona l
gooo.

Hosea Ba l lou ,  tha t  n ine teenth-century
Universalist preacher of universal salvation, was
r id ing  the  c i rcu i t  in  the  New Hampsh i re  h i l l s
with a Baptist minister one afternoon. They
argued theology as they traveled. At one point,
the Bapt ist  looked over and said, , ,Brother

Bal lou, i f  I  were a Universal ist  and feared not
the f i res of hel l ,  I  could hi t  you over the head,
steal your horse and saddle, and ride away, and
l 'd st i l l  go to heaven." Hosea Bal lou looked over
at him and said, " l f  you were a Universal ist ,  the
idea would never occur to you."

One of our moral critics, educator Robert
Coles of Harvard, writes, "something is wrong
with a society whose members are endlessly pre-
occupied with feel ing better,  rather than
obsessed with making the world better." In his
cross-cultural  studies of chi ldren he f inds the
self-portrai ts of r ich American chi ldren f i l l  up
the whole page, whi le in those of Hopi Indian
children of the American southwest they are
merely a dot in a rich landscape.

Wi th  tha t  unders tand ing  then,  here  are  ten
cons idered conv ic t ions ,  o r  shou ld  we say
hab i ts ,  to  be  learned by  h igh ly  e th ica l  peop le .
How do they  s tack  up  aga ins t  the  b ib l i ca l
commandments?

1. The cosmos does not make junk. Creat ion
is fundamental ly good. Walk gent ly upon
the earth as you would be a good guest in
a neighbor 's house.

2 .  Peop le  a re  p rec ious .  Be gent le  w i tn  your
ne ighbor -none o f  us  knows what  i t  i s
l i ke  to  be  another .  Walk  a  mi le  in  the i r
moccasins.

3.  Our  being here is  both pr iv i lege and
right. Be gentle with yourself-aspire to
be more than you are-but accept your
f initude and your contingency.

4. Love people, use things. Treat people as
ends, not means. people must not be
used for our ulterior purposes.

5.  Doing good is  not  about  keeping score.
Aff irm the importance of being good for
nothing. Do good for i ts own sake.

6. Let the inner and the outer person be the
same. Be honest with yourself.

7. Deeds are more important than creeds.
So act that your behavior speaks louder
than your  words.

B. This world is a neighborhood. All people
are our neighbors. We are here to share
with our neighbors so that everyone has
enough, no one has too much, and we
share with maximum freedom and mini-
mum coercion.

9.  And to show a l i t t le  more humor than the
Ten Commandments: Always be a l i t t le
kinder than necessary.

10. Finally, "Do unto others 20 percent better
than you would have them do unto you-
20 percent  to  correct  for  subject ive
error."

The Golden Ladder of Giving
According to Maimonides

1. To give reluctantly, the gift  of the hand,
but not of the heart.

2. Fo give cheerful ly, but not in proport ion
to need.

3. To give cheerful ly and proport ionately,
but  not  unt i l  so l ic i ted.
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4.

5 .

To give cheerfully, proportionately, and
unsolicited, but to put the gift into the poor
[person's] hand, thus creating shame.

To give in such a way that the distressed
may know the i r  benefac to t  w i thout
being known to him/her.

To know the objects of our bounty, but
remain  unknown to  them.

To give so that the benefactor may not
know those whom heishe has rel ieved,
and they  sha l l  no t  know h im/her .

To prevent poverty by teaching a trade,
sett ing a man/woman up in business, or
in some way prevent ing the need of char-
i t y . G i v i n g  i s  m o s t  b l e s s e d  a n d  m o s t
acceptable when the donor remains com-
pletely anonymous.

-Quotations of Courage and Vision,
ed i ted  by  Car l  Hermann
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