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ABSTRACT

Technology has several advantages, but the growing fear is that the power of human beings
over nature through technology is growing in an alarming rate so that, if not checked with
a new ethics of responsibility, we may be heading to the destruction of nature and the
annihilation of humanity. In response to this fear, Hans Jonas set a whole new debate into
motion, both in Germany and America, and ultimately in Europe and South Africa, when
he argues (in his book entitled, The imperative of responsibility: In search of ethics for the
technological age,1984) that the existing approaches to philosophical ethics, including
theological ethics, are inadequate since they do not tackle the serious issues produced by
the rapid expansion of modern technology. He then asserts that we must make a concerted
effort to develop a theory of responsibility so that humanity may be salvaged from future
extinction. In Jonas’s view, the first requirement for a theory of responsibility is “the
heuristic of fear.” The heuristic of fear is that fear which encourages us to act ethically for
the future wellbeing of mankind.? The second requirement is a ... nonreciprocal
responsibility and duty.”® This is a responsibility and duty which enables one to think about
the future wellbeing of his/her children without expecting a reward. In order for humanity
to exist in the future, there must be an accountability for one’s self and the needs of others
and the biosphere. Whereas Jonas denies that religion could form the basis of a universal
ethics of responsibility for the technological age, Schweiker strives to prove him wrong by
producing a Christian version of an ethics of responsibility for the technological age from
that of Jonas. The conclusion of this author is that Schweiker was not able to prove Jonas
wrong that theological ethics may not be formulated universally.

Key Words - Heuristic, non-reciprocal, ethics of responsibility, Christian ethics,
technological age

INTRODUCTION

We live in a world in which the rapid expansion of technology is threatening the very basis of life.
Technology is everywhere in modern society. Technology is so important for life that we find it in the
computers we use, the televisions we watch, the cars we drive, the implements and gadgets in our hospitals,
and in our farms, in the aircrafts we travel in across the continents, space crafts, the clothes we wear, the
microwaves we use, weapons of our warfare, in our kitchens, in our bathrooms, etc. Quite recently in Ghana,
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there was a fault with our national computer grid for only half a day and it managed to create panic and
brought most of the cities in Ghana almost to a standstill. Whenever there is an electricity outage in Accra
and Kumasi and the traffic lights go off, there is always chaos on our roads as nobody wants to wait for the
other vehicle to go first at our crossroads. In fact, without technology, human beings would have died in
their millions from various types of diseases, hunger and accidents. Without technology, we would still be
using old and difficult ways of farming - without implements and tractors; rivers and oceans would have
been difficult to cross, etc. We live in a technological environment; once technology is taken away from
our societies, the human culture may collapse.*

But technology has its disadvantages too. Modern terrorist attacks have made it very clear how
vulnerable modern culture could be because of its dependence on technology. Some byproducts of
technological expansion include “scarce and poisoned water, infertile soil, polluted air and a shattering of
the relationships that nurture a sense of belonging and companionship.”® We are able, miraculously, to send
human beings to the moon and back; we design computers that are able to do countless things; we build
missiles that are able to reach their targets with an amazing accuracy, and create atomic bombs that are
capable of wiping out a whole city of its inhabitants. Terrorism is at its best because of the technological
instruments that they use. The growing fear is that the power of human beings over nature through
technology is growing at such an alarming rate that, if not checked with a new ethics of responsibility, we
may be heading to the destruction of nature and the annihilation of humanity. Hans Jonas outlines the
problem concisely this way:

Modern technology, informed by an ever-deeper penetration of nature and propelled by the forces
of market and politics, has enhanced human power beyond anything known or even dreamed of
before. It is a power over matter, over life on earth, and over man himself; and it keeps growing at
an accelerating pace.... The net total of these threats is the overtaxing of nature, environmental and
(perhaps) human. Thresholds may be reached in one direction or another, points of no return, where
processes initiated by us will run away from us on their own momentum — and towards disaster.®

Coupled with the relativism and individualism of the West with their concomitant problems, the indications
are that the technological advancements are most of the time made without adequate reference to its moral
implications. When the ethical implications are not well reflected upon, we will get to a time when
technology may bring the whole human race to extinction, as warned by Jonas and others before him. This
is the reason why Christians and other religious people, governmental policy makers, scientists, etc. have
to make special efforts to let the world know that believing in ourselves is very important if ever we wish
to be able to move forward in this world, but at the same time, it is equally important to note that when the
activities of the world are taken out of the domain of the Creator, the sustainer of this world, the
consequences are fatal. David J. Hawkin points out the challenge this way, “There is surely a need for a
radical change of attitude, and Christian theology can help to bring this about by showing that human
autonomy is not at all incompatible with a nurturing and conserving attitude towards God’s creation.”” Like
Jonas, others also worked on the ethics of responsibility.®

It is worth mentioning in this introductory section that William Schweiker has particularly been
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the face of the dangers inherent in the development of technology. Furthermore, whereas Jonas is sure that
religion could not form the basis of a universal ethics of responsibility, Schweiker attempts to prove him
wrong by producing a Christian version of an ethics of responsibility. As to whether Schweiker indeed
proves Jonas wrong about the status of religious ethics to tackle future ethics of responsibility is yet to be
seen. This article will end by formulating a Christian ethics of responsibility different from that of
Schweiker that will call on the world to emulate the love Christ exhibited towards humanity by dying for
their sins.

The challenge of technological advancement
In his book, The imperative of responsibility, Jonas set out for himself the task of finding out how life could
be an object of responsibility in the face of the fast growing human technology. Jonas warns that the
unprecedented technological development in modern times has increased the power and control of humanity
over reality such that if care is not taken, humanity will end up annihilating not only itself, but the whole
of life on earth. He reveals that “The net total of these threats is the overtaxing of nature, environment and
(perhaps) humans as well.”® This means that when care is not taken, humanity may not be able to control
what he/she creates, and this will lead to global catastrophe! “The raping of nature and the civilizing of
himself go hand in hand,” Jonas observes.'® According to Jonas, the awareness of the danger of technology
for humanity’s continued existence became prominent after the Hiroshima bombings and the nuclear
weapons following immediately after it.! Jonas also is of the view that the threat technology poses to the
planet’s ecology became apparent in the second half of the twentieth century. This resulted in philosophers
again reflecting on the age-old dualism — the relationship between human being and nature, and between
mind and matter — but which took on a totally new form at this stage. As far as Jonas is concerned, this
practical new focus is becoming the source of reflection for philosophy and will continue for years to
come.*? Jonas also suggests that apart from ecology, which includes its subdivisions of land, sea and air,
demography, economics, bio-medical and behavioral sciences, and even the psychology of mind pollution
by television, are some of the areas that need the direction of a new ethics of responsibility.*3

He also notes that with the change in human power over nature with the development of technology,
human action has changed, and since ethics is concerned with action, it calls for a new ethics to guide this
new form of power that humanity has found.!* Jonas then expresses the opinion that it will take the same
mind, which created the problem in the first place, and the rethinking of the concept of responsibility, to
correct the danger posed by technology, and that no god will do this for humanity.*® But the unknowable
future is even more widened in the face of technology, and “will grow bigger as we go on with bigger
technology.”® We of the present generation can project into the future more than our predecessors, but we
still know less, he argues. “This unknown X of permanent innovation haunts every equation,” he stresses.*’
This will affect the whole destiny of humanity, he warns. This, then, should bring about a new focus of
ethical theory that will guide the future unknown technological dynamism.

The inadequacy of traditional and religious ethics to tackle the situation

He further suggests that the traditional ethics that we have is not able to guide the future scientific
developments, because it works under the assumption that “... given the impossibility of long-term
calculation, one should consider what is close at hand only and let the distant future take care of itself.”®
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Traditional ethics works under the assumption that because humanity is not able to foresee what
will happen in the future, and therefore human responsibility and power is limited, humanity should not be
blamed for any well-intentioned actions that later backfires. In other words, traditional ethics absolves
actors of blame for consequences they cannot foresee. But according to Jonas, this assumption of traditional
ethics is no longer able to solve the current growing problems posed by the advance of technology because
“human ability to act has outstripped the power to predict the consequences of actions.” The reason being
that in an effort to advance technology, which is seen by many as a good thing, humanity is gaining a lot of
power and control over nature and the environment to the extent that the external environment and human
nature are being altered in a disturbing way through genetic engineering, new techniques in medicine,
behavior modification and the production of nuclear weapons (which are even detrimental to the survival
of the human species).

He argues that the moral injunctions, both in scripture and in tradition, deal with the horizontal
(anthropocentric) and vertical (theocentric) relationships of life, and that we need an ethics that will look
into the future existence of humanity, and at the same time make humanity responsible for the consequences
of the lethal misapplications of technology. He, therefore, recommends that we need to do serious ethical
reflections to come out with an ethics of responsibility that will do away with the anthropocentric standpoint
of current ethics (where man is the center of ethics), and come out with an ethics of responsibility that is
future-oriented®® and capable of tackling the problems highlighted above. In other words, since the effects
of the actions of humanity are not only affecting humanity alone, but also the eco-system and the future
existence of humanity, the anthropocentric ethics that has existed since the time of the Sophists, must be
done away with, and a new one that tackles the ethical problems of the technological age be formulated.

According to Jonas, in traditional ethics, one refrains from participating in a certain way of life
because one wants to live a happy life with God in the life hereafter. In order to achieve this objective, one
has to lead a life that is pleasing to God such as “justice, charity, purity of heart, etc. ...”?° He further asserts
that it is a life in which one makes conscious effort to daily progress “... from impurity to purity, from
sinfulness to sanctity, from bondage to freedom, from selfhood to self-transcendence™?* He argues that this
kind of life is an individualistic way of life in which one lives his/her ethics in the here and now for a future
reward. Such ethics, he further argues, fails to look into the future life sustenance of humanity, let alone
worry over the dangers of technological developments for the continued existence of humanity on earth.
He notes in his own words that ... in the ‘moderate’ version of the belief in the soul’s salvation (of which,
if 1 am not mistaken, Judaism is an example) we still deal, after all, with an ethics of contemporaneity and
immediacy, notwithstanding the transcendent goals; ...”%?* As far as traditional and religious ethics are
concerned, Jonas is of the opinion that a completely new approach is needed as all traditional ethics,
including religious ethics, is inadequate. He surmises that the theory of responsibility which he is about to
formulate is lacking so far.

Jonas’s solution to the problem

1. The heuristic of fear

In Jonas’s view, the first foundational requirement for the ethics of responsibility is “the heuristic of fear.”
The heuristic of fear, according to Jonas, is that fear which encourages us to act ethically for the future
wellbeing of mankind.? He asserts that in order for us to really appreciate what we cherish in every moral
philosophy, the negatives should evoke the positives. For instance, sickness should enable us to appreciate
health; war’s misery should enable us to appreciate peace, etc. This means that for ethics to function well,
it must have fear as its basis, and so the heuristic of fear should be the foundational principle for the new
ethics.?*
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He further notes that coupled with fear should be the ability to visualize “the long-range effects of
technological enterprise”® In other words, the one who chooses to engage with the formulation of the new
future ethics should be visionary. He argues that such a person should not only be visionary, but one who
is also able to bring about a feeling of fear that enables one to visualize the future safety of the planet. Such
fear, according to him, should be a “spiritual sort of fear which is, in a sense, the work of our own deliberate
attitude™?® It should be an altruistic fear that enables one to act with a clear understanding that neither
he/she, nor anyone connected with him/her, is going to enjoy the benefits of the safety that they are fighting
for to preserve the continued existence of posterity. Such an attitude, Jonas observes, must be cultivated to
the extent that it moves our inner being to be part of that visionary process.

2. Unconditional responsibility and duty

He further indicates that the idea of reciprocity, whereby one pays another in his/her own coin or insists on
his/her right does not fit into the new future ethics that he is envisaging. What the new ethics requires is a
“... nonreciprocal responsibility and duty”?” This is a responsibility and duty which enables one to think
about the future wellbeing of his/her children without expecting a reward. In other words, the responsibility
is unconditional and one-sided.?® It is also a responsibility which makes sure that future existence is secured
and their quality of life assured, even when it has nothing to do with our own descendants. When we do
this, he argues, we are respecting their humanity, and it enables the future generation to live the way they
ought to live.

3. The use of power with the aim of preserving the future existence of mankind
Another requirement for the imperative of responsibility is the idea of the on-going existence of mankind?
He describes this as the “ontological idea” or the “ontological imperative” of man, the idea that there should
be humanity in the future that we are envisioning.®

According to Jonas, the first condition of responsibility is “causal power”, i.e. the ability to act.
He notes that “power” is that which binds “will and obligation together,” and therefore, “moves
responsibility into the center of morality”! The ability to act, he accentuates, is that which makes an impact
in the world. But if one should act responsibly, the action should be under the person’s control, and he/she
must also see, to some extent, the consequences of his/her actions, and be accountable for his/her actions®?
But added to this is the responsibility “for” another agent. So whereas one is accountable for one’s own
actions, one is also responsible for the needs of others.

4. Responsibility should be total, continuous and futuristic

Jonas names “totality,” “continuity,” and “future” as characteristics of the kind of responsibility that is to
be exercised.®® In terms of “totality,” he affirms that this type of responsibility could be akin to parental
responsibility since a parent has “total” care towards his ward. Parental responsibility, he affirms, is the
origin and paradigm of all responsibilities. He notes: “The concept of responsibility implies that of an ought
— first of an ought-to-be of something, then of an ought-to-be of someone in response to the first”3* The
ought-to-be of something will, in this instance, refer to the child, and the ought-to-be of someone will refer
to the parent. He observes that “total responsibility” involves “continuity,” since the sole aim of the subject
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should be the caring of the object in its historicity and in its future.®® “Total responsibility” should look at
the history of the person, and from there take the person into the future, even though that future may not be
known. So there is to be continuity into the future as far as “total responsibility” is concerned. The fact that
one may not know what will happen in the future or how the object may behave in the future is a paradox.
He further surmises that the freedom of the future person is paramount, if true responsibility is to take place.
Jonas then turns his attention to the work of Friedrich Nietzsche on the future plight of mankind. According
to Nietzsche, man, developing from the animal world, is always getting better, and he anticipates a
tomorrow in which man will grow into a “superman.” This “superman” will also develop beyond itself into
something else, and the process will continue endlessly. Even though Nietzsche did not teach about a future
state in which there will be quality or future happiness, Jonas agrees that the fact that he expected a great
thing to come in the future puts him in contention with what he is anticipating.*® Jonas, however, faults
Nietzsche in that, according to him, he fails to outline how this superman could be realized.

5. Responsibility should be the collective work of all humanity
Jonas further suggests that the responsibility for the care of the future of mankind should be the collective
work of all humanity. He notes that this responsibility has become even more acute considering the rapid
growth of “scientific-technological-industrial civilization.”®” The result is that humanity has become not
only dangerous to himself/herself, but also to the biosphere since the interests of nature and humanity
coincide. This, responsibility, he suggests, should be beyond self-interest.® Because this new ethics of
responsibility is borne out of danger, it must have an element of survival, preservation and prevention, he
argues.®®

He argues that nuclear weapons can be abolished without affecting human existence.*® His main
worry is about the apocalypse of the “too much,” with the resultant exhaustion, pollution, and despondency
of the earth. In order for this gloomy picture to be averted, a complete change of life-style and habits will
have to be made by the industrialized world. This, he observes, will be much more difficult than the
prevention of nuclear destruction looming ahead. “Therefore, with all respect for the threat of sudden
destruction by the atomic bomb, | put the threat of the slow incremental opposite, overpopulation and all
the other “too much,” in the forefront of my fears,” he stressed.** He went on to state that the apocalyptic
destruction that he envisages is one that is even more than the threat of the atomic bomb; it is one in which
all human society is included in the process of gradual destruction of the earth. And unfortunately, it may
be our grandchildren who may have to suffer for it. For Jonas, the imperative of responsibility is: Act so
that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human life; or expressed
negatively: Act so that the effects of your action are not destructive of the future possibility of such life.*?
Responsibility, as far as he is concerned should be collective.

Critique of Jonas’s solution to the problem

Now, what are the weaknesses of Jonas’s ethics of responsibility for the technological age? The first
weakness that we will like to discuss here is what Schuurman describes as the cosmological deficiency in
the philosophy of technology.*® This is the situation where the world or reality is not addressed in its
entirety, but only part of it is addressed to suit a particular agenda or propaganda. This cosmological
deficiency results from the work of Francis Bacon (who advocates that nature must be enslaved and made
to serve humanity), then later René Descartes (who argues that nature is like a machine and can be
manipulated to human advantage), and reached its peak during the Enlightenment in the eighteenth
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century,* culminating in the nihilism of the West, which is the philosophical belief that “nothing has any
value, especially that religious and moral principles have no value.”* Technology, the application of
science to human advantage, is seen as a “saviour” and that which brings authenticity and fulfillment to
humanity. Humanity is seen as having arrived, and that the world can be controlled and manipulated by
using science and technology as tools for the advancement of the goal of humanity, which, as we mentioned
earlier, is to attain authenticity and fulfillment in this world. With the help of Friedrich Nietzsche, God was
declared “dead” together with His moral norms, and hence any relationship with a god. Immanuel Kant
describes the motto of the Enlightenment as: “Have the courage to use your own understanding.” Human
reason was seen as the sole arbiter of truth. Henceforth, humanity fully has control over reality, and with
the new found power (technology as a tool to control the cosmos), technology can be used to manipulate
the cosmos to foster his/her agenda on earth. It is important to reiterate here that technology in itself is not
bad. In fact, when used properly, it is supposed to serve and better the life of humanity and the biosphere.
The world-view that technology, and not any religious revelation, can be used to manipulate reality to
humanity’s advantage has affected Western scholarship, and seems also to have affected Hans Jonas’s work
on the ethics of responsibility for the technological world. This is because in an attempt to formulate a
future-oriented ethics of responsibility for the technological world, Jonas satisfies the nihilism of the West
by formulating an ethics of technology that is objective in nature, but which excludes reference to God, and
thus fails to look at reality holistically. By trying to satisfy the West, Jonas also falls in the trap of
Schuurman’s cosmological deficiency.

It is not surprising that Jonas produced an ethics of responsibility that is not theologically inclined
because Jonas did not believe in the theistic concept of God that emphasizes the immanence of God - the
fact that God is active in the day-to-day activities of the world. In an attempt to explain the problem of evil
in the world, especially in the face of the brutal annihilation of Jews (including his own mother) at
Auschwitz, he created his own myth of creation, which rhythms with the deistic concept of God that God
created the world, put all the laws of nature in place and took a risk by living the running of the world in
the hands of human beings. Thus, Jonas managed to turn Nietzsche’s “dead God” into an “absentee God.”
According to Him, the evil in the world may not be attributed to God since human beings are in control of
the world. The implication is that because God is “absent” from this world, no one has the right to impose
his/her God or morality on anyone. It is no wonder, therefore, that Jonas produced an imperative of
responsibility that is universally inclined and not theologically oriented. His imperative of responsibility,
which states: Act so that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human
life, or expressed negatively: Act so that the effects of your action are not destructive of the future possibility
of such life,*® shies away from an ethics of responsibility that aims at tackling holistically the nature of
reality from the context of the God of creation.

If, indeed, Jonas believes that God created the world and took a risk by leaving the running of the
world in the hands of humanity, then it is equally true that he should have emphasized the stewardship of
humanity over God’s creation by including that discourse in his ethics of responsibility for the technological
world. He should have emphasized the fact that humanity has a huge responsibility to preserve what God
has entrusted into their hands by virtue of His withdrawal from the world and leaving the running of the
world in the hands of humanity. Unfortunately, his discussions did not include the stewardship of humanity
over God’s creation. As Christian Wiese explains, “There is much to support the idea that in the Imperative
of Responsibility Jonas endeavored to develop a universally plausible ethics for a global secular society...
He wanted to avoid the risk of his project being branded a ‘Jewish ethics’ and thus having its breadth of
influence impaired.”’

This kind of ethics has a limited purview, and fails to take account of the universal nature of reality.

4 According to Schuurman, “The spirit of the Enlightenment, in particular, promoted the influence of the technical control
mentality.”
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46 Jonas, The imperative of responsibility, 11

47 Wiese, C. The life and thought of Hans Jonas: Jewish dimentions. (Waltham, Mass: Brandeis University Press, 2007), 111

E-Journal of Religious and 63
Theological Studies

©ERATS




ERATS June 2019 Issue - Volume 5 Number 2

An ethics of responsibility that fails to take into consideration the many-sided nature of reality, and as such
the transcendental nature of reality, and hence, excludes reference to the God of creation, or the
metaphysical nature of reality, is bound to suffer from cosmological deficiency. Schuurman succinctly
describes the situation this way: “Reality is often reduced to the world that science and technology aim to
control — to a positivistic cosmology, a view of the cosmos to which technology is the key. This lopsided
take on the world does not do justice to the many-sided dimensions and coherence of reality in its fullness
and pays no attention to its dependence on and orientation with respect to its divine Origin, no heed to the
transcendental direction of everything.”*® Reality is not only about materialism; there is a spiritual
dimension to it, and that is what Jonas fails to recognize in his imperative of responsibility. Such a world-
view, as Schuurman also notes, suffers from ethical deficiency, as the object of technology is directed solely
to the satisfaction of the whims and caprices of humanity to the neglect of the ecological environment and
the biosphere as a whole. Technology is meant to serve the needs of humanity, but where there is no
objective, transcendental source of ethical reference, the world capitalizes on the vacuum so created and
many fatal consequences ensue. For example, in a situation like that, the business world focuses on profit
as the sole aim of production, and that defeats the purpose and function of technology. We are aware that
governments are supposed to make laws to govern the technological world, but where governments find
themselves in the same predicament, who should be the ultimate judge of ethical norms?*® We emphatically
suggest that ultimately, God or the divine should be the arbiter of such ethical norms. Schuurman argues:
“The norms that follow from the values of the technological world picture are effectiveness,
standardization, efficiency, success, safety, reliability, and maximum profit, with little or no attention given
to the cost to humanity, society, the environment, and nature.” For instance, the current European horse-
meat scandal, where horse meat is criminally canned as beef to maximize profit is a case in point. The
blatant misuse of technology with the resultant effect of the depletion of the ozone layer is another example
to point to the fact that if care is not taken, the future existence of humanity is in grave danger. America
and the international community are pushing Iran very hard to stop the production of nuclear weapons
because it also may have a devastating effect on the future existence of humanity if the nuclear weapons
fall in the hands of, for instance, terrorists. With the production and testing of missiles that are capable of
carrying nuclear weapons, North Korea is another place where the attention of the world must be focused.
In this light, we agree with Schuurman when he argues that, “Technology is no longer the liberator, but
itself stands in the service of power over humans and nature and, as such, binds humanity, destroys nature,
and threatens culture.”!

Furthermore, it is important to note that human nature is made up of a complex mixture of freedom
and responsibility; where there is freedom, there is responsibility. “Freedom” chooses between alternatives,
between good and bad. The modern technological world-view emphasizes the freedom of humanity to the
neglect of responsibility. The Enlightenment slogan that “Man is of age,” and as such does not need any
God to tell him/her what to do with his/her life is a way of embracing freedom to the neglect of the
responsibility that goes with free will. Where freedom is emphasized to the neglect of the responsibility
that accompanies freedom, then there is bound to be disaster. Jonas is able to point to the fact that freedom
alone in this world may lead humanity to despair and vacuity,* but did not follow it up by stressing that the
neglect of the existence of the God of creation by the Western world is the key to the problem of nihilism,
and until God, the creator of humanity and the universe is brought back into the picture, humanity may
continue to misuse the growing power and control that humanity wills over the whole of reality by the
advance of science and technology. For Jonas, the answer to the question, “What are we responsible for?”

48 Schuurman, Responsible ethics, 117

49 Sartre and Levinas argue that global ethics cannot be left in the hands of governments and politicians alone, but it must also be
laid in the hands of individuals.

%0 Schuurman, Responsible ethics, 116

51 Schuurman, Responsible ethics, 118

52 Jonas, 1982. The phenomenon of life: towards a philosophical biology (Phoenix ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
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is “the future existence of mankind,”*® or we ought to preserve the “the idea of Man.”>* But from his myth
of creation, we can infer that the answer to that question should be: ‘humanity is responsible to the deistic
God’ who has made them responsible over all of reality by virtue of His withdrawal. For us, the
transcendental and biospheric dimensions of reality are important if ethics could gain a universal
significance. This is where, we believe, Hans Jonas’s weakness lies, and where William Schweiker took up
the mantle!

Let us now look at the Christian ethics of responsibility of Schweiker to see whether he was able
to defuse Jonas’s assertion that religious and traditional ethics are unable to cater for the ethics needed for
the technological age.

William Schweiker’s Christian ethics of responsibility

In his book entitled Responsibility and Christian ethics (1995), Schweiker sets out to formulate what he
describes as an integrated ethics of responsibility within the Christian context to diffuse the impression
given by Jonas that religious ethics has no place in secular ethics in this modern world. Whereas Jonas is
of the opinion that the dominance of religion in the West is lost forever, and therefore formulates a secular
ethics of responsibility to respond to the current situation, Schweiker is of the view that a universal
theological ethics of responsibility could still be formulated to salvage the inadequacy of current traditional
and religious ethics. The similarity between Jonas and Schweiker is their desire to make the responsibility
for the future welfare of humankind (and other life-forms) central to ethics. Schweiker agrees on the
inadequacy of traditional ethics but is convinced that a renewal of Christian ethics can provide the ethics
that is needed.

In his response to Jonas, Schweiker agrees that traditional ethics, including religious ethics are not
adequate to tackle the current problem posed by the technological advancement to the future existence of
mankind. Schweiker emphasizes, like Jonas, that the existing moral theories, including current Christian
ethics, do not tackle the future life-threatening dangers that technological development poses to the future
existence of humanity. He is of the view that traditional Christian ethics dwells too much on the individual
relation with God and fellow human beings, and that it should go beyond that to include the respect for the
future of human life and the ecological environment. In other words, Christian ethics should desist from
only concentrating on individual salvation in Christ to the neglect of the ecological life, but should also see
how humanity could leave a legacy that will improve the life of posterity. This means that Christian moral
philosophers and theologians should also reflect on the implications of scientific and technological
developments for the future of human life.%®

In addition to his observation that traditional and Christian ethics fails to take into consideration
the respect for the future of human life and the ecological environment, Schweiker further argues that in
much of Western ethics and virtually all of traditional Christian ethics, a person’s moral life is determined
by the consideration he/she gives to others and to God, and that is where the inadequacy of modern ethics
lies. In his own words, he writes, “What is under criticism is the belief that the consideration of the well-
being of others or one’s duty to God ought to determine a person’s conduct and also what kind of life he or
she should strive to live. Morality is defined by obligation to others, which include reasons for self-
sacrifice™® Like Jonas, he insists that this ethics is not able to guide the persistent dangers of scientific
developments in the world since it concentrates on satisfying one’s neighbor and God, before oneself, and
therefore fails to portray the reciprocity and all-encompassing ethics that is needed in a future-oriented
ethics. Schweiker refers to this anomaly in traditional and Christian ethics as impartial other-regard, which
in his judgment permeates all cultures as well as traditional Christian ethics®” For instance, he notes that

%3 Jonas, The imperative of responsibility, 81

54 Jonas, The imperative of responsibility, 84

5 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 221-222
56 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 10

57 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 10
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others come first in the Christian injunctions that ‘we do to others as we would have them do to us; and
also that we are to love our neighbors as ourselves‘® He also cites Feminist ethicists who bemoan the fact
that women lose their self-esteem when they suppress “... their needs, sensibilities, and actions to the
demands of traditional roles and obligations to others”®® As far as he is concerned, the “Christian faith
intensifies the principles of moral equality and reciprocity through its conception of love, or agape® In
other words, an ethics of responsibility that starts with the individual and flows into the lives of others and
vice versa is better than the one-sided ethics that aims at loving one’s enemies and neighbors exclusively.
For him, therefore, the latter idea is the false interpretation that most Christians have placed on Christian
ethics. In his book, Theological ethics and global dynamics, he argues that it is because of the inadequacy
of traditional ethics that the world has turned elsewhere for the solution to moral problems. He puts it this
way: “The inadequacy and poverty of ethics, I contend, is due in some measure to the modern banishment
of religious sources from moral thinking...”®!

According to Schweiker, individualism forms the core of human values in contemporary Western
cultures. Consequently, the search for the goodness and satisfaction in human life is found, not in religion,
but in fulfillment and authenticity, where fulfillment and authenticity are defined in the context of
enrichment and enhancement of human life here on earth.®2 This philosophy of life, according to him, does
not cater for future ethical responsibility, and explains why a new ethics of responsibility is needed.®®
At atime when the secular world seeks to increase its power over nature, when the secular world has equated
power with value, and also when the culture of fulfillment and authenticity seems to be the accepted norm
of the Western world, Christian ethics, Schweiker argues, should emphasize the goodness of the power in
humanity, and redirect the world to the source of all power — the divine — and seek to interpret human life
in the context of the care, respect and the enhancing of the integrity of life before God. Schweiker makes it
clear that Christian faith entails the conviction that who God is, is revealed within the travail of history.

Like Jonas, Schweiker affirms that the prevailing problem in the ethics of responsibility is the
radical expansion of human power in the contemporary world. As a result of this, “Power makes
responsibility basic to ethics in our age.”® This problem, he argues, is recognized by many in current ethics
and “... centers on the radical extension of human power through technology in all of its forms, for instance,
medical, military, communicational, and environmental technology ...” ® He insists that an ethics of
responsibility is helpful for morality since it deals with the appraisal and direction of power and that since
responsibility hinges between agent and deed, it becomes very important in a world in which human power
is increasing.®® He observes that ethics of responsibility searches for the proper use of power in morality.

Schweiker questions Jonas’s notion that the idea of being, or the heuristic of fear should invoke
reverence in us and enable us to obey the moral law that ultimately helps us to work towards the future
existence of humanity. According to him, what gives us moral insight does not simply lie in reverence for
being, but in “some idea, symbol, event, or name other than the idea of Man ...” %" The solution, for him,
lies in the exercise of radical interpretation in the context of theology. He explains that radical
interpretation is the activity in which we freely engage in self-criticism with the aim of transforming our

58 ¢f, Mat. 19:19; Mk 12:31; Lk. 10:27; Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14; Jas. 2:8

59 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 11

60 1995, Responsibility and Christian ethics, 10

61 Schweiker, Theological ethics and global dynamics: In the time of many worlds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2004), x;
cf. Schweiker, W. Power, value and conviction: Theological ethics in the postmodern age. (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 1998),
22

62 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 12

83 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 224

64 2009. Responsibility and moral realities, Studies in Christian Ethics 22:472-495; cf. De Villiers, 2006. Prospects of a Christian
ethics of responsibility (Part 1): An assessment of an American version, Verbum et Ecclesia, 27(2), 470.

8 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 25; cf. Schweiker, 1998. Power, value and conviction, 1

86 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 28; cf. Jonas, 1984. The imperative of responsibility, 23

67 Schweiker, W 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility: A proposal for theological ethics, The Journal of Religion
73(4), 630-631
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moral lives to the point of gaining respect for the dignity of humanity and the biosphere. This moral
transformation gained by self-reflection would also transform our self-understanding and lead us to care
and respect others. This enables us to “see others as good, as ends-in-themselves, as this entails the demand
to realize life in others and ourselves® He surmises that this can be achieved if power finds its ultimate
application in the idea of God, the source of power. For the imperative of responsibility to be formulated in
the Christian context, it must define God with respect to some “specific values and norms: God is creator,
sustainer, and redeemer.”®® Seeing God in that light will enable us to subject power to the sustenance of
humanity. Schweiker avers that his claim to the idea of God is to enable the transformation of “one’s moral
sensibilities and sense of responsibility”’® For him, what makes us understand the worth of others is the
radical interpretation of the name and identity of God. This could be achieved in two ways: first, by
employing what has been called the first precept of practical reason, that is, seek good and avoid evil,
which when interpreted through the name of God means that we recognize finite life and refrain from its
destruction. The second is that, “in all our actions and relations we ought to respect, even reverence, life in
relation to God”™ These, according to Schweiker, are the conditions for responsible action. “Radical
interpretation within a theological perspective is the enactment of the freedom to know and value others
and ourselves in God for the sake of the integrity of life,” he stresses.’

Touching on what constitutes the heart of a Christian ethics of responsibility, Schweiker objects to
the contemporary Western society’s emphasis on fulfillment and authenticity and argues that promoting the
reign of God on earth is the key moral value, since Christian ethics centers on advancing the reign of God
in human relations and the world. Schweiker emphasizes the theocentric nature of Christian ethics in the
following statement: “Christian ethics contends that human beings live, move, and have their being in God.
Our most basic relationship to the universe is a relation to the divine.”” It is in the divine that we understand
ourselves, which means that knowledge of the divine and knowledge of ourselves are functionally linked
together. Schweiker rightly makes it clear that for an ethics to be called Christian ethics, it must explore
“the inner possibility for the exercise of power,” which can be found in “the symbol of creation, the idea of
covenant, and beliefs about Christ’s self-giving love.”’* It is important to note in Christian ethics that “God
has acted and is acting in history,” Schweiker observes.” Christian ethics, he reiterates, is expected to make
an explicit assertion about the moral life, which is that life in Christ, which brings about a higher, fuller
form of life. In Christian ethics, therefore, moral responsibility is deep-seated in God as the source of power,
in Christ who poured out Himself and took the form of a servant, and in the Holy Spirit who authorizes
people to be responsible agents.”

Contrary to Jonas therefore, Schweiker argues that Christian ethics has a lot to offer in a world
where there is an increase in human power and globalization, which has subjected life on this earth to human
decision and power. Christian ethics is to interpret the moral life in such a way that power is directed into
respecting and enhancing the integrity of life. Like Kant, Schweiker avers that in loving God and loving
ourselves, we are called upon also to love our neighbors’ worth and dignity and use that to transform human
power in order to respect and enhance the integrity of life on earth. The imperative of responsibility, he
declares, is this, that in all actions and relations we are to respect and enhance the integrity of life before
God.”" “God is, Christians believe, the reality — the living power — which enables and requires integrity of
life,” he stresses’® Schweiker argues that to be responsible is to promote the wellbeing of life before God.

8 Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility, 632

69 Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility, 634

0 Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility, 631

"1 Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility, 635

72 Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral responsibility, 637

3 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 214; cf. Schweiker, 1993. Radical interpretation and moral
responsibility, 617

74 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 215

5 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 223

6 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 216; cf. Phil. 2:1-11
7 Schweiker, 1995. Responsibility and Christian ethics, 2, 125

8 2009. Responsibility and moral realities, Studies in Christian Ethics 22:493
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He observes that living a responsible life before God fulfills the Biblical injunction that we should “lose
ourselves” in order to gain ourselves.’”® This, then, is the worldview of a theological ethics of responsibility.
Even though Schweiker formulates his imperative of responsibility in close proximity to that of Jonas, the
difference is that whereas Jonas’s imperative of responsibility is universally oriented, Schweiker
emphasizes a theocentric nature of the ethics of responsibility.

Is universal theological ethics possible?

The question to be answered at this point is whether Schweiker managed to prove to Jonas that a universal
theological ethics is possible. First, to us, the imperative of responsibility formulated by Schweiker does
not show that theological ethics of responsibility could be formulated universally, and therefore, he did not
prove Jonas wrong. This is because try as you could, atheists and those who do not have the same concept
of God like Schweiker will be excluded from a theological imperative of responsibility like that of
Schweiker above. Where God is introduced into an imperative of responsibility, atheists, African traditional
religion and some eastern religions who do not have the same concept of God as Christians are left out.
This means that it may be impossible to have a theological imperative of responsibility that is universal
because of its particularity.

Second, it seems to me that the imperative of responsibility formulated by Schweiker does not fully
conform to what we will describe as Christian imperative of responsibility that he set out to formulate. This
is because, the way it stands, it rhymes with the theistic religions like Judaism, Islam, etc., and does not
include the Christian character. This, we believe, is an attempt to fulfill his desire to formulate a theological
universal ethics of responsibility. But because of the particularistic nature of Christianity, we do not think
that it can fall within the universalistic confines of ethics. A Christian ethics of responsibility, as far as we
are concerned, comes to contribute to the debate by presenting Christ’s sacrifice of Himself for the sins of
humanity as a paradigm for the world. From our point of view, a Christian imperative of responsibility that
improves on that of Schweiker may be formulated this way: in all actions and relations we are to respect
and enhance the integrity of life before God as portrayed in the altruistic death of Christ for humanity.
The death of Christ is a positive, prospective ethics of responsibility in that it brings hope for today and
hope for the future (see John 10:10).%

Looking critically at Schweiker’s argument on whether or not religious ethics is adequate, one
observes that his argument is not purely on the inadequacy of traditional and religious ethics as such. Rather
the debate is on the misapplication and misinterpretation of traditional and religious ethics. Schweiker is,
therefore, right to emphasize that the ethics of the other regard is incomplete (impartial) if Christian love
(agape) is to be practiced correctly, and that love, properly practiced, should be reciprocal. He also calls
upon humans to exhibit that same love to the biosphere if love should be practiced holistically. We agree
that the Christian love that is described as agape should be holistic in nature. Christian ethics should be
interpreted in such a way that the individual, his neighbor, God and the environment should be taken into
consideration if agape love is to be fully practiced. Holistic or agape love is expected to extend to the
ecological environment because the continuation of life on earth is, to a large extent, dependent also on a
healthy ecological environment. Humanity is expected to respect and enhance the integrity of life before
God in the context of Christ’s altruistic love for humanity if holistic love is to be practiced in its fullness.
When love is, thus, applied holistically, it will affect positively our attitude to the use of technology and is
likely to make us more responsible towards making sure that technological advancement occurs in such a
way that the future existence of humanity and the biosphere are not jeopardized in any way.

9 Mat. 10:39; Lk. 17:33

80 We are aware that such a Christian imperative of responsibility may not cater for Islam, Judaism, atheists, African traditional
religion, etc. but the sacrificial nature of Christ’s death can still be an example for humanity to emulate.

81 Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and to kill and destroy; | have come so that they may have life, and have it to the

full” (John 10:10)

E-Journal of Religious and 68
Theological Studies

©ERATS




ERATS June 2019 Issue - Volume 5 Number 2

Christ’s Sacrificial Death on the Cross for Humanity as a Paradigm for Ethics of Technology

A Christian ethics of responsibility, as far as | am concerned, comes to contribute to the debate by presenting
Christ’s sacrifice of Himself for the sins of humanity as a paradigm for the world. What happened and now
partially prevails is that humanity has sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Humanity, therefore, has
the responsibility to pay for their own sins. But because humanity cannot pay for their own sins since God
needed a sacrificial “lamb” without blemish, God, out of His love for humanity, sent His Only Begotten
Son to take the place of sinful humanity in order to atone for their sins. It was an altruistic sacrifice in that
Christ died for sins He did not commit. Since one cannot formulate a Christian ethics of responsibility
without including, at least, the name of Christ and who he represents for humanity, a universal Christian
ethics of responsibility is a mirage. As Wolfgang Schoberth generally puts it,

“A Christian conception of responsibility can only succeed when it places God’s action before the

definition of human abilities, and when it reflects on human agency as secondary to God’s

gifts...That such an understanding of responsibility cannot be appreciated by everyone is no

surprise but simply the result of the fact that it cannot aim for general plausibility if it wants to

retain its distinct character.
A Christian imperative of responsibility must, thus, include a call to emulate the love of Christ for the world.
This will entail the subjection of human power and control to the altruistic nature of the death of Christ. In
that case, power gained from the progress of science and technology will not be used selfishly, but will be
used to promote the integrity of life before God in Christ Jesus. A Christian imperative of responsibility
that improves on that of Schweiker, from my point of view therefore, may, consequently be formulated this
way: in all actions and relations we are to respect and enhance the integrity of life before God as portrayed
in the altruistic death of Christ for humanity. The death of Christ is a positive, prospective ethics of
responsibility in that it brings hope for today and hope for the future (see John 10:10).

In order for the future of humanity to be preserved, the way forward is for everyone to emulate the
altruistic love of Christ for humanity in the face of the technological advancement. For example, before a
terrorist decides to kill people for his/her cause, he/she must, first of all, think about Christ’s love for
humanity and emulate that love by refraining to embark on the terrorist attack. This approach may seem
naive, but if one decides to emulate the love of Christ, he/she may be forced to refrain from any action that
may hurt one’s neighbor.

CONCLUSION

As far as | am concerned, a Christian imperative of responsibility should, therefore, include a call to emulate
the love of Christ for the world. This will entail the subjection of human power and control to the altruistic
nature of the death of Christ. In that case, power gained from the progress of science and technology will
not be used selfishly but will be used to promote the integrity of life before God in Christ Jesus. And since
one cannot formulate a Christian ethics of responsibility without including, at least, Christ and who he
represents for humanity, a universal Christian ethics of responsibility is a mirage.®? As Wolfgang Schoberth
generally puts it, “A Christian conception of responsibility can only succeed when it places God’s action
before the definition of human abilities, and when it reflects on human agency as secondary to God’s
gifts...That such an understanding of responsibility cannot be appreciated by everyone is no surprise but
simply the result of the fact that it cannot aim for general plausibility if it wants to retain its distinct
character.”® Therefore, even though Schweiker came out with an ethics of responsibility in close proximity
to that of Jonas, Schweiker’s imperative of responsibility varies from that of Jonas by its theological nature.
But Schweiker did not succeed in proving Jonas wrong that theological ethics cannot be used to formulate
a universal imperative of responsibility.

82 Cf. De Villiers. Prospects of a Christian ethics of responsibility (Part 2): An assessment of three German versions, Verbum et
Ecclesia, 2007: 28 (1), 89
83 Schoberth, W 2009. The concept of responsibility: Dilemma and necessity. Studies in Christian Ethics 22 (4), 440-441.
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