An Introduction to Religion and Ethics Eduqas AS Knowledge Organiser:
Theme 3A Agape
Key concepts:
■ Fletcher, influenced by earlier moral theologians,
advocated a ‘new’ approach to Christian ethics between
the two extremes of legalism and antinomianism.
■ Fletcher’s solution was that we should always use the
principle of love or agape (selfless love) applied to each
unique situation, meaning that ‘right’ decision in one
circumstance cannot be a blueprint for all circumstances.
■ Fletcher considered his teachings as firmly grounded in
‘classical’ Christianity and a key text was Mark 2:27 ‘The
Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath’,
indicating for Fletcher that the practical application of
Christian love (agape) involved a more flexible approach
to rules.
■ For Fletcher, ‘absolute’ principles of right and good are
not realistic; they became problematic if applied blindly
without considering specific situations.
■ He quotes Henry Miller reference to legalism as ‘the
immorality of morality’.
■ Fletcher argued that the Church’s legalistic approach that
used ‘prefabricated rules and regulations’ as ‘directives’
was only ‘hurting people instead of helping them.’
Fletcher saw it simply as unchristian.
■ Fletcher also rejected antinomianism. Those who saw his
approach as antinomian equated the term situational
with the term existential and did not appreciate his own
approach as grounded in a virtuous ‘strategy of love’.
■ Fletcher’s called his system a ‘principled relativism’
because, although rejecting absolutes, he did not
embrace total autonomy.
■ Strategy differentiated Fletcher’s theory from
antinomianism: ‘antinomians had no strategy and were
‘armed with no principles or maxims whatsoever’.
■ Fletcher rejected the traditional view conscience. He
rejected conscience as a form of intuition, as inspiration
from the Holy Spirit, as internalised cultural values and as
the application of reason.

Key quotes:
Instead, conscience was simply a description of the
process of response to ethical issues. It was a ‘function’
not a ‘faculty’; Fletcher interest was not in what
conscience ‘is’ but what it ‘does’ in looking forward and
addressing the moral problem at hand.
■ Fletcher saw love (agape) as the only true ‘principle’ that
was constant and obliging whereas rules and laws were
merely supportive ‘illuminators’.
■ Fletcher’s saw his approach as biblical and found in the
teachings of Jesus (Luke 10:25:37) and the parable of the
good Samaritan.
■ The teaching of love for neighbour, the ‘Greatest
Commandment’, was for Fletcher the essential summary
of all biblical teachings.
■ It was also recognised as such in the teachings of St Paul
(1 Corinthians 13) as the greatest of all virtues - what
better base for practising Christian ethics?
■ Situation Ethics is a form of moral relativism, a
consequentialist and teleological theory.
■ Situation Ethics is relativistic because it recognises no
universal moral norms or rules; it is also consequentialist
because application of agape also makes moral
judgements based on the outcome or the consequences
of an action; it is a teleological application of ethics as it
is also concerned with the end purpose (telos) or goal of
any proposed action.

“The simple-minded use of the notions of ‘right and
wrong’ is one of the chief obstacles to the progress
of understanding.” (Norman Whitehead)
“Conscience is merely a word for our attempts
to make decisions creatively, constructively,
fittingly.” (Joseph Fletcher)
“Legalists make an idol of Sophia… situationists
use it.” (Joseph Fletcher)
“…these three remain: faith, hope and love... the
greatest of these is love.” (1 Cor.)

Issues for analysis and evaluation:
Key arguments/debates
Some philosophers would argue that Fletcher’s
understanding of agape is open to the same criticisms
made of deontological rules as a theoretical norm that
create problems when implemented. Others would
argue ethical laws revealed by God must be intrinsically
good since they are part of God’s omnibenevolent
nature.
Key questions
Can agape be verified with any degree of accuracy?
Can Situation Ethics work in practice when a society
needs rules?

■ For Fletcher, the end should always be that which asserts
the triumph of Christian love.

Key words:
Legalism					antinomianism						middle way		love (agape)
absolute					situation								unique				strategy
conscience					function									biblical				Jesus
Good Samaritan			Greatest Commandment			Paul					1 Corinthians

