Three Approaches to Decision-Making
1. Legalism

With this approach one enters into every decision-making situation encumbered with
a whole apparatus of prefabricated rules and regulations. Not just the spirit but the let-
ter of the law reigns. Its principles, codified in rules, are not merely guidelines or max-
ims to illuminate the situation; they are directives to be followed. Solutions are preset,
and you can “look them up” in a book—a Bible or a confessor's manual.

Judaism, Catholicism, Protestantism—all major Western religious traditions have
been legalistic. In morals as in doctrine they have kept to a spelled-out, “systematic”
orthodoxy. The ancient Jews, especially under the post-exilic Maccabean and Pharisaic
leadership, lived by the law or Torah, and its oral tradition (halakah).! It was a code
of 613 (or 621) precepts, amplified by an increasingly complicated mass of Mishnalc
interpretations and applications.

Statutory and code law inevitably piles up, ruling upon ruling, because the com-
plications of life and the claims of mercy and compassion combine—even with code

legalists—to accumulate an elaborate system of exceptions and compromise, in the
form of rules for breaking the rules! . . .

2. Antinomianism

Over against legalism, as a sort of polar opposite, we can put antinomianism. This is
the approach with which one enters into the decision-making situation armed with
no principles or maxims whatsoever, to say nothing of rules. In every “existential mo-
ment” or “unique” situation, it declares, one must rely upon the situation of itself, there
and then, to provide its ethical solution. ...

While legalists are preoccupied with law and its stipulations, the Gnostics [a type
of antinomianism] are so flatly opposed to law—even in principle—that their moral
decisions are random, unpredictable, erratic, quite anomalous. Making moral deci-
sions is a matter of spontaneity; it is literally unprincipled, purely ad hoc and casual.
They follow no forecastable course from one situation to another. They are, exactly,
anarchic—i.e., without a rule. They are not only “unbound by the chains of law” but
actually sheer extemporizers, impromptu and intellectually irresponsible. They not
only cast the old Torah [Jewish Law] aside; they even cease to think seriously and care-
fully about the demands of love as it has been shown in Christ, the love norm itself. . . .

3. Situationism

A third approach, in between legalism and antinomian unprincipledness, is situation
ethics. (To jump from one polarity to the other would be only to go from the frying pan
to the fire.) The situationist enters into every decision-making situation fully armed
with the ethical maxims of his community and its heritage, and he treats them with
respect as illuminators of his problems. Just the same he is prepared in any situation
to compromise them or set them aside in the situation if love seems better served by
doing so.

Situation ethics goes part of the way with natural law, by accepting reason as the
instrument of moral judgment, while rejecting the notion that the good is “given” in
the nature of things, objectively. It goes part of the way with Scriptural law by accept-
ing revelation as the source of the norm while rejecting all “revealed” norms or laws
but the one command—to love God in the neighbor. The situationist follows a moral

law or violates it according to love’s need.

' The prophetic ] tradition gave way to the E-D tradition, with its precepts and laws,



