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HERE I STAND 
What Are Our Moral Foundations? 

Text: Psalm 11; Matthew 7:24-25 

Making Sense of the Madness (Part 3) 
 

Contributors to the Culture of Conflict 
 
We have been trying to make sense this month of the madness that seems to have 
overtaken our conversation about culture and politics in America today. Many of us are 
concerned that the level of division, demonization, distortion, and diatribe has become so 
intense now that it threatens our ability to function effectively as a nation. The old song, 
“United We Stand,” has been replaced by a new anthem, “I Can’t Stand You.” 
 
Two weeks ago, we looked at some of the sociological and technological changes that have 
contributed to this culture of conflict. Last week we explored some of the psychological 
dynamics that drive the way we move through the world. We also examined the three major 
ethical worldviews that influence how different ones of us see the issues of our time. Today, 
I want to complete the picture by reflecting with you on what I believe are the moral 
foundations at the base of our current struggles. 
 
Long ago, the prophet Samuel of Israel wrote: “The foundations of the earth are the 
LORD’s; upon them he has set the world” (1 Samuel 2:8). Embedded in that assertion is 
the idea shared by most people on earth that God is the original builder of life, and that he 
has established certain foundations – physical ones and moral ones -- upon which the 
success and stability of this house he’s made naturally rests. Even atheists and agnostics 
share this sense that there are certain physical and moral foundations that need to be 
understood, respected, and preserved for life to go well. Hence the question, voiced by the 
biblical Psalmist: “When the foundations are being destroyed, what can the 
righteous do?” (Psalm 11:3) 
 
That’s the question underlying the passions of both the Right and the Left today. The morally 
intuitive elephants inside of us have been whipped up into a frenzied state by our political, 
religious, and media riders. Whether we look at the world through the autonomy, 
community, or divinity lens, huge numbers of us are feeling like the foundations of a healthy 
life or society are being destroyed – and there are legitimate causes for concern. But before 
we decide that the other side is all to blame and pummel each other to death, let’s step back 
and consider what we’re fighting over. 
 

Six Moral Foundations 
 
In his extraordinary book, THE RIGHTEOUS MIND: Why Good People Divide Over Politics & 
Religion, Jonathan Haidt contends that underlying the Three Major Ethical Worldviews we 
examined last week are Six Moral Foundations found the world over. In other words, you can 
go to any culture, in any place, at any time in history, and you will find these six moral values 
being expressed in some way. Haidt is not a religious man, but if ever there was empirical 
evidence of the character of a common Creator who has stamped his image into humanity, I 
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think he has provided it. Today, I want to look very briefly at each of the moral foundations 
Haidt identifies. I think you’ll see that they help explain the intensity of our political and 
cultural struggles today and why all of it matters. 
 
The first moral intuition embedded in human nature is the impulse to CARE for people in the 
face of real or potential harm. Whether our passion is to care for the unborn baby and the 
wounded war vet, or for the urban poor and the immigrant child, we believe we are called to 
protect the vulnerable and the victim. We’re supposed to p rovide help to those who 
genuinely can’t help themselves. Jesus declares how much God himself identifies with the 
Care value when he said: “I was hungry / thirsty and you gave me something to eat 
/ drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed 
me, I was sick / in prison and you looked after me / came to visit me.” “Whatever 
you do (or do not do) for one of the least of these, you do (or do not do) for me” 
(Matt 25:31-46). 
 
The second moral foundation at play in our disputes today is the value of LIBERTY. Only 
where sin has badly blinded someone, does he or she not want to see basic human rights 
respected and freedoms extended. We all believe that people should be released from unjust 
bondage and relieved of undue burdens. We may differ on whether forbidding someone from 
carrying an AK-47 is a violation of “basic” rights or whether a particular commerce regulation 
constitutes an undue burden. But we are essentially united in being for liberty and against 
oppression. We stand with Jesus, who said: “The Spirit is upon me… to proclaim 
freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, and release for the 
oppressed” (Luke 4:18). 
 
The moral foundation of FAIRNESS matters to all of us too. Some of us are incensed these 
days by the thought of all the “takers” sucking the life from the “makers,” killing the cow that 
provides the milk. Others of us are outraged at the thought of all the “makers who ARE 
takers,” living the high life, hiding their profits, while the little guy struggles. Wherever we 
are on that continuum, it’s the sense that some people are cheating that works us up. We’d 
like to stop free-riding and abuse by the lazy or the powerful. We think that everybody ought 
to have fair opportunity and fair reward from their labor.  
 
The Bible says: “If a king judges the poor with fairness, his throne will always be 
secure” (Prov 29:14). “   ”The Lord secures justice for the poor and upholds the 
cause of the needy” (Psalm 140:10). But, “If a man will not work, he shall not eat” (2 
Th 3:10).  ”A man reaps what he sows” (Galatians 6:7). ”The worker deserves his 
wages” (Luke 10:7). Somewhere in this balance fairness lies, and we need to keep 
struggling to find it. 
 
The fourth of the six moral foundations found the world over is LOYALTY. As someone has 
said, human beings are “groupish” creatures. We find identity and security in belonging to a 
“tribe” of one kind or another. We rise to defend our tribe against threats and competitors. 
We’ll often be loyal to our clique, our family, our party, sorority, or platoon even when it is 
against our immediate self-interest. Some have even been known “to lay down their life for 
their friends (John 15:13). Those on the right and left today are fighting over which group 
deserves our greatest loyalty. Should our greatest focus be on the welfare of this nation or 
the wider community of man? Should we focus on the development of jobs here or on the 
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development of a global economy with power to lift even more? Is the arrival of many more 
non-white groups a threat or a blessing? 
 
It’s hard to see straight or together on these things. Sometimes the ties of loyalty that bind 
us also blind us. Our groupishness brings out our most violent tribal side. But this basic 
capacity for commitment to others is one of the most beautiful things about us, and part of 
what the Triune God has in mind. “Though there are many of us, we are one body in 
Christ, and individually we belong to each other” (Romans 12:5). “Don’t let loyalty 
and faithfulness leave you” (Prov 3:3). “Let’s work for the good of all… and 
especially for those in the household of faith” (Galatians 6:10).  
 
Alongside these other moral foundations lies the value of AUTHORITY. This value is getting 
harder to find as more and more of us view life through the lens of personal Autonomy. It 
erodes further every time we see authority abused. But deep within many of us lies this 
respect, nonetheless, for the role that hierarchies play in ordering society, cultivating virtue, 
and protecting the weak. We’ll always remember the elders and mentors who pushed us to 
do things we’d never have done (and be less now without) if it were not for their authority 
over us. We won’t forget the police and firefighters who rushed into the collapsing towers of 
the World Trade Center, because they’d been disciplined to do so. For all the over-reaching 
some may associate with government, most of us are glad it’s given us highways and 
Medicare and protection from terror. 
 
God intended for authority to be largely a blessing. ”Honor your father and mother, so 
that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving you” (Ex 20:12). Or,  
”Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord” (Col 3:20). Or, 
”Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for… [these] 
authorities that exist have been established by God” (Rom 13:1-2). In our passion for 
autonomy, there still remains a need for wise authority at many levels of our society. Finding 
people worthy of that role remains one of our central challenges.  
 
The final moral foundation I want to touch on today is the value of SANCTITY. Simply put, 
Sanctity is the moral intuition that some things are holy, pure, or sacred and should, 
therefore, be protected against degradation. In God’s Word we read: ”Be holy because I, 
your God, am holy” (Lev 19:2).  ”Keep yourself pure” (1 Timothy 5:22). ”Do not give 
dogs what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs” (Matthew 7:6). The Bible 
supplies a list of sacred things – human life, Sabbath time, the covenant of marriage between 
a man and a woman, the innocence of children, the Creation God called us to steward.  
Some people feel we should widen the circle of the sacred to embrace other things, ranging 
from the American flag to other forms of marriage. Because people have such strong feelings 
of protectiveness or repugnance around sanctity issues, or because their intuitions about care 
and fairness affect how they look at these things, conversation about sanctity issues is 
especially intense and difficult.  
 

Implications 
 
But we need to have these conversations, simply because, contrary to popular interest, it is 
not only sin and self-interest but the effort to advance these positive moral values that drives 
many of our political and cultural battles today. I’ve charted out for you just some of the 



© Daniel D. Meyer | Christ Church of Oak Brook 4 

linkages I see, and you can find this chart in the Study Guide we’re supplying with this 
sermon on our website.  
 
Back in the 5th Century, the brilliant Christian bishop, Augustine, wrote these words: “A 
people is a multitudinous assemblage of rational beings united by concord regarding loved 
things held in common. If we wish to discern the character of any given people, we have to 
investigate what it loves… Surely it is a better or worse people as it is united in loving better 
or worse things.”  
 
 We are constantly being driven to view the other side as fundamentally “immoral” or “evil” 
people. But if you talk long enough with someone from a different political persuasion, you 
will find that it is no small part because of particular positive moral values – “loved things” -- 
that their elephant and rider move in the direction they do. Start listening for those moral 
passions from now on and it may change the way you look at and talk with others. 
 
I’ve found in my own conversations that almost everyone we meet cares for ALL SIX of these 
moral foundations, to a greater or lesser extent. What even more serious researchers have 
discovered, however, is that those on the liberal end of the scale tend to identify more with 
the leftmost values while conservatives tend to feel a greater passion for the values on the 
right side of the chart.  I encourage you to seek out someone who lives on the other side of 
the political spectrum and ask them which moral values they fear are being lost in our time 
or could help renew our society. Find out what they believe are the values of your side of the 
spectrum. Share with them your own heart. 
 
When Martin Luther, the German theologian, was on trial for his life before the powerful of 
his day, they pressured him to join them in their convictions. But Luther couldn’t agree fully 
with the party line in which he’d been schooled. He had studied the Scriptures and found 
there a fuller counsel than that he’d been taught and others were mouthing. And so, in that 
risky moment, Luther is reputed to have said some words that helped touch off the 
Reformation of Europe: “Here I Stand. I can do no other, so help me God.” 
 
We need more people of biblical conviction and Christian courage like Luther in our day. If 
you are a member of a particular political party, you are under great pressure from your 
group to align yourself heavily on one side of that chart and despise those who live on the 
other. But if you are a follower of Jesus first, then your ultimate agenda is that of God’s 
Kingdom. You will be concerned to see that your personal life and our public life is built on 
ALL of these moral foundations.  
 
“Therefore,” said Jesus, “everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them 
into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came 
down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it 
did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock” (Matt 7:24-25).  God and his 
Word are the rock on which the foundations of any great society rest. May we have the 
wisdom and discipline to stand there and to seek his vision for our nation and its people 
above all else. 
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