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		Preface

		This book is a kind of sequel to Simply Christian and Surprised by Hope. There I set out (among other things) what seems to me a basic
principle of early Christianity, namely that God the Creator intends
to bring heaven and earth together at last, and that this plan has been
decisively inaugurated in Jesus Christ. This vision has radical implications
for every aspect of how we think about Christian faith and
life. In Surprised by Hope, in particular, I argued that the final hope
of Christians is not simply “going to heaven,” but resurrection into
God’s new creation, the “new heavens and new earth.”


Part of the point of all this is that resurrection and new creation
have, according to the first followers of Jesus, already begun to
happen, precisely because of what happened to Jesus himself at Easter.
I began, in both those earlier books, to point on to some of the ways
this might play out in terms of Christian responsibility in and for
the world, and not least in terms of Christian behavior. In the present
book I seek to develop this theme much further, with particular
attention to the notion of Christian “character” and “virtue.” The
basic point is this: Christian life in the present, with its responsibilities
and particular callings, is to be understood and shaped in relation
to the final goal for which we have been made and redeemed. The
better we understand that goal, the better we shall understand the
path towards it.

As I have worked on these ideas, both in the sense of thinking and
teaching about them and in the sense of trying to put them into
practice, I have become aware of something coming back to life, at
several levels. That’s why this book is called Virtue Reborn. Let me
just mention three of those levels.

For a start, the idea of “virtue” has been making a comeback in
popu lar writing and thinking over the last few years. People in many
professional circles are talking about how to develop “virtue” rather
than simply having a set of rules to be followed blindly. That’s important,
and I hope this book contributes to it, though that contribution
will be indirect.

		More centrally to my purpose here, second, I have sensed that
in the teaching of Jesus and the early Christians there is a note
being struck which the church in the modern Western world has
often been unable to hear. We have rightly emphasized that our own
goodness, our moral hard work, cannot by itself commend us to
God. “Nothing in my hand I bring; simply to thy cross I cling.” So
we have often ignored the great, ancient tradition of “virtue” that we
find in philo sophers like Plato and Aristotle; they, we have supposed,
are part of the problem, not part of the solution. But in the New
Testament we find that those ancient ideas about the way in which
good living is habit-forming, character-forming, are not abandoned;
they are reborn. They aren’t the thing that drives the whole project
of how to be genuinely human, but they are redeveloped within the
framework of the new life which the early Christians discovered
and celebrated.

Third, the word “reborn” gives the clue to how virtue works within
the Christian life. We don’t become Christians by struggling with
great moral effort to make ourselves good enough for God, but by
the work of the Holy Spirit, bringing us to a faith which looks away
from our selves and trusts, instead, in what God has done for us in
Jesus Christ. But that work of the Spirit is precisely the work of
bringing someone to new birth. And, as that person is reborn, the
life into which he or she is brought, like a newborn baby blinking
and crying a moment after delivery, is the life in which new “strengths”
of character need to be nurtured and developed. And the Latin for
“strength” is the word from which we get “virtue.” This book, then,
is about the rebirth, in early Christianity, of the ancient notion of
virtue, within a quite new framework; and about the rebirth, in each
human being, of those strengths which together enable us to be more
truly human.

The result, offered here, is not a full account of “ethics.” It is
certainly not a set of rules to cover all occasions, which is what some
people expect from a book about Christian behavior. As I explain,
I think that’s the wrong way to go about the whole thing. It is,
rather, an exploration of how Christian character is formed, as
a particular and focussed example of how character is formed in
general. I have given particular attention to the close reading of some
key New Testament texts, which I think are often either misunderstood
or toned down when approached from other points of view. And I have tried to bring out in particular the way in which the early
Christians thought of questions about “behavior” not as a separate
topic, but as one aspect of their larger aims: worship and mission.


I have tried to keep the level of writing accessible to people of all
sorts, and have restrained myself from entering into the many fascinating
contemporary debates about Christian behavior as a whole
and in its particular parts. Those who know their way around these
debates will see easily enough where I am following a line taken by
this or that particular writer, or distancing myself from someone
else’s point of view. I have added a note at the end of the book to
indicate some of the places where I have found help, and some of
the debates to which, I venture to hope, this book may, in small
measure, have something to contribute. In particular, I hope to have
reminded readers of the New Testament that the great tradition which
discusses behavior in terms of virtue has more to offer than they may
have thought, and also to have reminded people who have theorized
about virtue that the New Testament has more to offer them than
they seem to have supposed. But the main point of the book lies
elsewhere: to stimulate tomorrow’s Christians of whatever sort, and
in whichever tradition, to be encouraged and excited by the pursuit
of virtue in its specifically Christian form, and to have their character
shaped, together and individually, to become the human beings God
meant us to be, which means being concerned primarily with worship
and mission and with the formation of our own character as the vital
means to that double end.

To those coming to a specifically Christian book as it were from
the outside, I would say this. I have written elsewhere about the
reasons why I believe that, despite all the skepticisms of today’s
Western world, there might after all be a God who made the world
and who is going to put it right at last. The dreams we have that
refuse to die—dreams of freedom and beauty, of order and love,
dreams that we can make a real difference in the world—come into
their own when we put them within a framework of belief in a God
who made the world and is going to sort it out once and for all, and
wants to involve human beings in that process. We now approach
these same issues from another angle. In a world where so much
confusion abounds, how do we know what is “good”? And how do
we discover what being human is really all about? This book is meant
to offer a double challenge: to Christians, to think through the nature of Christian behavior from a new angle; to anyone and everyone, to
think through what it means to be genuinely human. I am proposing
that, when we really understand those two challenges, they eventually
meet up.

This sort of book is not the place for entering into other controversies.
I have assumed, for the present purpose, that Jesus of Nazareth
did and said more or less what the four gospels in the New Testament
say he did and said. I have written about all that, in debate with those
who take radically different viewpoints, in considerable detail elsewhere.
Likewise, I have assumed that St. Paul wrote Ephesians and
Colossians, something which many scholars in the last century or so
have doubted. Actually, the argument of the book doesn’t depend on
either of these assumptions, and for that reason, in addition to the
risk of clogging up the present line of thought, I won’t refer to these
questions again.

In writing about the life of the church, and the challenges facing
Christians in tomorrow’s world, I am uncomfortably aware that
I really only know the contemporary Western church. I have enormously
enjoyed meeting Christians from other parts of the world,
and from traditions very different from my own, and I hope to go
on learning things from them as well as about them. But I can’t
presume to speak about them here. Ideally, I should say “modern
Western Christians” all the time, to reflect this, but that gets clunky
and awkward. I trust that readers, particularly in other parts of the
world, will take it for granted that I am speaking from my own
limited perspective. I hope they will have not only the goodness to
forgive me my parochial viewpoint but the good sense to transpose
what I say into their own contexts.


Translations of the Bible are my own. Those from the New Testament
are mostly taken from the translation I have provided in the Everyone
series of New Testament guides (Matthew for Everyone, etc.), published
by SPCK in London and Westminster John Knox in Louisville,
Kentucky.

As always, I am very grateful to my publishers and editors, particularly
Mickey Maudlin and Mark Tauber at HarperOne and Simon
Kingston and Joanna Moriarty at SPCK, for all their help and
encourage ment; and to my colleagues in Durham for their continuing
support. I have expressed my thanks to various colleagues for
their help in the Afterword.

		My wife deserves particular gratitude for her tenacious enthusiasm
for my writing and her ready willingness to put up with the usual
domestic consequences at a time when other unexpected pressures
were crowding upon her. One cannot write about virtue without
thinking about love, and I cannot think about love without thinking
about her. I have dedicated two other books to her, each of which
marked a serious turning point in my life and work. This one comes,
as ever, with love and gratitude, but with both of those qualities
formed, over further years, into a still deeper habit of the heart.

Tom Wright

Auckland Castle

		
				

	


	
		
			1

			The moment when it counts

			1

			“What good thing must I do?” That’s the question that rings down the years, from children growing up and adults struggling to make their way in the world, from philosophers and novelists and lovers and inventors and politicians and students and senior citizens. “What good thing must I do?” Where are the guidelines? Where are the boundaries? What are the ﬁxed points?

			And—very important—how do we know? Who says? Who makes up the rules? How do you know they’re right? “What good thing must I do?”

			And, the ﬁnal but vital puzzle: even if I know what I ought to do, how do I do it?

			One of the most haunting scenes in the gospel story is the tale of the rich, bright, eager young man who comes running up to Jesus with an urgent question. We should perhaps remind ourselves that serious people in the ancient world did not typically run. It was undigniﬁed. But this man really wants to meet Jesus, really wants an answer to his question—or he thinks he does. So he forgets his dignity and runs to see him, asking, in effect, “What good thing must I do?” He’s out of breath, excited, keen to see what this extraordinary teacher is going to say. Jesus seems to have an inside track on all sorts of things; let’s see what he makes of this one. (Mark 10.17–22; the same story occurs in Matthew and Luke as well.)

			The eager young man asks the question because it has a future reference. He wants hope, and like almost all humans he believes that present actions have future consequences. Because he is a ﬁrst-century Jew, he is thinking particularly of God’s coming new age, the time when, so people believed, the God who had made the world would bring heaven and earth together at last, ﬂooding all creation with justice, peace, and glory. “What must I do,” he blurts out, “to inherit eternal life?”

			Now before we go any further, we need to clear our minds of the image which immediately appears when we hear those words. When ﬁrst-century Jews spoke about “eternal life,” they weren’t thinking of “going to heaven” in the way we normally imagine it. (On all this, see Surprised by Hope.) “Eternal life” meant the age to come, the time when God would bring heaven and earth together, the time when God’s kingdom would come and his will be done on earth as in heaven. When that happens, the man was asking Jesus, will I be part of it? How can I know? What sort of person must I be in the present if I’m going to be part of the new age, when God rescues this sad old world and does what he’s always promised? How can that future reality shape the sort of person I’m becoming right now? If that’s my goal, what is the path which leads there?

			Although the young man was a ﬁrst-century Jew, his underlying question is shared by people of all places and times. Often it is posed in terms of “happiness”: How can I ﬁnd true happiness, the deeply satisfying life that I feel in my bones I was made for but which, so often, seems to slip through my ﬁngers? The United States has, indeed, written this quest into its foundational documents: all people, it is claimed, have a right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” This, of course, begs the question, already asked by ancient philosophers: How do we know what genuine happiness is? Since a lot of people seem to be pursuing it without ﬁnding it, are we clear what it really is and how best to go in search of it? What must we do in the present if we are to reach the goal of a fully human existence, realize our potential, become the people we know in our bones we were meant to be?

			Many people will assume that one of the aims of Christianity is to give answers to the ﬁrst question (“How should I behave?”) while leaving the second (“How can I become truly happy, the person I was meant to be?”) to philosophers and the nonreligious. After all, to many people, the question “How ought I to behave?” cuts clean across the question “How can I be truly happy?” since we tend to assume that rules for behavior are designed to stop us being happy—or, to put it the other way around, if we really want happiness, we need to break, or at least bend, the rules.

			I think life is more complex and interesting than that. Questions of how to behave, and also of how to be happy, are both seen by authentic Christian faith as offshoots or byproducts of something else. If we can get that “something else” sorted out—and the story of the rich young man who came running up to Jesus points the way to this—we might be able to make headway with the offshoots as well. I hope to show in this book that the biblical vision of what human life is ultimately for will open up a perspective in which questions of behavior on the one hand, and of a fulﬁlled human life on the other, dovetail together. But it is with the question of behavior, and the biblical roots of the Christian answer to that question, that this book is primarily concerned.

			Those with sharp eyes may have spotted that the question “How should I behave?” contains two signiﬁcantly different questions within it. First, it refers to the content of my behavior: in what way should I behave? In other words, what speciﬁc things ought I to do and not to do? But second, it refers to the means or method of my behavior: granted that I know what I ought to do and ought not to do, by what means will I be able to put these things into practice? One of the oldest and best-known moral puzzles, after all, is that we all know what it’s like to do something we knew we should not do, or not to do something we know we should have done. Interestingly, Jesus seems to have given both sides of this question the same answer: “Follow me!” That is both what you should do and how you should do it.

			We return, then, to Jesus’s encounter with the eager young man.

			The young man, in company with many ﬁrst-century Jews, was supposing that God’s promised new age would be reserved for loyal Jews—and that Jewish loyalty would be deﬁned in terms of obedience to the Law, encapsulated in the famous Ten Commandments. This wasn’t (as people sometimes suppose) a straightforward scheme of merit and reward, of “keeping the rules” and thus earning one’s passage into the new world. It was, rather, a matter of God’s ancient agreement with his people: he had rescued them to be his people, and in the Law he had outlined the terms of the agreement by which they would demonstrate their gratitude to him. But the young man seems to have kept the terms of the agreement—no murder, adultery, theft, false witness, fraud, disrespect to parents—and still to have had a sense that there must be something more.

			Jesus agrees with this, but in offering this “something more” he takes the young man into new terrain altogether. The commandments which have been listed up to this point comprise the last six of the ten; what about the others? There is no mention of the fourth commandment, about the Sabbath; that’s a topic for another time. But the ﬁrst three commandments take us into a different realm, the realm of avoiding idolatry and of honoring God and his name alone. Jesus doesn’t quote those commandments. Instead, he brings them bang up to date in the young man’s life. If you want to be “complete,” he says, get rid of your possessions. Sell them, and give the money to the poor. Then come and follow me. Somehow, shockingly, following Jesus means putting God ﬁrst, and vice versa.

			Notice what has happened. The young man has come wanting fulﬁllment. He wants his life to be complete—complete in the present, so it can be complete in the future. He knows he is still “lacking” something, and he is looking for a goal, a completion. Jesus suggests that he needs turning inside out. His life is to become part of a larger, outward-looking purpose: he is to put God’s kingdom ﬁrst, and put his neighbor (especially his poor neighbor) before his own fulﬁllment and prospects. Here is the real challenge: not just to add one or two more commandments, to set the moral bar a little higher, but to become a different sort of person altogether. Jesus is challenging the young man to a transformation of character.

			And the young man isn’t up for it. He turns and goes away, sad. Here is the gap between theory and reality, between command and performance. Jesus has told him how to behave (in the ﬁrst sense) but the young man doesn’t know how to do it (in the second sense). The question hangs, disturbingly, over the rest of the chapter, and, up to a point, over the rest of the gospel story. What is the path to God’s new age, to the new time when God’s kingdom will ﬂood the world with justice and peace? How are we to be the sort of people who not only inherit that world but actually join in right now to help make it happen? What are we to do, and why? How are we to do it? Might there be a better vision of God’s future that would help us grasp all this?

			Before we leave this powerful little story, notice how Mark in particular has framed it, hinting at its deeper meaning. It is part of a small set of scenes in the chapter we know as Mark 10, where Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem but hasn’t got there yet.

			In the ﬁrst scene (verses 2–12) some teachers of the Law ask Jesus about the validity of divorce, which was a political hot potato at the time because the then ruler of Galilee, Herod Antipas, had married his brother’s wife. Jesus’s cryptic but demanding answer goes back to the original divine intention for male–female relationships. Then, in the last scene of the sequence (verses 35–45), before Jesus and his companions begin the ﬁnal leg of the journey into Jerusalem, two of Jesus’s followers, James and John, ask him for the privilege of sitting at his right and his left in his coming kingdom. Jesus responds once more with a cryptic but demanding answer, this one going back to the original divine intention for how human power ought to work.

			There we have it, in the space of fewer than ﬁfty verses: sex, money, and power, all recalled to a sense of original purpose, reframed within a different goal, a larger design for what human life is supposed to be like. As we shall see, humans often reﬂect on the question “What should we do?” in one of two ways: either asking for “rules” or encouraging one another to “follow their heart,” to go with their deepest dreams. Jesus does neither. He doesn’t say “Here are all the rules you need to obey”; nor does he say “What you need to do is follow your heart, your dream.” James and John were wanting to follow their dream, and so was Herod. But Jesus’s answer is not “No; dreams are dangerous; follow the rules instead.” The answer is something much more interesting, transformative, and character-changing.

			But how can character be changed, reformed? Woven into Mark’s version of the story, pointing to the answer, are two other, shorter scenes. In the ﬁrst (verses 13–16), Jesus declares that the way into God’s kingdom is the way of the child. In the second (verses 32–34), he declares that when he and his followers get to Jerusalem he will be killed, and will rise again. Somehow, these scenes suggest, the big issues of human life are to be resolved by being put into a quite different frame from the normal one. It is the frame we could summarize in Jesus’s own agenda—the coming of God’s kingdom—and in his words: “Follow me!”

			This agenda and this summons issue a call which cuts across the two main options for how human behavior is normally seen. It’s time now to look at those options directly, the two main theories for how we might think about what to do: either you obey rules imposed from the outside, or you discover the deepest longings of your own heart and try to go with them. Most of us wobble about between the two, obeying at least some of the rules either because we think God wants us to or because of social convention, but going back to following our own dreams, our own fulﬁllment, when given the chance. Whole theories have grown up around these two ways of discovering a pathway through life, and we shall look at them more thoroughly in the next chapter.

			But what we notice in Mark 10 is something which seems to operate in a different dimension. For a start, it is a call, not to speciﬁc acts of behavior, but to a type of character. For another thing, it is a call to see oneself as having a role to play within a story—and a story where, to join up with the ﬁrst point, there is one supreme Character whose life is to be followed. And that Character seems to have his eye on a goal, and to be shaping his own life, and those of his followers, in relation to that goal.

			All of this suggests that Mark’s gospel, with Jesus himself as the great Character who stands behind it, is inviting us to something not so much like rule-keeping on the one hand or following our own dreams on the other, but a way of being human to which philosophers ancient and modern have given a particular name. My contention in this book is that the New Testament invites its readers to learn how to be human in this particular way, which will both inform our moral judgments and form our characters so that we can live by their guidance. The name for this way of being human, this kind of transformation of character, is virtue. And when the early Christians, following Jesus himself, developed this notion, they did so in a way which transformed not only their characters but the notion of virtue itself. Hence the title of this book: Virtue Reborn.

			Virtue is itself, as we shall see, a complex and many-sided notion. I shall be suggesting in due course that the early Christian development of the idea meant that Jesus’s ﬁrst followers agreed in some respects with the wider world of philosophical inquiry in their day and sharply disagreed in other respects. This, in turn, can provide a model for our own day, where speciﬁcally Christian character is both radically different from “the way of the world” and claims to make sense of all human life in a way that nothing else does. But before we get into those details, let’s see in sharp focus what virtue might look like in practice. Let us come forward nearly two thousand years from the rich young man running up to Jesus, and witness a somewhat older man with a cooler head and sounder judgment.

			2

			Thursday, January 15, 2009 was another ordinary day in New York City. Or so it seemed. But by that evening people were talking of a miracle.

			They may have been right. But the full explanation is, if anything, even more interesting and exciting. And it strikes just the note we need as we launch out on our exploration of the development of character in general and Christian character in particular.

			Flight 1549, a regular US Airways trip from LaGuardia Airport, took off at 15:26 local time, bound for Charlotte, North Carolina. The captain, Chesley Sullenberger III, known as “Sully,” did all the usual checks. Everything was ﬁne in the Airbus A320. Fine until, two minutes after takeoff, the aircraft ran straight into a ﬂock of Canada geese. One goose in a jet engine would be serious; a ﬂock was disastrous. (Airports play all sorts of tricks to prevent birds gathering in the ﬂight path, but it still happens occasionally.) Almost at once both the engines were severely damaged and lost their power. The plane was at that point heading north over the Bronx, one of the most densely populated parts of the city.

			Captain Sullenberger and his copilot had to make several major decisions instantly if they were going to save the lives of people not only on board but also on the ground. They could see one or two small local airports in the distance, but quickly realized that they couldn’t be sure of making it that far. If they attempted it, they might well crash-land in a built-up area on the way. Likewise, the option of putting the plane down on the New Jersey Turnpike, a busy main road leading in and out of the city, would present huge problems and dangers for the plane and its occupants, let alone for cars and their drivers on the road. That left one option: the Hudson River. It’s difﬁcult to crash-land on water: one small mistake—catch the nose or one of the wings in the river, say—and the plane will turn over and over like a gymnast before breaking up and sinking.

			In the two or three minutes they had before landing, Sullenberger and his copilot had to do the following vital things (along with plenty of other tasks that we amateurs wouldn’t understand). They had to shut down the engines. They had to set the right speed so that the plane could glide as long as possible without power. (Fortunately, Sullenberger is also a gliding instructor.) They had to get the nose of the plane down to maintain speed. They had to disconnect the autopilot and override the ﬂight management system. They had to activate the “ditch” system, which seals vents and valves, to make the plane as waterproof as possible once it hit the water. Most important of all, they had to ﬂy and then glide the plane in a fast left-hand turn so that it could come down facing south, going with the ﬂow of the river. And—having already turned off the engines—they had to do this using only the battery-operated systems and the emergency generator. Then they had to straighten the plane up from the tilt of the sharp-left turn so that, on landing, the plane would be exactly level from side to side. Finally, they had to get the nose back up again, but not too far up, and land straight and ﬂat on the water.

			And they did it! Everyone got off safely, with Captain Sullenberger himself walking up and down the aisle a couple of times to check that everyone had escaped before leaving himself. Once in the life raft along with other passengers, he went one better: he took off his shirt, in the freezing January afternoon, and gave it to a passenger who was suffering in the cold.

			The story has already been told and retold, and will live on in the memory not only of all those involved but of every New Yorker and many further aﬁeld. Just over seven years and four months after the horrible devastation of September 11, 2001, New York had an airplane story to celebrate.

			Now, as I say, many people described the dramatic events as a “miracle.” At one level, I wouldn’t want to question that. But the really fascinating thing about the whole business is the way it spectacularly illustrates a vital truth—a truth which many today have either forgotten or never known in the ﬁrst place.

			You could call it the power of right habits. You might say it was the result of many years of training and experience. You could call it “character,” as we have done already in this book.

			This is what the ancient writers meant when they spoke of “virtue.”

			Virtue, in this sense, isn’t simply another way of saying “goodness.” The word has sometimes been ﬂattened out like that (perhaps because we instinctively want to escape its challenge), but that isn’t its strict meaning. Virtue, in this strict sense, is what happens when someone has made a thousand small choices, requiring effort and concentration, to do something which is good and right but which doesn’t “come naturally”—and then, on the thousand and ﬁrst time, when it really matters, they ﬁnd that they do what’s required “automatically,” as we say. On that thousand and ﬁrst occasion, it does indeed look as if it “just happens”; but reﬂection tells us that it doesn’t “just happen” as easily as that. If you or I had been ﬂying the Airbus A320 that afternoon, and had done what “comes naturally,” or if we’d allowed things just “to happen,” we would probably have crashed into the Bronx. (Apologies to any actual pilots reading this: you, I hope, would have done what Captain Sullenberger did.) As this example shows, virtue is what happens when wise and courageous choices have become “second nature.” Not “ﬁrst nature,” as though they happened “naturally.” Rather, a kind of second-order level of “naturalness.” Like an acquired taste, such choices and actions, which started off being practiced with difﬁculty, ended up being, yes, “second nature.”

			Sullenberger had not, of course, been born with the ability to ﬂy a plane, let alone with the speciﬁc skills he exhibited in those vital three minutes. None of the skills required, and certainly none of the courage, restraint, cool judgment, and concern for others which he displayed, is part of the kit we humans possess from birth. You have to work at mastering that sort of skill set, moving steadily toward that goal. You have to want to do it all, to choose to learn it all, to practice doing it all. Again and again. And then, sometimes, when the moment comes, it happens “automatically,” as it did for Sullenberger. The skills and ability ran right through him, like the words in a stick of rock.

			Which is just as well. The other options hardly bear thinking about. Supposing they had been novice pilots simply “doing what came naturally”? Or supposing they’d had to get hold of a book with detailed instructions for coping with emergencies, look up the relevant pages, and then try to obey what it said? By the time they’d ﬁgured it out, the plane would have crashed. No: what was needed was character, formed by the speciﬁc strengths, that is, “virtues,” of knowing exactly how to ﬂy a plane, and also the more general virtues of courage, restraint, cool judgment, and determination to do the right thing for others.

			These four strengths—courage, restraint, cool judgment, and determination to do the right thing for others—are, in fact, precisely the four qualities which the greatest ancient philosopher who wrote about such matters identiﬁed as the keys to genuine human existence. But before we get there—as we will in the next chapter—I want, among other things, to look at another example of an emergency where a very speciﬁc aspect of “virtue” was on heroic display.
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			It rains quite a lot in the north of England, where I live, but early September 2008 was exceptional. It had poured for days on end, with as much rain falling on the ﬁnal day of the spell as you’d normally expect in a month. It wasn’t the nicest time to be out for a walk, but one family had decided to brave it. As they were crossing a park in the town of Chester-le-Street, about ﬁfteen miles north of my home, the family dog went to splash in a large puddle, and the three-year-old daughter went to join him. Suddenly, without warning, the little girl simply disappeared. The father, running up, saw the dog disappear as well. He realized in a ﬂash what had happened: a storm drain had burst its cover beneath the puddle, and the girl and the dog had both been sucked down into the drain itself. Thinking quickly, the father, Mark Baxter, realized that a storm drain would most likely spill out into the river, about a hundred yards away. He set off at once at a run. When he got to the river, he spotted the girl’s coat ﬂoating downstream—with Laura, his daughter, face-down inside it. Immediately he plunged in and rescued her, bruised and battered but alive.

			Another miracle? In a sense, yes. All sorts of things might have happened. The little girl could have become stuck somewhere underground. She might already, by the time her father reached her, have inhaled enough water to kill her. But what impressed me most, hearing the story, was what the father said afterward about his frantic run to the riverbank.

			“Every time I thought a bad thought,” he said, “I forced myself to think of something else.”

			Therein lies the secret. Mark Baxter wasn’t working out, step by step, what he had to do. He had grasped that in a ﬂash. But he needed self-discipline to keep a ﬁrm grip on his own thoughts. All kinds of fears and terrors were, no doubt, rushing into his mind, threatening to make him panic or go to pieces. But he had what we sometimes call the presence of mind to hold those fears at bay. He consciously made the effort to replace the bad thoughts with good ones, and to concentrate on what he had to do. That is, in the technical sense we’ve been using, “character.”

			It doesn’t come by accident. It comes through the self-discipline required to do anything in life really well—to learn a musical instrument, to mend a tractor, to give a lecture, to run an orphanage. Or, indeed, to live as a wise human being. Again and again, when you’re working hard at a difﬁcult or complex task, the mind will try to jump away, to focus instead on something easier or more enticing. And again and again, if you’re going to get the job done, you have to force your mind back onto the job and away from the distraction. And the mental muscles you require if you’re going to do that have to be trained, just as much as physical muscles do when you’re working up for sustained and strenuous exercise. (This, by the way, is one of the underlying reasons why watching television for hours on end can be such a bad habit. Programs are carefully designed to be enticing and undemanding. They offer “training” in avoiding hard work, in “going with the ﬂow.” Which is ﬁne for relaxation, but not for learning the mental habits you need for a fully human existence.) As I was rewriting this section, I heard a radio advertisement for a weight-loss regime: “I discovered,” said the excited presenter, “that my craving for food was in my head, not in my stomach.” Recognizing that is a vital ﬁrst step. Get the thoughts right, and the behavior will follow.

			As it happens, Mark Baxter worked for the Royal Air Force. Like Chesley Sullenberger, he learned his self-discipline in a ﬁeld where it is obviously vital at every minute. The ability to size up a situation, ﬁgure out what to do, and do it as though by instinct is one thing. The ability to hold at arm’s length the thoughts that would terrify and paralyze you as you go about it is another thing, the kind of back-up mental discipline necessary for “virtue” to take full effect. “I forced myself to think of something else.” That’s not a skill you pick up by accident. It’s something you learn. And it’s just as well to do so, whatever sphere of life and work you ﬁnd yourself in. You never know when you might need that discipline; when it might save a life. You won’t have time to stop and think. The “character” of mental discipline needs to run right through you.

			There’s a nice sideline to this story. Little three-year-old Laura had been taking swimming lessons. She had learned to do a “star ﬂoat,” spreading herself out and allowing the water to support her. When she regained consciousness after being rescued, she explained to her father that she’d been trying to do the “star ﬂoat,” but hadn’t been able to because the tunnel was too narrow. Even at that age, she had learned enough to know that if you ﬁnd yourself suddenly in unexpected danger, there are things to do to make yourself safe. And she had learned, somehow, not to panic when strange things suddenly happen.

			Now a great deal of life, fortunately, isn’t about coping with emergencies. But part of the problem of knowing how to behave in “ordinary” life, as well as in extraordinary moments, is that this kind of “knowing” isn’t straightforward. From the moment a young child is told to eat up quickly, or to sit still, or to stop crying, or to go to sleep, let alone told not to steal or bully or tell lies, he or she has entered a confusing world of wants and hopes, of commands and prohibitions, of feelings and assumptions and questions and expectations. Learning to navigate this world wisely, and to grow toward complete and mature human life in and through it all, is the challenge we all face. And the point of this book is to suggest that the dynamic of “virtue,” in this sense—practicing the habits of heart and life that point toward the true goal of human existence—lies at the heart of the challenge of Christian behavior, as set out in the New Testament itself. This is what it means to develop “character.” This is what we need—and what the Christian faith offers—for the time, whether short or long, between our ﬁrst stirrings of Christian faith and the end of our earthly life.

			When we approach things from this angle, we are in for some surprises. A great many Christians, in my experience, never think of things this way, and so get themselves in all kinds of confusion. Virtue, to put it bluntly, is a revolutionary idea in today’s world—and today’s church. But the revolution is one we badly need. And it is right at the core of the answer to the questions with which we began. Once Christian faith is in place, you need to develop Christian character by practicing the speciﬁcally Christian “virtues.” To make wise moral decisions, you need not just to “know the rules” or “discover who you really are,” but to develop Christian virtue. And to give wise leadership in our wider society in the confusing and dangerous times we live in, we urgently need people whose characters have been formed in much the same way. We’ve had enough of pragmatists and self-seeking risk-takers. We need people of character.

			So how do these stories of human virtue—of a pilot landing his plane safely on a river, and a father pushing away “bad thoughts” and rescuing his daughter—help us when it comes to following Jesus? Isn’t that quite different?

			Some of the greatest minds in the history of Christianity have wrestled with that question, looking at the “natural human” virtue and the “speciﬁcally Christian” virtue, and have come up with a variety of answers. The key to it all, though, is that the Christian vision of virtue, of character that has become second nature, is precisely all about discovering what it means to be truly human—human in a way most of us never imagine. And if that is so, there are bound to be overlaps with other human visions of virtue, as well as points at which Christianity issues quite different demands and offers quite different help in meeting them. Part of the claim of the early Christians, in fact, was that in and through Jesus they had discovered both a totally different way of being human and a way which scooped up the best that ancient wisdom had to offer and placed it in a framework where it could, at last, make sense.

			This is the framework within which we can address the sort of questions that come up in ordinary human lives again and again. Let’s now look at some of them.
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			James was in his early twenties when it happened. His life had been going along, nothing too dramatic, just the usual ups and downs. Suddenly, out of the blue, he met up with an old friend who was on his way to a meeting at a nearby church. James went too, and that very night, to his complete astonishment, his life was turned upside down and inside out.

			“I never knew these things really happened,” he told me when I met him some years later (“James” isn’t his real name, of course). “When I talk about it, it sounds like I’m some kind of religious nut, but it’s the sober truth. I met Jesus! He was as real to me as you are in this room. All the old clichés suddenly came true. I felt cleansed, rinsed out, and more alive than I’d ever been before. It’s as though I’d gone into a deep sleep and woken up in a new world, totally refreshed. I never knew what people were talking about with all that God stuff before, but believe me, it all makes sense.”

			James was telling me this story because he had now run into a puzzle. He had been attending the church where he’d had that wonderful, life-changing experience. He had learned a lot about God and Jesus. He’d learned a lot, too, about himself. He had been taught, quite correctly, that God loved him more than he could ever imagine—indeed, so much that God sent Jesus to die for him. The preachers he had listened to had insisted that nothing we humans do can make us acceptable to God, now or in the ultimate future. Everything is a gift of God’s sheer grace and generosity. James had drunk all this in like someone who’s walked ten miles on a hot day and is suddenly given a large glass of cold water. It was wonderful news. He was living by it.

			But he found himself now staring at a big question mark.

			What am I here for?

			He put it like this, as we talked. This is how it stacked up:

			God loves me; yes.

			He’s transformed my life so that I ﬁnd I want to pray, to worship, to read the Bible, to abandon the old self-destructive ways I used to behave. That’s great.

			Clearly (people at church kept saying this, too) God wants me to tell other people about this good news, so that they can ﬁnd it for themselves. Fine. It feels a bit strange, and I’m not sure I’m very good at it, but I’m doing the best I can.

			And obviously all this comes with the great promise that one day I’ll be with God forever. I know I’ll die one day, but Jesus has guaranteed that everybody who trusts him will live with him in heaven. That’s great too.

			But what am I here for now? What happens, as it were, after you believe?

			The reason James knocked on my door was that he wasn’t satisﬁed with the answers he’d been getting from his friends and from people in the church he was attending. All they could say was that God called some people to particular spheres of Christian service—into full-time pastoral ministry, for instance, or to be teachers or doctors or missionaries or some combination of these and other similar tasks. But James had no sense that any of that was for him. He was ﬁnishing his doctorate in computer science and had all sorts of career options opening up before him. Was all that knowledge and opportunity simply irrelevant to the “spiritual” issues? Was he basically going to be hanging around for a few decades, waiting to die and go to heaven, and in the meantime using some of his spare time to persuade other people to do the same? Was that really it? Isn’t there anything else that happens after you believe and before you ﬁnally die and go to heaven?

			What’s more, James had discovered a puzzle within this question. Many of his new friends lived very strict, self-disciplined lives. They had learned a lot of rules for Christian behavior, primarily from the Bible, and they believed that God wanted them to follow those rules. But James couldn’t see how this squared with the basic teaching that God had accepted him as he was, because of Jesus and what he’d done, simply on the basis of his faith. If that was so, why should he be bound by all these old rules, some of which seemed frankly bizarre?

			I wish I could say, looking back, that I got the answers right. To be honest, I can’t remember exactly what I said—though the last time I heard from James he seemed to have got the message anyway. But he is hardly unique in facing the question. A great many Christians in the Western world today have faced exactly this puzzle, and one of the main reasons for writing the present book is to help them answer it.

			I was reminded of James when I had an email, just the other day, from a good friend. Many people, he wrote, ﬁnd it all too easy to get the idea “that one can just believe in Jesus and then really do nothing else.” Many Christians have so emphasized the need for conversion, for the opening act of faith and commitment, for the initial statement of that faith (“believing that Jesus died for me” or whatever), that they have a big gap in their vision of what being a Christian is all about. It’s as though they were standing on one side of a deep, wide river, looking across to the further bank. On this bank you declare your faith. On the opposite bank is the ultimate result—ﬁnal salvation itself. But what are people supposed to do in the meantime? Simply stand here and wait? Is there no bridge between the two? What does this say about faith itself? If we’re not careful, wrote my friend, this opening act of belief can become “simply a matter of assent to a proposition (Jesus is the Son of God, etc.), with no need for transformation.”

			Transformation! Now there’s an interesting idea. But is it appropriate to think like that? Are Christians supposed to regard their lives in that way? Isn’t that suggesting that there’s a way across from the present to the future, across that wide river called The Rest of My Life—a bridge put up in the old days when people thought you could use your own moral effort to make yourself good enough for God? But if moral effort doesn’t count for anything, what is then the point of being a Christian—other than to go to heaven one day, and perhaps to persuade a few others to go with you? Is there any reason for doing anything much, after you believe, except to keep your nose reasonably clean until the time comes to die and go to be with Jesus forever?

			Some people who ponder this also face another concern. Jesus himself, followed by the writers of the New Testament, seems to have made some pretty stringent moral demands on the early disciples. Where does all that ﬁt in? If we are already saved, why does what we do matter? And are the demands realistic in our day and age?

			Not all Christians puzzle over these dilemmas. But many do, and I hope this book will show them that the old bridge which they may have ignored, or assumed to be unusable, will carry their weight and join up the two banks of the river in ﬁne style. The bridge in question goes by many names, and we shall discuss them as we move forward. But two of the most obvious names are on the one hand, character, and on the other, virtue.
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			Many people who have never faced the question James faced may well have run into this one. Let me introduce you to two other old friends (also renamed): Jenny and Philip.

			Jenny and Philip found themselves arguing one evening across a crowded church meeting. The trouble was that they weren’t really arguing about the same thing.

			Jenny was quite clear what the scriptural rules said. Jesus himself had insisted that divorcing your spouse and marrying someone else was adultery. Of course people could be forgiven for sinning when they repented and gave it up, but how could remarried people be forgiven when they were now living in this new, and apparently adulterous, relationship and had no intention of giving it up, regarding it rather as the right and God-given thing? In particular, how could the church even think of appointing someone in that position as its pastor? (That, of course, was the reason the church meeting had been called.) How could such a person ever teach young people what was right and wrong? How could he prepare couples for a lifetime of marriage if he himself had disobeyed the rules? When you believe the gospel, Jenny said, you are then given the New Testament as your handbook for life. The rules in it are quite clear. Either you keep them or you don’t.

			Philip was equally clear. Jesus didn’t come to give us a bunch of rules. After all, didn’t St. Paul say that “Christ is the end of the Law”? The whole point of Jesus’s teaching was that he included people, particularly those who were excluded by the self-righteous. (Philip didn’t look straight at Jenny as he said this, but everybody got the message.) Jesus came to help us discover who we really are, and sometimes, as with Jesus’s ﬁrst followers, it takes a while for people to ﬁgure it out, and they make mistakes as they’re doing so—but they’ll get there eventually. Didn’t Jesus tell a story about a father welcoming a prodigal son while the self-righteous older brother stayed outside? He, Philip, would much rather have someone as a pastor who had been through difﬁculties himself and discovered that Jesus loved him anyway, instead of someone who would lay down the law from a great height and lock everybody up in a set of rules that half the congregation didn’t really keep anyway. That just encourages hypocrisy! Since the Jesus we believe in is the Jesus who accepts us as we are, the life that follows after we believe is the life of celebrating that acceptance, and moving forward from there. That is the way of honesty, of being true to yourself and open about it.

			I don’t think Jenny and Philip realized it, but the reason they both got angry and frustrated as the conversation went on was that they were starting from quite different places. Jenny said she was “beginning with the Bible,” implying that Philip wasn’t, but actually things aren’t quite that easy. Jenny was looking for rules—perhaps we should say Rules with a capital R, Rules that you have to keep whether you feel like it or not. She wanted a pastor who would teach like that and live like that. Then everyone would know where they stood. Philip, on the other hand, was eager for ways of being authentic, ﬁnding out what was deeply true for yourself, how to live without hypocrisy and with a deep, rich, and vulnerable honesty. That’s what he looked for in a pastor. He would respect and trust someone like that.

			It was an uncomfortable meeting. People got hot under the collar (which, as Jenny reﬂected sadly later on, was itself against the Rules). They said things they didn’t really mean (which, as Philip knew as soon as the angry words came out of his mouth, was itself a form of hypocrisy). They weren’t simply disagreeing about the answer to the question. They were disagreeing about the question itself. How do Christians make moral decisions? How do any of us, Christian or not, know what is right and wrong? Are there such things as “right” and “wrong,” or is life more complicated than that? Are there capital-R Rules, and how do they relate to real people rather than moral machines? As far as Jenny was concerned, Philip was one of those dangerous relativists who think that there are no black-and-white moral questions, only shades of gray, and that the most important thing is to be true to yourself. All Philip could hear, in listening to Jenny, was a hard, cold legalism which had nothing to do with the Jesus he knew, the Jesus who was the friend of sinners and who told stories about the angels celebrating with a great party when the lost sheep was found.

			That larger confrontation between two ways of approaching the whole question of Christian behavior is repeated, week after week and year after year, in church councils, in synods, in assemblies, in conventions, in private conversations—and, often enough, in the silent debates within individual hearts and minds. It is, in fact, the Christian version of the much wider question which all sensible people ask themselves sooner or later: not only, “How should I live?” but “How does one know?” It goes back to the Great Divide we saw earlier, between Rules and Following your Heart.

			This is a different Great Divide to that previous one, but the ultimate answer to it is the same. In James’s puzzle, the Great Divide was between the initial faith which someone has at conversion and the ﬁnal moment when, after death, that person is promised God’s salvation. This book is partly about the question which bridges that divide: What am I supposed to be doing with all that time in between? But it is also about the question which hovered, unspoken, between Jenny and Philip on that uncomfortable evening. How do we make moral decisions? Do we have to choose between a system of Rules (which we then just need to hammer out and agree on) and a system of Finding Out Who I Really Am (and being true to it)? Are there other ways not only of discovering how we should live but of actually living that way? What happens, not only individually but also corporately, as initial Christian faith gives rise to a steady and developing Christian life?

			The same answer applies. Jesus himself, backed up by the early Christian writers, speaks repeatedly about the development of a particular character. Character—the transforming, shaping, and marking of a life and its habits—will generate the sort of behavior that rules might have pointed toward but which a “rule-keeping” mentality can never achieve. And it will produce the sort of life which will in fact be true to itself—though the “self” to which it will at last be true is the redeemed self, the transformed self, not the merely “discovered” self of popular thought. I hope that this book will help not only the Jameses of this world to ﬁnd what they are here for, but the Jennys and Philips to have their debate within a larger, more biblical, more satisfying, and actually more Christian framework. In the last analysis, what matters after you believe is neither rules nor spontaneous self-discovery, but character. And the development of character is what we call virtue. Not just any kind of virtue, either, but the speciﬁcally Christian kind: virtue reborn.
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			There is a third set of questions which we must address. They go much wider, out beyond the conﬁnes of the church and into a very confused and scary world. Our world.

			In the summer of 2008, a volcano which had been rumbling away in the background suddenly erupted with horriﬁc force. It wasn’t a literal volcano, but it had a similarly devastating effect. The whole ﬁnancial system of the Western world, which had dominated global culture for several generations, grossly overstretched itself and disintegrated under its own weight. It was like a giant who had climbed a tree to pick and eat all the fruit, and who now, in his excessive greed, was stretching out to other trees all around to get at their fruit, too. But his weight was too much, and the tree he’d climbed in the ﬁrst place couldn’t take any more strain. It crashed over, with the giant still greedily clinging to as much fruit as he could.

			There are many complex reasons why the ﬁnancial chaos of 2008 happened, and the reader may be relieved to know I’m not going to discuss them. But in the immediate aftermath, lots of people pointed to the fact that over the previous twenty years all kinds of rules and regulations that had previously been in place to stop the banks and other money-lending institutions behaving in an irresponsible fashion had quietly been set aside. They were over-restrictive, the politicians had been told. A healthy economy needed to take risks and reward the risk-takers. Everyone went along for the ride, not realizing that they were accelerating toward the edge of a cliff. So now, people have been saying, we need to put all the rules and regulations back in place. It’s time to tighten things up.

			That ﬁts in with many other aspects of today’s culture. Since September 11, 2001, airports have installed complex security checks. Most of us have almost forgotten what it was like to get on a plane without ﬁrst putting yourself and your belongings through electronic screening. Those of us who regularly visit the United States have become wearily used to being photographed and ﬁngerprinted each time we come through Customs. But almost everywhere you travel, and particularly if you’re going to be there for more than a few days, there are forms to ﬁll out, interviews to attend, photographs to be taken, and so on. Millions of people who you can tell at a glance have no intention of blowing up planes have had to waste copious time and money going through ofﬁcial procedures to certify that they’re law-abiding citizens (though by the time they’ve queued for hours and then been sent back again to complete yet another trivial form, they may not feel so law-abiding). In my own country, the United Kingdom, anyone who volunteers to do anything in the community that may involve children has to go through complex and time-consuming police checks in case there’s a hint of bad behavior on their record. This applies even to people in their seventies and eighties who have lived a blameless life and whose friends and family know them through and through. We don’t trust people anymore. Anyone. Writing this, I am aware that some people will think I’m being dangerously irresponsible in even raising any questions about The System as we now have it. (It’s getting worse. Yet more ofﬁcial forms are promised. And it doesn’t work—except for the lawyers who win whenever anyone gets sued.) The Western world has become law-bound, rule-bound, regulation-bound.

			There are deep cultural reasons why we’ve gone this route. But at the moment we simply need to notice that our culture has lurched between deregulation in all key areas of life—money, sex, and power, to put it crudely—and what you might call reregulation. Deregulation happened because people wanted to do their own thing, to be (as it were) true to themselves and see what happened. But when deregulation results in chaos, whether in banking (money), in human relationships (sex), or in the way we do war and politics and prisons and interrogation and the like (power), people are eager to reintroduce rules that will get us back on track. The problem is that introducing new regulations doesn’t get to the heart of the problem. Doing your own thing isn’t good enough, but rules by themselves won’t solve the problem.

			This was borne in on me early in 2009 as I was talking to a senior banker I know quite well, who had been near the heart of the ﬁnancial crash of summer 2008 and was now, when we talked, trying to work out how to rescue what could be rescued and take things back to some kind of sanity.

			“Tom,” he said, “they can introduce as many new regulations as they like. Yes, we do need some guidelines put back in place; we went too far, giving people freedom to gamble with huge sums of money and do crazy deals. But any banker or mortgage broker can easily hire a smart accountant and lawyer to help them tick all the boxes the government tells them to, and then go around the back of the system and do what they want. What’s the point of that?”

			“So what’s the answer?” I asked.

			“Character,” he replied. “Keeping rules is all right as far as it goes, but the real problem in the last generation is that we’ve lost the sense that character matters; that integrity matters. The system is only really healthy when the people who are running it are people you can trust to do the right thing, not because there are rules but because that’s the sort of people they are.”

			This accords with the pragmatic perspective of J. K. Galbraith, who wrote in the early 1950s about the ﬁnancial crash of the late 1920s.1 The best way to keep the ﬁnancial world on an even keel, he suggested, is to listen to the people who were around when the previous crash occurred. In fact, he suggested that ﬁnancial crashes happen precisely because the people who remember the last one have either died or retired and thus are no longer around, with memories and character formed by that previous experience, to warn people not to be irresponsible.

			Since I had that conversation, something else has happened which has been almost equally volcanic in the public life of the UK. People in other countries may look on with some amusement at the fuss, because it has to do with corrupt politicians—in many countries people assume that politicians are corrupt and that the citizenry can’t do anything about it—but in my country it has shaken our whole system to its foundations. Suddenly it has emerged that some politicians have been claiming “expenses” for all sorts of things which appear to the taxpayer to be ridiculous and fraudulent, such as mortgage payments on nonexistent properties. And the excuse has been that they were all acting “within the rules.” Well, maybe; but they made up the rules themselves! When challenged, some of our politicians declared, in effect, that they saw nothing wrong with using public money to further their own wealth. And when, after intense public pressure, the politicians gave in and allowed their expense claims to be made public, they ﬁrst made sure that all the key elements were blacked out and illegible. People have been a bit suspicious of politicians for years, but this has sent any remaining trust crashing to the ground.

			At one level this has been pure farce, albeit expensive and offensive. But the reason for raising the issue here is that it demonstrates another place at which the moral question of the early twenty-ﬁrst century is raising its head. What happens “after you believe”—in democracy? In the Western ﬁnancial system? In the public life and global community of tomorrow’s world? Can we live on “rules” and “regulations,” or will they encourage a box-checking mentality rather than the development of deep, wise, and trustworthy character? Conversely, what happens if we allow people to “be true to themselves” and hope that it’ll all work out? Or does that only work, again, once “character” has been developed so that people will behave in a selﬂess spirit of public service (as, to their credit, some of our politicians are now seen to have done)?

			Yet another walk of life comes up with a similar story. I found myself a couple of years ago sharing a platform with a very distinguished former England rugby star. He was talking about the massive changes that had taken place in the game in the last ten or ﬁfteen years, with the increased professionalization and the enormous pressure on young players to produce “results.” The players today, he said, are overcoached. They are taught dozens of “moves”—how to respond to this situation, how to defend against that strategy, how to keep the game under control, how to open it up. But few of them any longer play the game for fun, acquiring as they do so that sixth sense for how things work which would enable them to improvise in totally new situations. As a result, they’re lost when something unexpected happens. They haven’t been given a set of rules for what to do in those circumstances. What they lack is a deeply formed character which would “read” the game with a kind of second nature and come up with a shrewd and quick solution.

			The questions we began with, then, might have seemed to be speciﬁc to Christians (rather than the rest of the world), and indeed to a particular type of Christian (those who see things in terms of initial conversion and ﬁnal salvation without much in between). But they are not. They are actually the same questions that face the whole Western world right now. And, since the Western world has dominated global culture, politics, and economics—and even, in some areas at least, sports—for some while, that means that they face, sooner or later, the entire global community. Our starting point—the question of the eager young man—looked initially as though it was simply about an individual believer. But as we have seen, it also concerns the whole church family, the Jennys and the Philips who go round and round the circle of moral puzzles. And it also points outward from the church to the puzzles faced by the whole wider world. How do we not only think clearly and wisely about what to do, in our personal lives, our church lives, and our entire public life, but also discover how to do it?

			What might all this say to James, puzzled about what life is supposed to be like between the ﬁrst expression of Christian faith and its ﬁnal fruition after death? What might it say to Jenny and Philip, still smarting from their angry encounter in the church meeting? And what might it say to our wider world, reeling from political and economic earthquakes, lurching to and fro in a state of moral and cultural confusion?

			In a sense, the whole of this book is an attempt to answer those questions, or at least to begin to answer them. But there are one or two things we can say right from the start.

			As I have already said, people tend to go in one of two directions when they think of how to behave. You can live by rules, by a sense of duty, by an obligation imposed on you whether you feel like doing it or not. Or you can declare that you are free from all that sort of thing and able to be yourself, to discover your true identity, to go with your heart, to be authentic and spontaneous. That was the debate that Jenny and Philip were really having. James was bumping into it, too, but he was framing it within a larger and more worrying challenge: What are we here for in the ﬁrst place? The fundamental answer we shall explore in this book is that what we’re “here for” is to become genuine human beings, reﬂecting the God in whose image we’re made, and doing so in worship on the one hand and in mission, in its full and large sense, on the other; and that we do this not least by “following Jesus.” The way this works out is that it produces, through the work of the Holy Spirit, a transformation of character which functions as the Christian version of what philosophers have called “virtue.” This transformation will mean that we do indeed “keep the rules”—though not out of a sense of externally imposed “duty,” but out of the character that has been formed within us. And it will mean that we do indeed “follow our hearts” and live “authentically”—but only when, with that transformed character fully operative—like an airline pilot with a lifetime’s experience—the hard work up front bears fruit in spontaneous decisions and actions that reﬂect what has been formed deep within. And, in the wider world, the challenge we face is to grow and develop a fresh generation of leaders, in all walks of life, whose character has been formed in wisdom and public service, not in greed for money or power.

			The heart of it—the central thing that is supposed to happen after you believe, the thing that we can call virtue in a new, reborn sense—is thus the transformation of character. This is so important that it will take another chapter to explore in more detail before we can turn to what Jesus and his ﬁrst followers had to say on the subject.
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