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  This book is dedicated to the memory of Tom Oden,


    my friend, colleague, and mentor.


    It was Tom who introduced me to the church fathers.


    May he rest in peace.
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I have set you an example, that you should do as I have done to you. Very truly, I tell you, servants are not greater than their master, nor are messengers greater than the one who sent them. If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.

JOHN 13:15-17





Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock.

MATTHEW 7:24-25





Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us.

PHILIPPIANS 3:17





For, while physical training is of some value, godliness is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.


1 TIMOTHY 4:8





Perhaps, then, the memory of anyone distinguished in life would be enough to fill our need for a beacon light and to show us how we can bring our soul to the sheltered harbor of virtue where it no longer has to pass the winter amid the storms of life or be shipwrecked in the deep water of evil by the successive billows of passion. It may be for this very reason that the daily life of those sublime individuals is recorded in detail, that by imitating those earlier examples of right action those who follow them may conduct their lives to the good.

GREGORY OF NYSSA, THE LIFE OF MOSES1




 





INTRODUCTION

Living Wisely with the Church Fathers


With the publication of Living Wisely with the Church Fathers, my series on the exegesis, theology, prayer, and ethics of the church fathers draws to a close. The first volume of the series, Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers, appeared in 1998. This book was a basic introduction to the church fathers, with a special emphasis on how they read and interpreted the Bible. My goal was “to present as clearly, simply and accurately as possible the methodology and content of patristic interpretation. Why should we bother reading the church fathers? What is a church father? How do the fathers read the Bible? What methodologies and techniques do they employ? . . . How can the fathers help us to read the Bible well today?”2

When I wrote Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers, I did not foresee writing a series of four volumes. I originally planned to write one book that hopefully would serve well as a handbook for readers of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture series, and that would be that. Indeed, though other volumes have followed, my vision for the project has remained the same: relatively short, accessible handbooks on the church fathers’ lives and work, written for a popular audience. I have written all four books for folks who, perchance late one evening while enjoying a cup of hot chocolate—or perhaps something stronger—might find themselves asking: “I wonder what ancient Christians thought about . . .” or “I’ve heard the name Augustine and I really must learn something about him. His name keeps popping up. There must be a reason why his books are still in print.”

What did these ancient Christians—whose thoughts and practices continue to be read, pondered, discussed, debated, and embraced today—think about the Bible, God, worship, and prayer? More importantly for this book, how did the fathers answer a very specific question: How can God’s image bearer learn to live a good life, a life nourished by the values of the kingdom of God, a life of deep and lasting human flourishing, a life filled with love for God and neighbor? If, as Athanasius puts it, transgression has “taken hold” of human beings, and “natural corruption” now characterizes the human condition, how can we as God’s image bearers be made right again—made right not only in our relationship to God but in relationship to one another and to the entire created order?3

More questions and concerns quickly follow. How is living a good life specifically related to the teachings of Jesus, the life Jesus lived, and the spiritual disciplines he practiced? And what of the teaching and lives of the apostles? What aspects of Paul, Peter, James, and John’s teaching caught the eye of the church fathers and informed their choices and actions as they sought to love God and neighbor well? For loving God and neighbor was for the fathers the heart of the matter.

As Augustine considers the love Jesus expressed in healing the paralytic in John 5, his thoughts are drawn to a more general principle, one based on Jesus’ concrete action in reaching out to this very ill man: “Consider it at all times your absolute duty to love God and neighbor. . . . This at all times you must consider, must think on, must keep in mind, must perform, must fulfill. Love of God is first in the order of instruction, but in the order of performance love of neighbor is first. . . . You, however, since you do not see God, deserve to see him by loving your neighbor.”4


WHAT CHARACTERIZES A GOOD LIFE LIVED WELL BEFORE GOD?


What characterizes a good life, a life Jesus would recognize and applaud as a life lived well before God and in relationship with God? How is a good life developed and nurtured? What must be received, learned and practiced, unlearned and rejected? What habits, dispositions, and virtues are necessary to acquire and cultivate if we are to love God and neighbor well through the power of the Holy Spirit? The church fathers were intensely interested in questions such as these, for—as we have seen in Augustine’s exegesis of John 5—they viewed the telos or goal of Christian living as love. In addition, they did not believe that love inevitably or automatically appeared in believers’ lives once they came to know God through Christ, an idea we will need to explore more fully as this chapter develops.

So, as this book progresses we will examine closely the church fathers’ words and actions—their habitual thoughts and practices—as they sought to learn to live and love in the power of the Holy Spirit coram deo, “before God.”

We will also take a penetrating look at ourselves and the lives we have lived thus far. What are the life experiences that have deeply shaped us? Who has taught us about God? Were the words spoken to us about God helpful or harmful, life giving or death dealing? Who are the exemplars we admire and purposely imitate as we seek to live well before God? Do we have any? Have we become disillusioned about the possibility of living well, perhaps because those we chose to imitate and admire have let us down, or because our own moral failures and repeated sins have discouraged us so profoundly we doubt the possibility of actually changing?

In a manner of speaking, our goal in this book is a lengthening of ethical memory, knowledge, perspective, and practice by entering the world of Christians who lived before us, who remain alive in the communion of the saints, and who are cheering us on in our attempt to run our life’s race well through the power of the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 9:24-27; Heb 12:1-3).




ANCIENT AND MODERN INFLUENCES


I will occasionally refer to the influence of culture on God’s image bearers, whether ancient or modern.

Ancient Christians were surely impacted by their culture—for good and for ill. This shaping will become increasingly clear as we listen to ancient perspectives on the good life. Among these influences are swaths of historical, cultural, linguistic, ecclesial, and theological factors that affected the church fathers as they related to one another in their ancient setting and sought to live well in that context.

We will also have to explore how our own culture—or cultures—have shaped our perspective on what a good life looks like. The culture with which I am most familiar is that of the United States; my religious beliefs have been influenced by evangelicalism, as is probably true for many readers of this book. I have had other cultural experiences outside a North American context—I lived in France for five years and have traveled in Asia, Africa, and Latin America—but my deepest cultural shaping has been that of an American living most of his life in the United States. Similarly, my earliest years as a Christian were spent in the theological, ecclesial, and cultural context of evangelicalism, though over the past thirty years I have had a deep immersion in the Anglican Church and become much more familiar with Roman Catholic and Orthodox thinking and practice.

Of course, my family experiences across the years have also affected me. I think of my earliest years in my family circle, my first eighteen years—in the 1950s and ’60s—and how these early life experiences deeply shaped me, in some ways helping me spiritually and in other ways confusing me. At home we had occasional family devotions and often attended church—in both a conservative and liberal context. In my conservative church experiences as a very young boy, it’s fair to say I heard quite a bit about how to get saved but relatively little about how to live once I had “asked Jesus into my heart.” During my teenage years, my family attended a more liberal church in southern New Jersey, and I experienced the dulling effect of theological, spiritual, and ethical drift. By the time I turned eighteen I was wondering whether anyone actually believed the Bible to be true and relevant for living. I was increasingly confused and disillusioned, both with Christians and with myself. I deeply desired to know God and to know how to live, but my own skewed perspectives, desires, and appetites—along with the profound cultural confusion of the late ’60s—blurred my vision and crippled my behavior. I didn’t always realize it, but I was walking with an ethical limp. Perhaps you have had similar experiences.

And so I ask you, what have been your familial, cultural, and religious learning spaces, especially as you have sought to live a life in line with Jesus’ own teaching and actions? Our modern learning spaces are in some ways vastly different from those of the church fathers and in other ways strikingly similar.5 We will explore these continuities and differences in this chapter and in future ones as well.




THE LEARNING SPACE OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE


Consider one of the cultural environments the Christian community occupied for hundreds of years, that of the Roman Empire. At first glance the Roman world seems a highly unlikely and unpromising environment for the spread of the gospel and the health of the tiny Christian church. Among other things, Rome was a sexual hotbox, in love with war and conquest, obsessed with power, seemingly tolerant toward other cultures while ruthlessly eliminating anyone who challenged its cultural and political supremacy, religiously diverse yet apt to persecute those who refused to acknowledge the Roman deities, generous to its citizens while maintaining its economy and government on the backs of its slaves. Rome was courageous yet cruel, licentious yet loyal, pragmatic yet wildly superstitious, religiously devout yet theologically confused.

How were the reborn, renewed, re-created image bearers of Christ to learn to live a good life from Jesus’ perspective—a perspective on living that was Jewish and formed within the context of Israel’s relationship with God—while simultaneously inhabiting the broader cultural learning space of the Roman world? Other learning spaces would have to be created if the Roman world was not to squeeze God’s image bearers and church into a foreign mold.

My thought is drawn to a very popular bumper sticker from the 1990s. “He who dies with the most toys wins.” The slogan represents a not uncommon assumption in American culture: the more stuff I have the greater the pleasure I’ll experience and the happier I’ll be, an idea that surely some Greeks and Romans would attest as true, and others would hotly dispute. The bumper sticker would have been a sign of cultural foolishness to Aristotle, who refers to “persons of low tastes (always in the majority)” who “hold that it is pleasure” that is the highest good. “Accordingly they ask for nothing better than the sort of life which consists in having a good time,” a life that Aristotle identifies “with the sort of existence a cow leads.”6




QUESTIONS TO PONDER


As we begin to ponder together the question of what a good life looks like, you might consider these questions: How has my culture shaped me? What have been my significant learning spaces? How have my family, my church, my work environment, my entertainment choices, my political affiliations, my favorite authors, influenced my perspective, choices, and habits as I live my life from day to day? How have I come to be the person I actually am, characterized by certain specific traits that those who know me well could readily identify? How have I come to believe that certain thoughts and actions are morally right and others morally wrong? Why am I behaving the way I am? If Jesus and I had the opportunity to spend the afternoon together to talk about how things have been going in my life, how might he feel about the way I’ve been thinking and acting over the past week, month, and year? What would please him? What might disappoint him? Where might he be apt to comment, “It looks like we need to work on this”? Or “What were you thinking?”

Let’s focus more thoroughly for a moment on the way culture shapes us all, for good and for ill. The apostle Paul understood the dynamic of cultural pressure well. He warns Roman Christians of the dangers of cultural accommodation and conformity.

Therefore, I urge you brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. (Rom 12:1-2 NIV)


Paul warns that certain attitudes and behaviors, sometimes ones readily accepted in the Greco-Roman world, must not characterize the lives of Christians. They have entered a new kingdom under the leadership of a new king. A new life in Christ should be marked by new values.

Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God. And this is what some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor 6:9-11)


The church fathers took Paul’s apostolic teaching as foundational for learning to live a good life. Gregory of Nyssa asks, “How can the person who is conformed to this age, who is not transformed in the newness of his mind and who does not walk in the newness of this life but instead follows the life of the old man, obey Paul, who commanded you to present your body as a sacrifice living, holy and pleasing to God?”7

Likewise, Ambrosiaster comments, “It is for this purpose that we are cleansed from our sins by God’s gift, that henceforth we should lead a pure life and stir up the love of God that is in us, not making his work of grace to no effect.”8 Chrysostom inquires, “How is the body to become a sacrifice?” and immediately answers his question:

Let the eye look on no evil thing, and it has already become a sacrifice. Let the tongue say nothing filthy, and it has become an offering. Let your hand do nothing evil, and it has become a whole burnt offering. But even this is not enough, for we must have good works also. The hand must do alms, the mouth must bless those who curse it, and the ears must find time to listen to the reading of Scripture.9





KEY THEMES


Key themes emerge from Gregory, Ambrosiaster, and Chrysostom’s comments:


	the danger of unthinking conformity to the moral patterns of this present evil age;


	the necessity of the mind’s transformation;


	the call to walk in newness of life;


	the promise of grace for living a new life of love; and


	specific ethical exhortations concerning what God’s image bearers are watching, saying, and doing.




Origen makes some of the same points, but develops them more concisely. “By this Paul shows that there is one form of this world and another of the world to come. If there are those who love this present life and the things which are in the world, they are taken up with the form of the present age and pay no attention to what is not seen.”10 Origen believes that living well always involves love and attentiveness. Similarly, living poorly results from loving the wrong things, not paying attention to what really matters, and paying too much attention to things that are not all that important.

The question for Origen and indeed for all the church fathers is, How does one become the kind of person who is naturally and habitually attentive to the right things? How can the disciple of Christ learn to live a good life, one habitually characterized by the attentiveness and care that love naturally manifests? Origen suggests that “the apostle’s words urge us to cast” wickedness “off and to be reformed in the likeness of the individual virtues, so that once the face of our heart is revealed we may be transformed by God’s image and contemplate his glory.”

Origen recommends practicing a specific spiritual discipline to aid us in the development of Christian character: reading and meditating on Scripture. “Our mind is renewed by the practice of wisdom and reflection on the Word of God. . . . The more one reads the Scriptures daily and the greater one’s understanding is, the more one is renewed always and every day. I doubt whether a mind which is lazy toward the Holy Scriptures and the exercise of spiritual knowledge can be renewed at all.”11

Origen is insistent. If we are to know what the will of God is—how we are to live good lives, holy lives, loving lives—our minds must be renewed. “It is not every mind but only one which is renewed and conformed (as I say) to the image of God which can tell whether what we think, say and do in particular instances is the will of God or not.”12




GREEK PAIDEIA AND CHRISTIAN SPIRITUAL FORMATION


Origen’s thoughts on a particular spiritual discipline—studying and meditating on Scripture—introduce us to an important principle and practice that the church fathers believed was fundamental for living a good life: askesis, a word we can translate “exercise,” “regimen,” or “workout program.”

Before we discuss the church fathers’ understanding of askesis and its relationship to the development of a good life, though, a brief look at Greek education in general will help us comprehend aspects of the fathers’ thoughts and practices on ethics and how we become a good person. Consider a comment a friend made to me as she considered the difference between the church fathers’ Christian approach to the pursuit of a good life and that of leading Greek minds such as Aristotle. “Chris,” she said, “Christian spiritual formation is not Greek paideia.” She got me thinking. Here’s why.

Greek paideia or education, the Greek curriculum and method designed to teach children how to live well as members of Greek society, was familiar to many of the church fathers.13 Many of them—I think of Basil the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa—had received a solid Greek education. They would have been familiar, for instance, with Aristotle’s teaching on the good life and how to live well. So it will be profitable for us to spend a few moments with perhaps the greatest Greek philosopher, Aristotle, whose ideas on moral development were well known to the church fathers.




ARISTOTLE ON THE GOOD LIFE


Aristotle taught that a good life is acquired through the acquisition of moral knowledge and the practice of virtue. For example, ignorance has to be overcome. “To be sure every bad man is ignorant of what he ought to do and refrain from doing, and it is just this ignorance that makes people unjust and otherwise wicked.”14 So, if I am to acquire the virtue of acting justly, I must clearly understand what justice is. More generally, if I remain ignorant of what the virtues are and what their cultivation entails, Aristotle would brand me a fool and have no doubt that my life will never attain genuine flourishing and fulfillment. I would think most Christian readers would readily agree with Aristotle at this point.

Aristotle believed, though, that mere knowledge of the virtues will not produce a virtuous person. Rather, I become a just person not simply by learning what justice is, but by practicing the habits that will develop the disposition of justice in me, so that I habitually act in a just fashion day in and day out. “Moral goodness,” Aristotle writes, “is the child of habit, from which it has got its very name, ethics being derived from ethos, ‘habit.’”15 And, Aristotle teaches, the only way to develop a habit is to choose to do so. If justice is to mark my character, if I am to become a person with a just disposition, choosing to act justly must become a habituated response in me toward those around me.




HABIT AND THE FORMATION OF MORAL CHARACTER


So, how does justice become habituated in me so that my disposition disposes me to act justly? Through my choosing to act repeatedly in a just manner. Knowledge (understanding the nature of justice) combines with practice (acting in a just manner) to form a just person, one who is disposed to act habitually in a just manner. I act justly because I have been trained to do so; I have learned what justice is and practiced acting justly. Of course, the dynamic Aristotle is describing assumes that moral knowledge concerning justice is identifiable and available to all those searching for it.

From Aristotle’s perspective, human transformation occurs as I know the good and practice the good. Good habits, wise habits formed on the basis of knowledge of the good and practice of the good, form a good person. Similarly, the ignorant person is one who doesn’t know the good and inevitably leads a foolish life driven by foolish desires, a life that harms himself and others. He thinks and acts falsely and fails to think and do those things that should be done, things that, in a manner of speaking, embody the truth. The unhappy result is moral disaster, for the ignorant person and for the broader society in which he lives.

More positively, Aristotle is convinced that if I learn the good and practice the good my character will be transformed. I will become a good person, and in turn the society in which I live will prosper. Indeed, Aristotle argues that it is the responsibility of a good legislator to teach human beings what good behavior is and to train them in it. “We find legislators seeking to make good men of their fellows by making good behavior habitual with them. That is the aim of every law-giver, and when he is unable to carry it out effectively, he is a failure; nay, success or failure is what makes the difference between a good constitution and a bad.”16 Hence, for Aristotle, “it is a matter of real importance whether our early education confirms us in one set of habits or another. It would be nearer the truth to say that it makes a very great difference indeed, in fact all the difference in the world.”17

Most Christian readers could hardly disagree with Aristotle’s main emphases in his discussion of moral awareness and behavior. As I will discuss in some detail as this book progresses, Paul frequently employs the language of training and purposeful, habitual exertion when discussing Christian formation into the image of Christ. “For, while physical training is of some value,” Paul comments to Timothy, “godliness is valuable in every way, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Tim 4:8). “This saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance. For to this end we toil and struggle” (1 Tim 4:9-10). Clearly for Paul, training in godliness trumps training to keep in shape physically. My point here is simply that the idea of Christian moral formation as requiring training, exertion, and habit formation would not have been foreign or surprising to Paul, the great apostle of grace.

Aristotle quite clearly believes that to know the good and to practice the good are possible for all human beings, with the right coaching and example from a virtuous mentor. Yet he does not perceive the need for God to act on a human being’s behalf to empower her transformation into a good human being. We find nothing in Aristotle concerning the absolute necessity of God’s grace to empower moral development in an image bearer’s life, no expectation that human beings might experience a personal relationship with a personal God, and no awareness of the need for human beings to be saved from the ravaging effects of sin on human nature itself.




THE IMPORTANCE OF IMITATION


Let’s pause for a moment and consider the importance of imitation in ancient thinking on the cultivation of a good life, and how early Christians adapted this insight and shaped it into a Christian pattern for learning to live well before God. Both Greeks and Latins emphasized that a virtuous life and its accompanying good deeds flow from identifying and imitating good examples. Plutarch, for example, writes, “Virtuous deeds implant in those who search them out [with] a zeal and yearning that leads to imitation. . . . The good creates a stir of activity towards itself and implants at once in the spectator an impulse toward good action.”18 We see “the good” in another human life, it stirs us “towards itself and implants” in us “an impulse toward” doing what’s right and good.

From the perspective of the church fathers, the pattern is similar for Christians. We need to identify wise and skillful physicians of the soul, tutors of the good life who can guide, discipline, model, and encourage us to live good lives, with Jesus as our chief teacher and example. Jesus himself taught that he had given his life to his disciples—and to us—as an example to be imitated. “I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done” (Jn 13:15).19

We learn to live a good life as we receive and pattern our lives on the insights and practices of those wiser than us, people who can teach and model for us what a good life looks like and how it can be developed and nurtured.

Let’s develop this principle more thoroughly. Rabbis in Israel gathered disciples or apprentices around them and expected their disciples to memorize their teaching and to practice it. Jesus illustrates the teacher-student dynamic during his last meal with his disciples. He washes the disciples’ feet—a shocking example of humility and service—and then promises the disciples that blessing will come if they follow his example. “Do you know what I have done to you? You call me Teacher and Lord—and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you. . . . If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them” (Jn 13:12-15, 17). Paul also emphasizes the importance of imitation. “Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us,” he exhorts the Philippians (Phil 3:17).

The church fathers are convinced that observation and imitation deeply form our disposition toward good or toward evil. Robert Wilken turns our attention to the relationship of mentor to student between Origen and Gregory the Wonderworker and its fruitful result. In his panegyric on Origen’s life, Gregory comments that Origen urged him to live a philosophical life; Gregory then carefully defines what Origen meant by the term philosophy: “only those who practice a life genuinely befitting reasonable creatures and seek to live virtuously, who seek to know first who they are, and to strive for those things that are truly good and to shun those which are truly evil . . . are lovers of philosophy.”20

John Chrysostom says much the same thing in a treatise he wrote at the very end of his life on the providence of God. After a series of conflicts with the Roman empress Eudoxia, not infrequently over ethical issues, John found himself exiled by her to a small, isolated town in the Armenian mountains named Cucusus. How was John to respond to this unforeseen, tragic turn of events in his own life? How was he as an apprentice of Christ to act in the midst of these unexpected circumstances? How was he to exercise his will in such a way that the choices he made in response to his circumstances—he would never return to Constantinople as bishop, and his life was soon to end—reflected his life spent in training as a disciple or apprentice of Jesus?

Circumstances had gone bad, strikingly awful, yet God still existed, Christ continued to reign at the right hand of the Father, and the Holy Spirit still filled John’s mind, heart, and body. It was as though John had trained all his life for this moment; now the opportunity—unexpected, sudden, and difficult though it was—offered itself to him to think and act like a Christian as his life drew to a close.

John’s circumstances and his response to them illustrate what living a good life before God looks like. An opportunity was given to John by God to allow the Holy Spirit to manifest his presence in John’s life, with the fruit of the Spirit—kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, perseverance, and self-control—naturally appearing in the midst of John’s painful and perplexing difficulties (cf. Gal 5:22). These fruits had slowly developed and matured in John through a lifetime of training in the virtuous life, through the askesis John had engaged in on a daily basis:


	constant memorization of Scripture,


	practicing simplicity in the midst of the extravagance that surrounded him as a bishop of the church,


	consistent fasting,


	service to the poor on a daily basis, and


	daily worship that nourished John’s life and heart.




Note that John did not engage in any of these spiritual disciplines to earn anything from God; he practiced them because Jesus himself did and had given them to Chrysostom as concrete means of grace. The result of Jesus’ mentoring in John’s life is encouraging and enlightening; when John’s circumstances suddenly changed—as they drastically did at the end of his life—he was not swept off his feet. Instead, Chrysostom responded faithfully and courageously as he replicated the pattern of Jesus. He had trained himself to live—and die—as a faithful apprentice of Christ. Or, to use John’s own language—and earlier that of Origen—John lived and died like a Christian “philosopher.”




THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE INDIFFERENT


John’s perspective and life exemplify that of a mature Christian, one who has trained himself to distinguish wisely between good things, bad things, and indifferent things. Chrysostom teaches that genuinely good things are fundamental virtues such as temperance and generosity. He categorizes bad things (kaka) as any sinful attitudes or acts such as luxury or lust. Indifferent things (adiaphora) become good or bad according to how one uses them or responds to them. For example, possessing wealth may lead to avarice or generosity, depending on the character of the person experiencing it.

Good things (the virtues, i.e., the fruit of the Holy Spirit, to use Paul’s language) possess as a primary characteristic that they can never become bad. Truly bad things (evil and sin) can never become good. Other things, such as sickness, death, insults, riches, dishonor, freedom, and servitude, become good or bad according to how they are understood and responded to by the human being experiencing them. In turn, our ability to respond to evil and indifferent things in a Christian fashion is determined by our reliance on the Holy Spirit and the training we have undergone to prepare for living life well in Christ’s kingdom.

If we have engaged in robust, consistent, demanding training under the guidance of a wise mentor, we will form correct judgments for how to respond to our circumstances and will act accordingly. One’s ability to live life well, John believes, is an art that has been honed through training oneself to think and act like a disciple of Jesus Christ. And to reiterate, for Chrysostom a disciple of Christ is by definition an apprentice of Jesus; disciples have willingly attached themselves to a master whose teachings and actions they must learn thoroughly and imitate faithfully.

Living a good life before God always entails disciplined Christian thinking and living in the midst of our surrounding culture, one whose values may more or less align with those of Jesus. Christian “philosophy” as defined by the church fathers is a matter of living in line with the truth given to us in Christ. Genuine moral knowledge and practice is possible.

The Christian philosopher—by definition one who is living a good life—has become a living incarnation of the Christian faith, a little Christ, modeling or imitating the life of Christ itself. Christian philosophers in this sense—Christian lovers of wisdom—may be relatively unlettered but deeply learned. A stay-at-home mother, for instance, occupied for most of her day with raising her children, is a Christian philosopher in Chrysostom’s eyes if she is living her life and her vocation as a mother as an apprentice of Jesus.

Wise Christians are those who have chosen to apprentice themselves to Christ by imitating key patterns in Jesus’ life or the lives of others who knew Jesus well and who patterned their thinking and acting after his (Paul, Peter, Mary, great Christians in the history of the church, and so on). As we imitate Jesus as students imitate their master, our ability to live life well expands. We increasingly discern good from evil, right from wrong, important things from indifferent things, and live life as God designed it to be lived. We walk with the grain of the universe rather than against it.

Recall that Chrysostom believed indifferent things (adiaphora) become good or bad according to the disposition of the individual. Has our disposition, our character, the way we habitually respond to what life offers day in and day out, been prepared through the power of the Spirit to live well in the world God has created?




THE KEY ROLE OF MORAL DISPOSITION OR CHARACTER


Our disposition significantly determines how we exercise our will in response to the moral choices we face daily. Those who through the power of the Holy Spirit and rigorous training (askesis) learn to behave in a Christian manner make the right choices because their disposition and will have been molded by the specific instruction and examples found in the gospel of the kingdom; they have learned to imitate other believers who are living the gospel well. They interpret and respond to life wisely because their mind, heart, and body have been habituated to respond faithfully to the realities of Christ’s kingdom and Christ’s teaching. How so? By adopting the very practices Christ himself engaged in to stay spiritually healthy. Luke tells us, for instance, that in the midst of his busy ministry Jesus would often withdraw to lonely places and pray (Lk 5:16). His wise apprentices observe this pattern and imitate it in their own lives. Jesus’ practices—his spiritual disciplines—become key aspects of his apprentices’ own spiritual training program.




THE PROBLEM OF THE PASSIONS


The church fathers frequently refer to the passions in their diagnosis of what’s gone wrong with human beings. What did the fathers mean when they spoke of the passions? The church fathers refer to the passions as vices that cripple our ability to pray and to live life well.21

Let me take a moment to explain what ancient Christian writers did not mean when they spoke of the passions. For instance, modern people often connect passion or passions with “any very strong emotion, positive or negative. ‘She has a passionate desire to serve the poor.’ ‘He was in a real passion when he killed the man.’ ‘She is a passionate lover.’ ‘He has a passion for chocolates.’”22

For early Christians a passion may have a strong emotional element or tone, but can just as often refer to a “state of mind, or even a habitual action. Anger is usually a passion, but sometimes forgetfulness is called a passion. Gossip and talking too much are also regularly called passions. . . . Depression, the very opposite of a passion as we usually use that term in our modern world, is one of the most painful of the passions.”23 In a nutshell, the passions are a “conglomerate of obsessive emotions, attitudes, desires, and ways of acting. . . . It is these passions that blind us in our dealings with ourselves, each other, and the world, and so pervert perfectly good and useful impulses which take away our freedom to love.”24

The Greek word logismoi was occasionally used by ancient writers to describe the evil thoughts, impulses, motives, and actions that an unredeemed mind naturally births, like the maggot eggs that soon appear on rotten meat left in the sun. John Ortberg describes the “seeds of the ‘passions’” as “those suggestions or impulses that emerge from the subconscious and soon become obsessive.”25 From the perspective of the church fathers, as Olivier Clément explains, the passions “are blockages, usurpations, deviations. . . . They are forms of idolatry, of that ‘self-idolatry’ that deflects towards nothingness our capacity for transcendence.”26

Cleansing from the passions, the church fathers argue, is an indispensable aspect of developing a good life. “And once the tottering and dead rubbish of the passions has been dug out, the firm foundations of simplicity and humility can be placed in what may be called the living and solid ground of our heart, on the gospel rock.”27 This preliminary weeding of the passions through the practice of key spiritual disciplines such as prayer, silence, solitude, and simplicity ensures the stability and strength that leading a good life before God demands.

Consider, for instance, the materialism that characterizes North American culture, and compare it to that of the Roman world. Gregory of Nyssa, in his analysis of Roman materialism, links the desire for more and more stuff to the dulling effect of the passions on the human mind and especially on our memory. Too quickly we forget, Gregory believes, that everything begins with God’s grace, the grace that richly offers human fulfillment to God’s image bearers. Forgetfulness of God’s grace and gifts foments a decline into materialism, where the pursuit of more and more stuff becomes the end all of life. As Gregory puts it, a sinful image bearer left to himself “is almost completely involved in the pursuit of material things.”28 We will return to these issues more thoroughly in chapter two.




THE EFFECTIVE ANTIDOTE


As Chrysostom’s life was nearing its end in his cramped, smoky room in Cucusus, his thoughts were drawn continually to the gospel as the effective antidote for the disease of the passions. John pictured himself as a physician preparing a remedy for “all who are appalled by the events occurring in the world.”29 How? “By preparing the medicine of the word. . . . For this remedy nourishes more than bread, restores more effectively than a drug and cauterizes more powerfully than fire, without causing any pain. At the same time it checks the foul-smelling tides of perverse reasonings.”30

John’s goal was to release his ancient readers—and us—from the influence of passions that cripple our ability to think and live in line with life as God has designed it to work. All too frequently we attempt to live against the grain of the universe; we continually ram our heads into reality, and it hurts!

In a sermon from a series John delivered on the book of Acts he writes:

It is not possible to be master of one’s self, being in a passion. Like a sea rolling mountains high, it is all hurly-burly: or even as a pure fountain, when mire is cast into it, becomes muddied, and all is in turmoil. . . . It is your own soul that you have cut open; it is there that you have inflicted a wound: you have flung your own charioteer from his horses, you have got him dragging along the ground upon his back.31


The passions, then, throw the faculty of reason, the logismos, off balance. They blind the eyes of the mind and cripple the mind’s ability to form a realistic and fitting opinion or judgment regarding a specific ethical question or dilemma. In turn, our ability to live well and accept, appreciate, and praise God’s providence in our life and in the world is undercut.

Chrysostom’s lifelong project as a Christian, priest, and bishop was to help Christians live well as Christ’s disciples—his apprentices—and to release them from the influence of passions that prevented them from thinking and living in a manner congruent with the values of Christ’s kingdom. John teaches that if we allow ourselves to be governed by our passions, our reasoning about and response to life will inevitably be distorted and twisted; we will lack the eyes to discern truly what God is up to in the world.

Not only will we fail to recognize God at work, but we will end up living in a shallow, surface fashion, on the basis of appearances alone. We will identify genuinely good things as evil, evil things as good, and unwisely judge indifferent things as either good or evil. The result will be a life that doesn’t make sense. Indeed, a life gripped by the passions will often look like one long horror show.

The next chapter of this book will concern the early Christian martyrs, folks who freely and sacrificially died for their faith rather than succumb to the Roman demand to worship the emperor as god or to sacrifice to Roman deities. No psychiatrically healthy human being desires to die; we will investigate closely why the early Christian martyrs acted in such a counterintuitive way. Might the death of a martyr actually illustrate what a good life looks like, a life freed from the passions, a life that sees reality clearly and is acting accordingly? Chrysostom thought a lot about death and dying in his cramped, smoky quarters in Cucusus; his thinking can help us understand why the martyrs were acting as they were and has profound implications for our lives today.




A GOOD LIFE AND A GOOD DEATH


At first glance death appears to be an evil one must avoid at all costs. Yet, John writes, death benefits both the one who has died and those who are left behind.32 How so? Imagine those who have witnessed the execution of a Christian martyr. Would they not learn a powerful lesson on the transitory nature of life and on the danger of acting and living as though life would never end? One is “humbled,” Chrysostom writes, “learns to act in a more level-headed fashion, is taught to think in a more spiritual manner, and introduces into his mind the mother of all goods, humility.”33

Those who have died are in no way wronged, for the dead “will receive this same body pure and incorruptible.” In the light of the gospel, death can be viewed as “a teacher of the spiritual life, instructing the understanding, bridling the passions of the soul, quelling its billows and creating calm.”34 If we judge simply on the basis of appearances, how can we not view death as an evil to be feared? Death’s meaning, however, is dramatically changed when we view it through the lens of the gospel. In fact, Chrysostom argues, death can serve as a genuine good, as the lives of the martyrs clearly demonstrate; they die, but their dying generates encouragement, insight, courage, and perseverance in others.

Chrysostom teaches that key virtues such as humility arise in the human heart as God’s image bearers contemplate how quickly life passes. When a Christian says goodbye to a loved one whose life has drawn to a close, she naturally feels grief. Yet, if she is willing to interpret the death of her loved one through the meaning the cross and resurrection of Christ offers, she can learn valuable lessons. Among others, we will notice how brief life is and perceive the danger of thinking and living as though life in this present world will never end.

Chrysostom warns that if we live life only on the basis of appearances, death will remain a terror. If we faithfully discern more deeply, though, thinking and praying to the heart of the matter through the light of the gospel, our understanding of death can be transformed. The pain of parting from our loved ones will remain—saying goodbye will be terribly difficult—but what looked like eternal loss now can be seen to be only a temporary separation.




THE EXAMPLE OF JOSEPH


Chrysostom illustrates his key points through the lives of biblical characters such as Abraham, Sarah, John the Baptist, and Joseph. All are examples of persons who loved God, learned to see below the surface of things to perceive God at work, and led good and fruitful lives as a result.

Consider the life of Joseph. Joseph’s life and relationship with his brothers and father illustrate well the danger of the passions running wild in image bearers’ lives. Joseph plainly represents the ideal of the true Christian philosopher, i.e., the wise and genuine Christian who bridles his passions, refuses to judge by appearances, and waits for the final outcome of events as God’s providential love unfolds in his life. Other characters in the story line, such as Joseph’s brothers and Potiphar’s wife, serve as prime examples of the folly and ruin that occur when the passions run wildly out of control.

Consider for a moment the reaction of Joseph’s brothers to his dream that one day he would rule over them (Gen 37:1-28). Their response, individually and as a group, is a veritable litany of disordered passions. Rather than acting as brothers, they react like wild animals and seek Joseph’s life. They are “more savage than wolves toward their brother.”35 “The father of this war,” Chrysostom writes, “was irrational envy and unjust malice. Seething with anger . . . envy kindling this furnace and stirring up the fire.”36 When Reuben prevents the brothers from actually killing Joseph, “their anger boiled anew, their wrath reached its zenith, and their passions raged out of control like a storm at sea.”37 Consumed by the “madness” of their passions, they sell Joseph into slavery.

Joseph’s trials, however, are only beginning. In a sense he leaves one insane asylum—a family circle consumed by raging passions—only to enter another, the passionate world of Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39:1-20). Once Potiphar’s wife lays eyes on Joseph, her passions erupt in heated desire. She is “beside herself over the beauty of the young man.”38 Each day, like a wild lioness, she goes out in search of her prey, “incited by her passion and unbridled love.”39 Still, despite “her appearance and frenzied passion,” Joseph withstands her temptations. When Joseph refuses her advances and flees the scene naked, with Potiphar’s wife clutching his robe, another passion—anger—overwhelms her. As Chrysostom puts it, “another even more grievous passion joined in with extreme savagery.”40

Compare Joseph’s response to his difficulties to the passions running wild in his brothers and Potiphar’s wife. Chrysostom’s point is that in the midst of his life’s difficulties—all allowed by God’s sovereign providence—Joseph continues to lead a good life, a wise life, a discerning life, a courageous life, marked by his deep trust in God’s promises. Joseph refuses to judge by appearances. He discerns God at work in his circumstances despite how things look on the surface. When Joseph’s brothers plot against him, he exhibits “the disposition of a brother.”41 When he is sold into slavery he maintains an even keel.

Joseph is not overwhelmed by these difficult, indeed horrific, events. He resists faithfully and effectively the allurements of Potiphar’s wife because his disposition in the midst of his difficult circumstances is one of habitual trust in God’s providential care. Joseph recognizes “full well the resourcefulness of God and the ingenuity of his wisdom.”42 God has trained Joseph to trust; Joseph’s habitual responses to life arise out of a mature personality, a wise personality, one tested in the fire and strengthened in the very testing. From an early age Joseph had been learning to trust God’s promises. The result of this training process, an apprenticeship under God’s guidance, was a good life, a life characterized by wisdom, discernment, perseverance, courage, and love.




JESUS AS THE PERFECT MODEL OF THE GOOD LIFE


The church fathers believed the perfect model of the good life is Jesus himself. Jesus’ teaching and Jesus’ practices captivated them. Their deepest desire was to become ever more like Jesus, to act as his mind, eyes, mouth, ears, hands, and feet in the world. For the fathers, the good life was Jesus’ life lived through them; they desired to become “little Christs” in the time and space God had given them to live.

How does one become increasingly like Jesus? How can Christ’s mind, Christ’s thinking, Christ’s perspectives, Christ’s power, and Christ’s love increasingly embed themselves in his image bearer’s heart, mind, and concrete bodily behaviors? Is it possible to learn to live like Christ in a natural, Spirit-empowered, deeply habituated fashion, so that sin, rather than virtue, is the exception rather than the rule? The church fathers clearly believed the answer is yes.

The fathers insist that Jesus both taught and modeled how to live well in God’s kingdom. Palladius puts it this way: “Words and syllables do not constitute teaching. . . . Teaching consists of virtuous acts of conduct. . . . This is how Jesus taught. . . . His aim was the formation of character.”43

The church fathers were deeply aware—in a way similar to Aristotle and surely to Jesus—that simply thinking well about a specific ethical issue is not enough. The fathers knew it is possible for an image bearer to think correctly on an issue of ethical significance, say the importance of living a sexually pure life, while simultaneously behaving in a rampantly promiscuous fashion. What one knows must be consciously practiced if obedience and love for the long haul are to be attained.

The question is plain: How are the thoughts of the mind and the actions of the body to be brought into ever greater congruence with the values of the kingdom of God? How is the behavioral dissonance that too often characterizes disciples’ lives—the disjunction between faith and practice, thought and behavior—to be increasingly overcome? Congruity between the currency of our thoughts and words and the gold of our lives—a life that rings true to the broader watching world—is the goal. If the goal is to be reached, the race run well, the church fathers argue that a specific training program for the development of goodness and love is absolutely essential, a workout routine based on Jesus’ own thinking and practice. In chapter eight we will examine this proposal carefully.




HOW SHOULD WE THEN LIVE?44


As we move into our discussion of martyrdom in the ancient church, keep in mind key questions and issues we have introduced in this introductory chapter. They will come up again and again in the pages to come.


	What characterizes a good life lived well before God?


	How is a good life developed and nurtured?


	What habits, dispositions, and virtues must we develop through the power of the Holy Spirit?


	How has culture influenced God’s image bearers in their desire to live a good life, whether ancient image bearers or modern?


	How have our family, our church, our work environment, our entertainment choices, our political affiliations, our educational setting, our favorite authors, and other key factors influenced the formation of our disposition, choices, and daily habits?


	How have we become the persons we actually are, characterized by certain specific traits that those who know us well could readily identify?


	How have we come to believe that certain thoughts and actions are morally right and others morally wrong?


	Why are we behaving the way we are?


	What is the relationship between Greek paideia and Christian spiritual formation? How are they similar? How are they different?


	For the church fathers, what role does imitation play in leading a good life?


	Why is it important to distinguish between good things, bad things, and indifferent things in learning to live well as a Christian?


	From the church fathers’ perspective, what is the problem of the passions?


	What is the antidote to the poison of the passions?
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