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Dedicated to my students who have taught me

the meaning of virtues every day.


Foreword

Justin Whitmel Earley


IN THE ABOLITION OF MAN, C. S. Lewis wrote that the task of an educator is not to cut down jungles but to irrigate deserts. That is exactly what Alan Noble accomplishes in this book.

Most people I speak with today are not lacking in ideas. We are quick—perhaps too quick—to adopt ideologies. But when it comes to actually living, we are lost. We stride through life like confused farmers, brimming with theories even while staring at barren fields, puzzled that our clever ideas yield no fruit. By reintroducing us to the traditional virtues, Noble begins to lay the much-needed pipes of irrigation.

Like you, I want to live well. I want to make good decisions and do the right thing, even when it’s hard. But how to choose wisely (prudence), how to act justly (justice), and how to persist courageously despite adversity (fortitude) are questions that elude us, even though history has already answered them quite well. Our modern world has simply forgotten—or ignored—them.

That is what makes this book such a gift. Recalling writers such as Aristotle, Jacques Ellul, Josef Pieper, and T. S. Eliot, Noble brings us back to the virtues with fresh insight, reminding us of what we already knew but had left behind. I found myself rethinking how I make decisions, and why I so often lack confidence in them. I thought about why justice and politics have gotten so confused, and what the ancients would have thought about how I think about my neighbor. I was reminded why love must animate all of them, lest they be worthless.

And yet—and this is important—I thought about none of this with guilt! Because the book you are about to read points over and over to the grace that secures our salvation while also showing how that same grace is the basis for living well.

I suggest you read with a pen; I took a lot of notes. Better still, read ready to practice.






Introduction


FOR MOST OF US, somewhere along the path to adulthood comes the unsettling realization that most people are winging it. They don’t know what they are doing. They don’t know where they are going. And they aren’t sure what the point is. To some extent this is just the challenge of growing up and figuring out life, but there is something special about the modern world which has disoriented us and our moral imaginations. We lack guiding principles and authority figures to orient us toward the Good Life. Near the beginning of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, he diagnoses the problem, telling the reader, “You know only / A heap of broken images.”1 Which is kind of insulting but true, if you think about it for five seconds. Although Eliot didn’t have TV or social media in mind, our lives are made up of broken images—billions of broken images that don’t fit together into a coherent whole, except maybe one loud message that says: “You Aren’t Good Enough. Buy Stuff and Work Harder.”

Eliot didn’t just have images in mind, however. He was also thinking about ideas. And our ideas are broken too. The messages we receive about how to live, what to live for, what my identity is, how to love, who to love, what it means to be a good person, what careers to pursue, what justice is, what my obligation to my neighbor is, who my neighbor is, what my ethical responsibility is to someone I can’t even visualize who lives across the globe and who mines the rare earth metals for my smartphone—all these messages conflict. They don’t make sense. If we were to try to live out the life that our teachers, the state, the experts, our doctors, the scientists, our therapists, our life coaches, YouTube gurus, and our friends told us, we would drop dead from exhaustion.

All we have known is a heap of broken images. So naturally most of us are winging it.

When this hits you—and if it hasn’t hit you, it will—you’ll probably start looking around for some wise older person for help. And I wish I could tell you that you’ll find that person and receive the mentorship you need to navigate this ridiculous world. But from personal experience, those people are hard to find. They exist. I know they do, but there are not a lot of them. Because we live such fractured and alienated lives, it is difficult to have deep, meaningful, long-term relationships with people—the kind of relationships that are necessary for good mentorship. And the reality is, this isn’t the first generation to live with a heap of broken images. Keep in mind, Eliot published that line in 1922. Your parents’ generation and grandparents’ generation and great-grandparents’ generation all lived with a heap of broken images; we just have the (significant) added burden of technology, which fractures our lives even further.

Of course, you can find plenty of people who will give you recommendations for optimizing your life. There’s a lot of money in self-help. But it’s just more broken images. One guru tells you to exercise more. Another tells you to hustle harder. Another tells you to meditate. Another tells you to find a meaningful job. Another tells you to find yourself. Another tells you to get some new form of therapy. And once you finish listening to all these coaches, you end up feeling more drained and inadequate than when you started. Oh, it may work for a while, but the crash comes, eventually.

And that’s the thing. For some people it feels like the broken images are enough. You can piece together a life of significance and meaning by selecting the fragments that suit you personally. You take a little consumerism, add a dash of Christianity, a pinch of romanticism, and a smidge of healthy living, and if you don’t stop moving, you can stay afloat and feel largely fulfilled and content. But eventually life catches up. Life gets difficult. Addiction overwhelms you. Tragedy strikes. Suffering comes, as it does to all of us. And the patchwork quilt of a life you’ve pieced together no longer seems that secure anymore. You need something more solid, more substantial, more coherent. You need something sufficient to the task. We all do.

This would all be easier to deal with if you could just stop caring so much, if you weren’t passionate about living a life of meaning, but you do care. You’ve been told to care. And while you may doubt a lot of the broken messages tossed at you by contradictory sources your whole life, the one thing that has always made sense is that your life ought to matter. Life is too hard, too painful, too wonderful and crazy and beautiful and intense. There’s too much potential and grandeur for it to not mean anything—for your life not to count.

For those of us who are Christian, the meaning is provided in our faith already. And that helps a lot. Our lives matter because Jesus died for us, and the meaning and purpose of our lives is to serve, enjoy, and honor him. That sounds wonderful in the abstract, but when you only know a heap of broken images, when you only know a thousand different career options and a million different ways of ministering, when you are even unsure who you are, it can be hard to see how that faith practically provides guidance for your life. You won’t admit to having this insecurity in Sunday school, but you think about it while driving home.

Life feels like a mess, a heap of broken images that don’t cohere, don’t make sense, and you care too much to give up. And unless you are one of the few blessed with a wise mentor (not all mentors are wise, I’m sorry to say), you probably feel alone in this. The question is, How can you survive? How can you get through? How can you live rightly in this chaotic world? The challenge is to live well. To pull together the pieces that do fit together, the images that belong, the ideas that are true and good and beautiful, so that you can rightly see the image of God.

I don’t know this for certain, but I think Eliot’s heap of broken images is a shattered stained-glass window that would have depicted a scene from the Bible, maybe the crucifixion, maybe the resurrection, maybe the ascension. Maybe all of them. Such a scene reminds us of God and his character, and therefore our relation to him and how we were created to live for him. At the time he wrote The Waste Land, Eliot was not a Christian, but he understood that the loss of Christianity in the West was the loss of coherence. And I think we’re still feeling the effects of that loss a hundred years later. I think you are still feeling the effects of it, even if you were raised in the church.

One of the most significant aspects of this “loss of coherence” has been the denial of human telos, the creational design to our lives that gives us direction and purpose. Instead of believing that we all share a purpose in glorifying God and enjoying him forever,2 modern people are left to discover their own purpose, to define their own nature. This leads to fractured and contradictory messages about what the “Good Life” is and how to reach it. That’s one reason we feel so confused and conflicted in the contemporary age. What we will discover in the coming chapters is that when we accept we were designed to live for God’s glory, how to live begins to make sense.

So, what I want to suggest is a way to gather up the pieces that make up the Way. The purpose of this book is not to go over the basics of the Christian faith, or to explore the gospel in detail, both of which are beautiful and essential tasks, they just aren’t my task here. Instead, I want us to look at the traditional virtues, the ways of walking that are the natural and proper outcome of the Christian faith: prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance, faith, hope, and love. My fear is that modern society has conditioned us to be full of “morality”—albeit a shifting and ambiguous morality—but lacking in any virtues because it denies that we have a telos. As a result, we are anxiously striving to do the right thing but never sure what the right thing is.

Virtues are cultivated habits that align us with who God created us to be. God made us to love, so when we cultivate the virtue of love, we become more fully who God made us. We pursue these habits, not to become righteous before God, but because we have Christ’s imputed righteousness and are adopted children of God. The Holy Spirit enables us to practice these virtues so that we might bring glory to God as we were created to do.

Historically, church fathers and theologians have appealed to the virtues as important to the Christian life, from Saint Augustine and Thomas Aquinas to Reformers like John Calvin and Niels Hemmingsen. Although there has not always been agreement about what makes up the list of virtues, one of the strongest traditions comes from Aristotle through Thomas Aquinas, listing the four cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance), to which Christian thinkers, like Aquinas, added the three theological virtues (faith, hope, and love). It is possible to talk about other virtues (for example, humility), but I believe these seven are the essential ones and that most other virtues fall under one of these. As we shall discover, the beauty of the virtues is that they offer a biblically and historically grounded way of living in a chaotic modern world.

But this isn’t a book of easy answers (“The Bible says: Don’t have sex outside of marriage,” which is true, by the way), but practices and postures of living that allow us to make sense of the world, to cut through the confusion of messages and pressures so that we know how to live, so that we don’t have to feel so stuck all the time.

These practices are going to be hard; I should warn you about that. In fact, our primary scholarly guide to the virtues, Josef Pieper, himself failed to live up to the highest standards of justice and fortitude when the Nazis came to power in his home country of Germany. His opposition to the National Socialists was not as clear, pronounced, and forceful as it could have been.3 Pieper acknowledged his inability to live up to the high standards of virtue in the preface to one of his books, writing that he was “utterly unable to meet” them.4 For all of us, the pursuit of virtues is hard work. And as we will discuss in the conclusion, all of us will fail in this life to some extent or another. But through the work of the Holy Spirit and the grace of Jesus, the God who began a good work in us will bring it to completion (Philippians 1:6). Our ultimate sanctification, including in the virtues, will be brought about by Christ, but our duty today is to be faithful to heed the call to practice wisdom, even when it’s hard.

Contemporary life is already hard and overwhelming. Meanwhile, Christ’s yoke is light. It is still a yoke, but it is light because we have the help of the Holy Spirit. You’re going have to die to yourself, but dying to yourself is a whole lot better than being suffocated by restlessness and confusion. Because under Christ’s yoke there is grace.

My goal is to walk through the essentials of life.

We will consider: How do you choose what to do with your life when surrounded by endless options and pressured with the obligation to Change the World? As we’ll see, the answer is not to find the One True Career or to wait patiently for God to give you some special revelation, but to choose something, something honoring to God and for the common good of your community, and then do it. Maybe it only works for a time and you end up doing something else next year (or even next month), but when you are faithful to do something good rather than anxiously trying to do the One Right Thing, you will find peace. And more importantly, you’ll honor God.

Next, we will look at the controversial and timely issue of justice. There may be no other topic of our time with more broken, contrary images than the topic of justice. Everyone has an opinion on what matters most and what you must care about. In some spaces, you can get shamed for not immediately announcing your disgust with some current event. In other spaces, you can get shamed for not signaling your allyship or support for someone’s chosen identity. The question of what is ethical, what is just, and what is loving easily gets lost in the noise and fervor of the moment. But that is no excuse to ignore justice.

Christ has called us to do justice wherever we are, to whatever extent we are capable. Whenever it is in our power to do good, we are required to do so. That’s an astonishing and startling commandment. And yet, there it is (I told you I was going to ask you to do hard things). We will look beneath the usual culture war hot topics, look beneath the appearances of justice to see what Christ is calling us to, what our right obligations are, and how we can practice those in a world that demands everything of us all the time.

Few people will tell you this, but life involves a lot of suffering and therefore requires a great deal of courage or fortitude. It involves way more suffering than we expect—unless we’ve already experienced it. And even then, there’s probably more on the way. This is a hard saying, but it’s true. History, literature, religion, philosophy, and the humanities have all taught this truth as essential for right living. Life is not exclusively suffering, but you’ll experience a great deal of suffering in this life.

We will explore the reality that you are going to suffer greatly in this life, and you need a plan to deal with that suffering through courage. Through the scriptural understanding of suffering as producing endurance and through comprehending how to deal with suffering, we will discover a better path than the contrary and incoherent messages of this world.

We will explore the problem of excess. From our earliest moments, we are trained to desire anything and everything. Our entire economy is based on a system of consumption. Even if you think of yourself as self-controlled in your spending, you have been exposed to the idea that your desires are good and you should say Yes! to them your whole life. (And not just by advertisements.)

Every product in the grocery store calls out to you. All digital devices call out for your attention. Authority figures will encourage you to affirm your assumption that everything in our world seems to be about you and for you, and it all seems to say the same thing: Your desires are good, and you should say Yes! to them. With such constant and consistent programming, it is almost certainly the case that it is harder for us to say No! to our disordered desires than many people in the past. We learn the practice of temperance, of choosing not to do all that we can do for the good of our neighbor and the glory of God. And it’s going to be a lot harder than you think.

When Christians think about challenges to their faith, they tend to think about philosophical or apologetic challenges. What do we do about the creation story? How do we make sense of apparent contradictions in the Bible? How can free will and God’s sovereignty coexist? How is hell just? And so on. These are good questions deserving of good answers—and I will provide none of them. Other people have answered them. In fact, the church has addressed these questions for thousands of years. Instead we will consider deconstruction and the doubts that plague every believer throughout history. Is it possible to “deconstruct” your faith and remain Christian? How do you live with doubts about your faith? What happens when you grow bitter toward God over suffering? Does that mean you lack faith?

We will wrestle with the question of hope in a divided, chaotic, violent, and frankly quite depressing world. While there are certainly pockets of progress, there are also mass shootings, increasing suicides, polarization, creeping authoritarianism, addiction to pornography and digital devices, escapism, boredom, endless wars, endless culture wars, church abuse scandals, and worse. As with personal suffering, we have to know how to deal with the horrors of the world. How do we not lose hope when everything seems utterly out of our control? I have seen people fall into despair over climate change. And I understand. It is distressing to watch our environment change in ways that harm people and nature. As with all of these topics, we receive contrary and overwhelming messages from different forces in society, all demanding our passion, attention, devotion, and money. And we can’t solve these problems by ourselves. In some cases, I don’t even know how we can solve them collectively without God’s intervention. But here’s the thing, we serve a God who does intervene, who has intervened, and who calls us and even commands us to hope all things. Isn’t that remarkable?

Finally, we will consider the greatest difficulty we face in life: how to love rightly. We intuitively know that love is at the center of life’s purpose, but what is it? How do we love? It’s not always clear. As with each of these topics, we have inherited from culture a heap of broken images of love—love as lust, love as individual fulfillment, love as unconditional acceptance, love as emotion, love as intuition, love as sacrifice, love as romance, love as 1 Corinthians 13, and so on. As we will discover, love is simpler, more complex, more demanding, and more glorious than we can imagine. Love is the proclamation, “It is good that you exist; how wonderful that you are!”5 Love is the practice of desiring the good of other people, which begins with knowing what the good is, and the good is a Person.

As we move through each virtue, our model will be Christ. And our guide for this journey will be the renowned Thomas Aquinas scholar Josef Pieper, who has explored the seven virtues in two books, The Cardinal Virtues and Faith, Hope, Love, and is considered to be “one of the great Catholic philosophers of the last century.”6 At times I shall have occasion to diverge sharply from Pieper’s Catholic theological conclusions, but Pieper has much wisdom to share with Protestants. Pulling from his profound knowledge of Aquinas, Pieper explicates each of the virtues with theological and philosophical rigor. Our task will be to make Pieper’s insights a relevant light to the contemporary world. Writing from the 1930s through the 1970s, Pieper’s essays on the virtues have been widely praised. Pieper not only explains Aquinas’s position, but elaborates on it with his own views as a Catholic philosopher. Other great theologians and philosophers will join our journey, including figures like Aristotle, Augustine, and John Calvin, who wrote in his Institutes of Christian Religion that he did not intend to write on each of the virtues, but that readers should look instead to other writers and to the homilies of the early church fathers.7 It is my hope that in some small way this book might be numbered among those other writings on the virtues Calvin recommended.

Piecing together the broken stained-glass window is difficult but not impossible. Once we are done, we will still be surrounded with broken images that call out to us, demanding our attention, pressuring us, condemning and accusing us. But as we are grounded in the image of God and reminded of how that image guides us in this world, we don’t have to be restless and confused. Fixing our gaze on God and using the cardinal and theological virtues, we can put together a coherent image of how to move through life in the modern world, one that responds to difficulties like shifting notions of justice, wisdom, morality, and love. In practicing these virtues through the work of the Holy Spirit, we gain freedom from sin and from the power of a chaotic world.








1
Choosing Decisively



ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT aspects of life is making choices, and the modern world has given us endless choices. It seems like the first fourth of our life—roughly until the age of twenty-two—most life choices are made for us. We live on autopilot. Most of us, at least. We are forced to go to elementary, middle, and high school. We are compelled or guilted to go to college or trade schools. Then during those early twenties, most of us are presented with two massive, future-defining choices: What kind of career will we have and who, if anyone, will we live with?

The answers to these questions will determine the success, shape, and nature of the rest of our lives. And we are reminded of the weight of these choices, repeatedly. Yet neither choice is a simple matter of personal preferences. Both our career and the marriage and friend pools are fiercely competitive. Everyone is fighting for a limited number of jobs in rapidly changing fields, thanks in part to AI. Everyone is fighting over a limited number of available, eligible, and desirable spouses and friends. And time seems to be running out. The older you get, the less options you have available and the more pressure you feel from your family and friends to “get on” with life, which puts you into an impossible position. On the one hand everything apparently rides on you making the one right choice in trade or major or career or spouse or friend. On the other hand, there are so many possibilities and so many variables to consider that you are frozen, unable to choose anything at all.

Perhaps you fear missing out on something or someone. You like the idea of going into nursing, but you also enjoy psychology. You are in love with someone, but you are also interested and attracted to someone else. If you marry someone tall, you’ll never have the pleasure of being with someone short. If you marry someone, will their career goals conflict with yours? Is it worth giving up your career goals to be with them?

But there’s another, more insidious pressure that people feel over making the Right Life Choice. These choices don’t just shape our lives, they can come to define our existence. And this is where things get really intense. If finding the right career determines my career satisfaction, that’s one thing. But if it determines whether my life has meaning? That’s something else entirely. Now every major life decision is an existential decision. In a culture where meaning, value, and purpose are defined by the individual, each person is burdened with creating and sustaining an interesting, exciting, and enviable life. The burden of your existence has been placed on your shoulders by society. So you aren’t just looking for the right spouse. You’re looking for one who can save your life, who can redeem you. You aren’t just looking for a job, you’re looking for a calling that can justify your place in the world—a vocation that provides you purpose and significance. The goal of life is to become the Best Version of Yourself, and you do this by making the choices the Best Version of Yourself would make. You have to make the optimal choices, because you only get one shot at this!

And then choice paralysis sets in. The more choices we have and the higher the stakes of those choices, the harder it is for us to make any choice at all and the less satisfied we are when we do make a decision. When there are only a few options available to us, our choices come easier. When those choices don’t matter very much, we find it easier to choose. But when everything hinges on these choices among millions of options, well, don’t mess up! As a result, we freeze, unable to make any decisions, big or small. The world is too overwhelming and the stakes are too high. This is what I mean when I reference T. S. Eliot’s lines that we know only “A heap of broken images.”1

To navigate such a world, we need to cultivate the virtue of prudence.


Prudence Defined

When Jesus turns water into wine in John 2:1-11, we can see him modeling prudence. The story begins with Jesus and his disciples attending a wedding feast and his mother coming up to him with a loaded comment: “They have no wine.” Jesus recognizes the implicit request in this statement, but he responds with an objection: “Woman, what does this have to do with me? My hour has not yet come.” Mary does not directly respond to him, and instead tells the servants to “do whatever he tells you.” At this moment, Jesus has to use prudence to make a decision. As he has already stated, his “hour has not yet come.” It’s not time for him to start doing miracles in public. And yet that fact conflicts with the fifth commandment: Honor your father and your mother.

To navigate this moment, Jesus must assess the reality of the situation accurately, deliberate for an appropriate amount of time, make a decision, and act decisively. While we don’t get to see Christ’s internal process of deliberation and decision-making, we know that he was conflicted between his ministry schedule and his obligation to his mother, and he ultimately made a decision. His decision is that he is obligated to obey his mother, and so he orders the servants to fill jars with water which he then turns into wine. Notice that once Jesus makes up his mind, he acts with singleness of purpose and without any comments about how he “really shouldn’t be doing this right now, since my hour has not yet come.” He makes a decision and he acts decisively. That’s prudence.

There are different ways of understanding the virtue of prudence, but at its essence prudence can be defined as making the right decision at the right time. Wheaton College philosophy professor W. Jay Wood defines prudence as “the act of thinking truthfully about the best means to appropriate ends.”2 Notice the three qualifications in this definition: thinking truthfully about the best means to appropriate ends. To make prudent (and therefore virtuous) decisions in life, you must accurately assess situations, make a choice based on what is the good, and choose means to achieve that good end, which are themselves good.

Saint Augustine famously defined prudence as “love distinguishing with sagacity between what hinders it and what helps it.”3 For Augustine, prudence is a matter of recognizing and choosing those things that lead to a more righteous life. And Josef Pieper, drawing from Aquinas, argues that prudence is the mother of all moral virtue, the foundation for justice, fortitude, and temperance.4 Prudence should not be conflated with wisdom, which is a broader and richer concept in Scripture. Wisdom gives you understanding of Scripture and God (Proverbs 2:1-5), whereas prudence teaches us how to make day-to-day decisions.

For our purposes, I want you to think of prudence like this: Prudence involves (1) seeing the reality of a situation, (2) recognizing and desiring what is good, (3) deliberating, (4) making a judgment, and (5) resolutely acting on that judgment.




Reality

The first step in making a prudent decision in life is making an honest, objective assessment of the situation, whether that be choosing a major in college, selecting a roommate, or deciding whether to spend time scrolling on your phone (also a matter of temperance, which we will discuss in chapter four!). This process of seeing the reality of a situation includes practical things like researching, finding facts, seeking information, asking for clarification, and recalling accurately. If you cannot see a situation accurately, you cannot act. So we must see rightly before we can decide rightly before we can act rightly. But seeing rightly isn’t as easy as it might seem.

For one thing, our pride and biases often hinder us from seeing reality as it is. We might imagine we are being objective when really we’re allowing our preconceived notions to color our vision. No one can be perfectly objective, but we can cultivate attitudes and postures toward the world which bring us closer to reality. For example, Pieper warns, “A closed mind and know-it-allness are fundamentally forms of resistance to the truth of real things.”5 If you come to a decision with a closed mind, you will not see “the truth of real things” and therefore you will not make a prudent decision.

The Christian philosopher Esther Lightcap Meek describes this posture in terms of respect: “Knowing never stops requiring our submission to and respect for the real.”6 Practically this means that in the process of making a prudent decision, we should pray and ask God for clarity, for help to see the nuances of the issue with open eyes, for the humility to submit to reality whatever it may be. To choose prudently requires that we remember situations honestly, we consider the situation with an open mind, and when something unexpected happens, we don’t jump to conclusions. It means setting aside our biases to see a situation for what it is, not what we anticipate or hope or expect. As with all aspects of virtues, this takes practice: the continual effort of choosing to set aside your ego and presumptions and fears to survey reality for what it truly is.

In her book A Little Manual for Knowing, Meek argues that we love to know. Loving someone or something is the way we know rightly, because in the process of knowing we pledge ourselves to the task of knowing and we trust ourselves to the process. Knowing, in Meek’s account, is more than just the collection of data, although it includes information. Knowing is relational and intentional. It involves a particular posture of the whole person. It requires humility and openness before the object of knowledge. It requires the suspension of assumptions, which so easily limit our perception of the object.

In day-to-day life, an openness to the otherness of an object of knowledge involves humility. When you struggle to know where you ought to live, you stay open to the possibility that God will lead you to live in a strange place, a place well beyond what you have imagined as suitable for you. In our rush to know for sure, we close off possibilities, which prevents us from seeing reality as it is. Meek agrees with Pieper and Aquinas that prudence (in her language, knowledge), involves rightly seeing reality.7

While there is value in exercises like making a pro and con chart when making a difficult life decision, Meek’s description of knowledge suggests that true knowledge is deeper and more intimate than a list of facts. It begins with a posture of our hearts.

Once we have determined what the reality of a situation truly is, by loving to know, then we can pursue the good. But what is “the good”?




Desiring the Good

Built into Pieper’s conception of the virtue of prudence is that it is always oriented toward the good. Notice how similar this is to Solomon’s words: “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7). Unless we recognize God’s sovereignty, we cannot begin to make prudent decisions. This is how biblical wisdom (a knowledge and fear of God) is an essential prerequisite for true prudence.8

The assumption here is that there is a good, an external, authoritative standard by which we can evaluate our actions. This is a controversial claim for the contemporary world where it is assumed that individuals have their own, private, self-defined good. Christians identify this good in the great commandment: loving God and loving our neighbor (Matthew 22:36-40). Or put differently, as the Westminster Shorter Catechism does, the “chief end of man” is to “glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever.”9 The first thing to notice here is that this understanding of the good is expansive. There are an almost infinite number of ways to glorify God in our lives. There are an almost infinite number of ways we can love God and love our neighbor as ourselves. How does desiring the good bring us closer to making a decision about who to marry or what career to pursue?

The flaw in this line of reasoning is the idea that the good always refers to the One Right Choice, when in fact, once we understand the good as glorifying God and enjoying him, it turns out there are lots of good choices we can make in life. What’s key for prudential thinking is that we take the good into account—that we intentionally look for what will glorify God in our choices. Often that will leave us with several options, and there we have the freedom to select among those options.

But this only pushes the problem back one step further: If the good is loving God and neighbor or glorifying God and enjoying him forever, what does it mean to do those things? How do I know what is loving to God and my neighbor? How do I know what glorifies him? This is where the daily practice of dwelling in the Word is so important. It is in the work of the Holy Spirit ministering to us, especially through the reading and interpreting of the Word of God, that we come to understand what it means to love him. Through the practice of reading and meditating on Scripture, particularly in a local community of saints, we come to know how to love God and our neighbor. We learn more about his character and how to glorify that character. The prudent person has immersed themselves in the Word and in a local church community, which helps them interpret that Word in order to know the good in any particular situation.

It is not enough to merely consider the good; we must desire it. According to Pieper, “Only one who previously and simultaneously loves and wants the good can be prudent.”10 Just as we must pray for humility and clarity of sight to see reality rightly, we must also pray for a heart that desires what is good. And because God is a loving Father who cares for his children, he will grant that request, giving us, over time, a love for what is good through the process of sanctification.

Pieper goes on to note that the more we practice prudence, the more our love for the good will grow, which in turn better enables us to be prudent. Love of the good is positively reinforced by prudence.11 In this life we are going to get habituated to something. Society calls us to be habituated to our passions, to what our flesh defines as “good”: lust, distracting entertainment, excessive material possessions, political animus. The reality is that whatever habits we cultivate become easier, more desirable, and more important in our lives. They shape our identity. The only question is whether you will cultivate habits of imprudence and ignore reality and the good, or prudence and come to accept reality and love the good.




Deliberation

Once you have assessed the reality of a situation and cultivated a desire for the good, the next step is to deliberate carefully on what end you ought to work toward and what means you ought to use to reach that end. According to Aristotle, deliberation must focus on what we can actually do.12 So in situations where there is no action for us to take, where there is no decision for us to make, we must learn to trust God and his providence.

Deliberation is where many of us get stuck. We spin our wheels deliberating and never come to a final judgment on a matter. In a hectic and frantic world, we are often urged to make rapid decisions without contemplating reality or the good. And sometimes we must make rapid decisions, but too often in our society we make hasty decisions because of sales pressure or peer pressure or impulsivity. The basis of deliberation is careful contemplation of the reality of a situation and the goods involved. Paul talks about this in Romans when he calls us to discernment: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2). Although Paul doesn’t use the word “prudence,” he is describing it. The problem is, who can know the will of God? How can we deliberate properly? Part of the answer is that we don’t do it alone.

According to W. Jay Wood, “The first ‘phase’ of prudential reasoning requires that we seek the wise counsel of others.”13 This of course is a biblical concept: “Where there is no guidance, a people falls, but in an abundance of counselors there is safety” (Proverbs 11:14). This is especially important, as Aquinas points out, because life is so complex; there are so many different situations each of us will face that having a variety of prudent elders to counsel you can be invaluable.14 But Pieper makes the point that the ultimate decision is always up to the individual. There is no way you can deputize someone to make a choice for your career or marriage or any life decision for you. In the final analysis, you are the one responsible. And the reason for that, argues Pieper, is that no one else can see the reality of your situation exactly like you can.

Pieper does have an exception to this rule, however. He argues that when you have a prudent friend who loves you, they can help shape your decision from inside your ethical dilemma by imagining themselves in that situation.15 This is one of the most comforting passages in all of Pieper’s writings to me. It’s true that no one can step into my shoes, but a true prudent friend who knows me deeply can help shape my decision by putting themselves in my situation. This speaks to the need we have to make deep, lasting, meaningful friendships with virtuous people. There have been many times in my life when my own mind has led me astray and I have had to rely on the prudence of a friend to shape my thinking. Such are moments of God’s grace to me, and I don’t take those relationships for granted.

But this kind of relationship requires a certain posture of the heart, a humility and even a submission to someone wiser than yourself. In her Little Book of Knowing, Meek describes the relationship this way:

A guide is only as effective as our decision to trust and to submit to that guide. We make a responsible choice to trust what they say even when we do not understand or agree. We cannot be suspicious or noncommittal about this. We have to be willing wholeheartedly to try out what they recommend. Apart from this that guide cannot help, and our investment does not pay off. Submission and trust are not the same as mindless compliance. They don’t actually even require agreement. They involve another critically important, sophisticatedly human, covenantal “let there be.” They involve free personal consent. Submission and trust aren’t always comfortable. But they are necessary to knowing.16


In addition to receiving the prudent guidance of a trusted friend, we must have our own humility to accept their wisdom. And as Meek points out, this isn’t always comfortable, but it is good.

Wise guidance can be explicit or it can be imitative: “Prudence on our part sometimes shows itself in having the good judgment to identify and imitate the morally wise among us.”17 Either way, the prudent person should cultivate a group of friends and wise elders who they trust to give counsel and act as models of prudence. This entails knowing people for an extended period of time, watching them navigate life with wisdom and prudence, making godly choices in a variety of difficult situations so that you have reason to trust their counsel. Of course, even wise counselors can give bad advice, so it is sometimes prudent to seek a few different voices. In our American society, we tend to rely exclusively on our own intuition and opinions, but prudence calls us to trust in the wisdom of others as we deliberate a serious decision.

Whether we rely on wise guidance from others or not, we need to spend time deliberating ourselves. This means a quiet time of contemplation and reflection, thinking through the reality of the situation and what the good is. The ultimate guide for our deliberations is the Holy Spirit, and so in any situation we should pray to God for wisdom, for the clarity of mind to think through the issue at hand in a way that glorifies him.




Judgment

At the end of the day, whatever ethical decision we face, we have an obligation to come to a judgment about what the prudent course of action is. Life is infinitely complex, and while some people would like you to believe that there are nice, tidy answers to all of life’s problems, that is not reality. The decisions we have to make are nuanced and specific, which is one reason why cultivating the virtue of prudence is so important. If the Bible were simply a clear guidebook on how to respond in every situation, then we could just turn to the right chapter and verse, get our answer, and move on. Instead, the Bible mostly gives us the foundational principles that we must apply with the aid of the Holy Spirit. And that is the practice of prudence.

The more we practice prudence, the more we discover that it requires flexibility. This is rooted in the fact that prudence, at its core, is about seeing the world as it really is. And the world “as it really is” is a mess—a profoundly complex living system that defies our ability to create simple legalistic boundaries. We have to be agile and nuanced in our thinking to make prudent decisions, recognizing the complexity of the world. In the case of a career, it would be nice if I would just tell you the five steps to discovering and achieving your goals. But there are no nice simple steps. There is only a mess of individual experiences, talents, skills, constraints, economies, technologies, and so on. We wrestle with reality, keeping the good in mind, and trust in God’s providence.

We also need to accept that God has grace for our mistakes, because we are going to make wrong choices in life, and some of those mistakes will cost us and others greatly. This is an unavoidable part of living in a fallen world. We make judgments about how to act and people suffer as a consequence. And while we should do what is reasonable to right the mistakes we have made, ultimately we cannot fix all the mistakes we make in this life. At some point we have to accept God’s mercy and grace. We have to accept that he is sovereign and caring for everyone involved in our decisions. Our duty is to practice prudence as best we can with the aid of the Holy Spirit and rest in God’s providence. But the key is that we must come to a decision. We cannot allow timidity to keep us stuck. We must leave the stage of deliberation and decide what to do.




Resolute Action

Aside from getting stuck in deliberation, many of us get stuck in following through with our decisions. We decide to move to a new state, and then never follow through with the plans. We decide to exercise, but never go to the gym. We decide to make new friends, but never make human contact with anyone. Prudence is not a virtue if it is not executed with resolute commitment. Recall the model of Jesus when Mary asked for his help at the wedding feast. He acted resolutely.

As Wood states, “To know what to do, and to fail to act, whether due to fear, weakness of will, or some other cause, is to fail in in [sic] the most important part of prudence.”18 Notice how similar this is to the warning in James 4:17: “Whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” When we come to a prudent decision, we have a moral obligation to follow through with unwavering action. And according to Pieper, the decision to act comes before we have “absolute certainty.”19 In our risk-adverse society, making mistakes is viewed as a mark against our personhood rather than a normal part of living. We want that absolute certainty that we are marrying the right person or choosing the right career. But that kind of certainty doesn’t exist. We each make the best judgments we can, and then we act with resoluteness, committing to our decision with our whole hearts and accepting the consequences of our actions, whatever they may be.

The prudent person is known not only for their wisdom, but for their actions. Prudence is something you do. You make an unwavering commitment to follow through with your judgment, trusting in God’s sovereignty and the Holy Spirit–guided deliberation you made. This requires another virtue, fortitude, or courage, to act with confidence in your decision. Not haughtily or pridefully, but with full knowledge that you carefully considered the reality of the situation, desired the good, deliberated with wise counselors, came to a judgment, and now are acting resolutely. This is what it means to be a prudent person: “The virtuous agent must act in full knowledge of the end being sought, must choose to act for the sake of the end and not from impulse, and do so from a firm and unchanging character.”20
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