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  Foreword




  This book is the first of its kind and one that is urgently needed inside and outside the Christian community. Its subject matter is intellectual character. Typically, when we think of character, we are thinking of moral character, for example, of qualities like kindness, compassion and generosity. But the realm of personal character is not exhausted by the realm of moral character. It also has an intellectual dimension.




  Your intellectual character consists of your inner attitudes and dispositions toward things like truth, knowledge and understanding. To get some idea of the quality of your intellectual character, consider the following questions: Do you care about learning and knowledge? Do you desire to understand the world around you? Are you curious about why things are the way they are, about the unfolding of history, and about what ultimately exists or what is ultimately good? Or, on the contrary, do you have a dim view of truth and knowledge? Or do you, perhaps, value knowledge and learning but only as a means to other ends, for example, to getting a job or impressing your friends? Are you indifferent to, or positively bored by, concepts like knowledge, truth and understanding?




  Your answers to these questions say something important about the quality of your intellectual character. This is because good or “virtuous” intellectual character is marked, first and foremost, by a deep and abiding love of truth, a desire to know and understand things as they really are. Virtuous intellectual character also involves a number of other traits that arise from a love of truth, including inquisitiveness, attentiveness, intellectual carefulness and thoroughness, fair-mindedness, open-mindedness, intellectual courage, caution, tenacity and rigor. These traits are called “intellectual virtues.” By contrast, bad or defective intellectual character is marked by a lack of concern with, or a positive disregard for, knowledge and truth and, more specifically, by traits such as intellectual laziness, carelessness, superficiality, narrow-mindedness, dishonesty and cowardice. These are known as “intellectual vices.”




  Theologians and philosophers have long been concerned with moral virtues such as those mentioned above and with theological virtues such as faith, hope and love. There are great and venerable treatises on these topics that date all the way back to the ancient Greek and early medieval periods. Surprisingly, however, these thinkers have had relatively little to say about the intellectual virtues—about the intellectual or cognitive dimension of personal character. This neglect of intellectual virtue at the scholarly level has had substantial and unfortunate consequences at the popular level. It has left the average person without the vocabulary or conceptual resources even to understand what virtuous intellectual character is, let alone to focus on it in a way that might actually lead to its realization. It has also left those outside the ivory tower (and many within it) unable to comprehend and evaluate significant events or persons around them. We have a hard time, for instance, understanding how a really smart scientist might perpetrate a major intellectual hoax. Or how a well-intentioned or morally upright person might misuse or ignore important evidence. In the first case, we fail to see that remarkable intelligence and impressive academic credentials are no guarantee that a person will actually care about truth—or, at least, care about it more than other values such as money, power and professional prestige. In the second case, we fail to see that a person might care sincerely about certain moral values such as freedom or justice while failing to give sufficient respect to the value of truth. In either case, the defects in question are defects of intellectual character.




  Surely this academic and popular neglect of matters of intellectual character is a regrettable state of affairs—particularly when viewed from a Christian standpoint. While this seems obvious to me, and possibly to you, I shall briefly enumerate four reasons why Christians in particular should care about and give special attention to the intellectual dimension of personal character.




  First, the Jewish and Christian Scriptures place a premium on a concern with or desire for truth. As the psalmist proclaims: “Yet you desired faithfulness even in the womb; you taught me wisdom in that secret place” (Psalm 51:6). This theme is spread throughout the Scriptures: for instance, in the call to treat “understanding” and “wisdom” like “silver” and to “search for it as for hidden treasure” (Proverbs 2:1-5); or in the apostle Paul’s high regard for the Christians in Berea, who “received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11); or in his admonition to the church in Thessalonica not to “treat prophecies with contempt,” but to “test them all” and “hold on to what is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:20-21); or in Jesus’ statement that he is the truth (John 14:6). As noted above, a concern with truth is the very heart of virtuous intellectual character; it is what gives rise to the range of individual intellectual virtues such as reflectiveness, attentiveness, fair-mindedness, intellectual carefulness and courage.




  But should Christians really care about knowledge or truth in general? Or should they, perhaps, care merely about biblical or theological knowledge? In this connection, it is often pointed out, correctly, that God has given to humanity two books: the inspired Jewish and Christian Scriptures and the “book of nature.” To care about knowledge in general—including the subject matter of history, mathematics, economics, psychology, philosophy and the like—is to care about the content of this second book. Similarly, it is often said that “all truth is God’s truth,” meaning that God and God alone is the ultimate source of all that is. If this is right, then Christians need not limit themselves to biblical or theological knowledge. For in doing so, they cut themselves off from a deeper and more profound understanding of the creation and its Creator.




  Second, consider Jesus’ graphic and startling condemnation of the Pharisees: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of the bones of the dead and everything unclean” (Matthew 23:27). The implication is that to be truly good, to follow Jesus and his Father in the manner they intend, is to be transformed from the inside out. Mere external obedience—of which the Pharisees were masters—is woefully inadequate. What is it, then, to be transformed from the inside out? This depends in part on what we are like on the inside, that is, on the actual content of human nature and psychology. Clearly, part of who we are on the inside consists of our attitudes, feelings, motivations, beliefs and thinking as they relate to things like knowledge, truth and understanding. Assuming the latter are genuine values in God’s eyes, then to the extent that we fail to care about truth or knowledge, we remain immature or defective as human beings. Put another way, part of Christian transformation is transformation of the intellectual dimension of personal character, that is, of our attitudes, motivations and feelings about truth, knowledge and related cognitive values. This is reminiscent of Paul’s admonition to the Christians in Rome to 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” (Romans 12:2).




  Third, one of the great and daunting commands of Jesus is to love our neighbors—including even our enemies—as ourselves. But what exactly does this require? What sorts of things must we actually do if we are to follow this command? My suggestion is that part of loving our neighbors and enemies as ourselves is exercising a range of intellectual virtues in our interactions with them. If I feed and clothe my neighbor but distort, belittle or otherwise disrespect his beliefs, then surely I fail to love him as Christ commands. This is a reflection of the fact that our beliefs are an important part of who we are, such that to have them ignored, caricatured, disregarded or the like is to feel ignored, caricatured or disregarded ourselves. Accordingly, part of the radical love to which Christ calls us is a consistent exercise, in our interactions with others, of intellectual virtues such as fair-mindedness, open-mindedness, intellectual carefulness, honesty, patience and charity.




  Fourth, throughout its history, the Christian church has shown a high and appropriate regard for the enterprise of education. Many Christian parents have a strong and active concern for the quality of their children’s education. Other Christians regard teaching as their vocation, as an important and meaningful way to live out their Christian faith. To the extent that we share such a concern or calling, we must ask: What exactly is a good education? What do we want our children or students to derive from their many years in school? Presumably, we want them to acquire a good deal of knowledge. We also want them to cultivate a range of intellectual skills: we want them to learn to read, write and think proficiently. But it is not difficult to see how a person might receive these things from her education without actually having received a fully satisfactory education. Or a person might leave high school or university with a lot of knowledge and intellectual skills but without actually caring about learning and knowledge—without a commitment to pursuing these things in her life beyond school. Sometimes this missing element is referred to in terms of a “love of learning” or a commitment to being a “lifelong learner.” But these concepts are rarely unpacked or explained. If they were, the value in question would be identified as that of intellectual virtue. An important part of what we want for the education of our children and students is that they develop a deep and abiding love of knowledge: a love that gives rise to curiosity and attentiveness to the world around them; a desire to continue learning about a broad range of subject matters, and to be tenacious and disciplined in this pursuit; a willingness to question their beliefs and the beliefs of others but also to have the courage of their convictions; and an inclination to treat foreign ideas fairly and respectfully. If this is right, then to the extent that we as Christians are, as we should be, concerned with the enterprise of education, we must also cultivate an interest in and understanding of matters of intellectual character and virtue.




  Where does this leave us? We have seen, first, that there is a striking lack of familiarity with matters of intellectual character and virtue at the academic and popular levels and, second, that this is something about which Christians should be especially concerned. Fortunately, the lack of scholarly attention to the intellectual virtues has begun to be remedied in recent years with the advent of “virtue epistemology,” which is an approach to epistemology, or the philosophical study of knowledge, that gives a central role to reflection on these traits and their role in a good intellectual life. However, this concern with intellectual virtues has yet to “trickle down” to a nonacademic audience. What is needed, then, is an informed, accessible and engaging account of the intellectual virtues that will help the average reader to understand just what the intellectual virtues are and how we might go about acquiring them—and, ideally, an account that approaches these issues from a richly and distinctively Christian standpoint.




  This need is met perfectly in the present book. Philip Dow has been thinking carefully about the intellectual virtues for years. And he has had extensive experience incorporating a concern with intellectual character and virtue into school curricula and classrooms across the globe. The result is a masterful and deeply insightful treatment of the intellectual virtues, how they are acquired, their role in the intellectual life and their significance from a distinctively Christian standpoint. Dow’s writing is accessible, engaging and fun. It is also intellectually astute, historically informed and packed with wonderful illustrations. I have very high hopes for this book. I hope it will begin to open the public’s—and especially the church’s—imagination in such a way that the notions of intellectual character and virtue will begin to occupy the central role they deserve in our everyday thinking about and assessment of ourselves and the world we inhabit.




   




  Jason Baehr




  Loyola Marymount University




  Introduction




  Sometimes, when I consider what tremendous consequences come from little things, . . . I am tempted to think . . . that there are no little things.




  Bruce Barton, quoted in The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People




  In 1521, a devout Catholic priest risked his life because of his allegiance to the truth. Armed with little more than the strength of his convictions and a habit of courageous thinking, Martin Luther stood before some of the most powerful men in the world and refused to recant his beliefs, stating, “Unless I am convinced by Scripture and plain reason, . . . I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise. So help me God.”[1]




  Less than a hundred years later, an impoverished young math teacher, fueled by a desire to understand God’s universe, began to carefully investigate claims about the cosmos that contradicted the conclusions of much of the scientific community—not to mention the current religious orthodoxy, common sense and two thousand years of tradition. Johannes Kepler’s spiritually inspired willingness to consider the evidence fairly and carefully led him to the conclusion that the earth was not the center of the solar system but, in fact, revolved elliptically around the sun.[2] This breakthrough, and others by the young Lutheran mathematician, provided the foundation for Newton’s theory of gravity and a host of additional scientific discoveries and unleashed untold numbers of inventions and advances that have transformed our lives for the better.




  Yet another 150 years later a small and sickly British parliamentarian, convinced that God had created all people in his image, helped initiate a campaign to end slavery that would last almost fifty years and put him regularly at odds with some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the British Empire. Dismissed and ridiculed as a religious enthusiast, William Wilberforce responded by earnestly applying his mind to the issue. He read everything there was to read on slavery, actively sought out former slaves and other firsthand witnesses of the trade, and carefully evaluated the mounting body of circumstantial evidence he had accumulated. So thoroughly did he come to understand the issue that, without the aid of notes, Wilberforce regularly produced before parliament rigorously detailed and carefully reasoned speeches lasting for hours at a time. In an age when oratory was judged by substance as well as style, Wilberforce’s arguments against slavery were considered unsurpassed. If the young parliamentarian’s strength was an honest and careful mind, his thinking was no less tenacious, for it took twenty years of constant labor before the first real breakthrough occurred and another twenty-six years, just three days prior to his death in 1833, before the practice of slavery was entirely abolished in the British Empire.[3]




  Each of these men risked his life, overcame tremendous odds and battled through deep personal disappointments because he believed that pursuing the truth was inseparable from his Christian faith. They all believed their minds were a sacred gift, to be developed and used in the service of their neighbor and to the glory of God. Posterity remembers these men, and we admire them, not because of a single virtuous thought or act but because their passion for the truth had, over time, produced in them a set of admirable thinking habits—habits that led them to the wise insights, breathtaking discoveries and cultural reforms that transformed their lives, the lives of those around them and, ultimately, the course of history itself.




  Casting our eyes about our communities today, we might be forgiven for asking where all the Luthers, Keplers and Wilberforces have gone. It is not as though breakthroughs have ceased to occur or that moral reformers have disappeared, but when we honestly evaluate the thinking habits of our culture, the dominant impression we get is not a pleasant one. Whether it is in the slippery words and deeds of our politicians, the ethical vacuum that is our popular media, or the deceptive advertising and marketing strategies employed by our businesses, instead of thinking that is honest, careful, courageous and fair-minded, what we find is rampant dishonesty, carelessness, cowardice and bias.




  Of course, we are not shocked by the deceit of our political and cultural leaders, and why should we be? The newspaper headlines are only the natural outcome of the same cancer that we see eating away at our local communities, families and individual lives. It seems that in our communities the allegiance to the truth often appears to end where self-interest or the pursuit of pleasure begins. Recent polls, for instance, indicate that almost two-thirds of American students cheat on exams—a form of intellectual deceit that all too easily spills over into our relationships, as evidenced in other studies that suggest that as many as half of Americans will cheat on their partners.[4] It is easy enough to point an accusing finger at anonymous statistics like these, but when we take a brutally honest look at our own lives, we see the same dynamics at work. We may not cook the books or lie under oath, but our thinking habits reflect the same patterns we condemn in our leaders. The consequences may not seem as dramatic, but the subtle habits of deception that we nurture out of the glare of the public spotlight nevertheless carry consequences that are just as painful.




  There are all kinds of reasons for this apparently widespread loss of virtue, but at its core the crisis is rooted in our thinking habits. By that I don’t mean that we have somehow become less intelligent, or even that our education system is falling apart. The problem is deeper than that. The crisis is at the very center. It is a crisis of what some are now calling “intellectual character.”[5]




  What is intellectual character? When we think of character, we usually think of moral character—that is, we think of moral habits that have been repeated so often that they have become inseparable from who we are. Our intellectual character influences our lives just as moral character does, and with at least as much force. The only difference is that intellectual character is concerned not with our actions as much as it is with the thinking habits we are developing as we seek and use knowledge. Put another way, intellectual character is the force of accumulated thinking habits that shape and color every decision we make. Because our minds tend to lead our actions, in a very real sense the quality of our intellectual character even trumps moral character in terms of its power to direct the course of our lives. Take a minute to consider the influence of intellectual character on our decision-making process.




  We tend to think of our choices as isolated moments of decision in which we reason through the pros and cons before making the best choice we can based on the information that we have. In reality, most of the choices we make are not the result of conscious and deliberate reasoning. Whether it is a product of the flood of mental distractions and the frenetic busyness of our modern lives or simply exhaustion, we end up making most of our choices on mental autopilot. We don’t reason so much as react, and in this haste we are usually forced to rely on the mental ruts our thinking patterns have produced. These mental ruts are our intellectual character. If we have trained our minds in the direction of good thinking habits, our mental autopilots will generally produce good choices, and good choices generally produce good outcomes. If we have not actively sought to develop the character of our minds, then the prognosis is less encouraging. If these little decisions never amounted to much, it wouldn’t really matter, but the problem is that in the accumulation of these little choices the trajectory of our lives is set. In other words, the quality of our mental autopilots matters a great deal.




  But our intellectual character does not just influence the multitude of small, everyday choices that fly under our mental radar. Whether we were aware of it or not, the big decisions that command our attention in a much more deliberate way are equally shaped by the thinking patterns we have developed over the years. Let’s say I am deciding whether to buy my first house. Over the years, if I had not been practicing virtuous thinking habits such as tenacity (a determination to keep after an idea until I have understood it), carefulness (an insistence on ensuring that important details are not missed) or courage (a willingness to ask questions even when it betrays my ignorance and injures my pride), I would walk into the real estate office with none of the information or intellectual tools I would need to make a wise decision. At that moment I could commit myself to thinking as hard as I possibly could, but the intellectual capital just wouldn’t be there. In that way, intellectual character is like a bank that we can invest in or withdraw from. Every choice we make to train and improve our minds is another dollar in the bank. Every time we decide to be lazy or flippant in our thinking we are taking another dollar out. When we come to make big decisions in life, we want to find an account overflowing with intellectual capital, not one long overdrawn.[6]




  The power of intellectual character to transform every part of our lives should not come as a surprise to Christians. When Paul was urging the believers in Rome toward radical Christian transformation, he said that if they really wanted to be different, if they wanted to stand out as models of Christlikeness, then they needed to start with the renewing of their minds. And why? Because Paul understood that, for good or ill, the habits of our minds trickle down into every part of our lives—from our spiritual lives to our marriages and from our jobs to our recreation. It was because of this that the writer of Proverbs pleaded, “Though it cost all you have, get understanding. Cherish her, and she will exalt you; embrace her, and she will honor you” (Proverbs 4:7-8).




  The purpose of this small book is to help explain what intellectual character is, why it is so important and how we can become people of “virtuous intellectual character.” To do this we will explore seven of the most important intellectual character traits: courage, tenacity, carefulness, curiosity, fair-mindedness, honesty and humility. After considering the many benefits to our lives that accompany intellectual character, we will wrap things up with some practical suggestions of how we can nurture good thinking habits in our own lives and in the lives of our children and our communities.




  The development of intellectual character is one of the most important and life-changing quests anyone can embark on. But as the very heart of Jesus’ command is to love God with all our minds, the pursuit of intellectual character is particularly important to Christians. Yet, whether you are already a Christian or someone interested in becoming one, it is my hope that this book will encourage you to take up the challenge of becoming transformed by the renewing of your mind.[7]
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  PART ONE




   The Seven Intellectual Virtues 




   




  1
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   Intellectual Courage 





  A decline in courage may be the most striking feature which an outside observer notices in the West in our days.




  Alexander Solzhenitsyn, address at Harvard Class Day Afternoon Exercises, June 8, 1978




  You know courage when you see it. The fireman who charges into the flames of a collapsing building to save an infant’s life is courageous. The woman who refuses to recant her beliefs, knowing that she will be burned at the stake is courageous. But how do you know this? What makes these acts courageous?




  If the fireman who risked his life rescuing the young child were suicidal and the fact that he saved the infant was accidental, would his act still be considered courageous? Or if our martyr died because she had refused to recant her conviction that a pack of little purple elves was behind global warming, would her act still be seen as equally heroic? Or finally, if either of our heroes had only thought about being courageous, or had simply felt courageous, but had never acted, would we consider either of them courageous?




  My guess is that to each of these questions, most of us would say no. These acts can no longer be considered courageous, at least not in the truly noble sense of the word. So, for something to be courageous, the motivation behind the deed must be good, reasonable and acted upon. The same things can be said about intellectual courage.




  Those who are intellectually courageous earnestly want to know the truth, and so they take risks in the pursuit and promotion of truth. They are willing to reconsider their own beliefs, even if this scares them. But once they have done so, and come to a belief about what is true, they are willing to stick to their guns, even if the majority mocks or threatens them.




  We now have a good understanding of what intellectual courage is, but why does it matter and what does it look like? Intellectual courage is not necessarily the most important of the virtues, but it is indispensable. As C. S. Lewis said, “You cannot practice any of the other virtues without bringing this one into play. . . . [It is] the form of every virtue at the testing point.”[1] Honest thinking, for instance, almost always includes the likelihood of personal sacrifice and usually includes the frightening prospect of direct confrontation. As a result, it can rightfully be said that if we are not courageous thinkers, we are unlikely to be truly honest thinkers.




  The same principle holds true for those who want to be fair-minded in their thinking habits. Reflect on the tremendous courage needed to impartially consider arguments that threaten your most fundamental beliefs. What if you decide they are correct? For me that might include questions like, What if there is no Creator God who loves me personally and gives life its only real meaning? What if all of this is, as Freud and others have claimed, simply wish fulfillment? The whole world, as I have understood it, would come crashing down. The very foundation of my life would be betrayed as a sham. Talk about a frightening possibility. But if I want to be a genuinely fair-minded person, there are times when I am required to give a hearing to deeply threatening ideas—and that requires tremendous courage. In this way, intellectual courage can play a critical role in the exercise of all the intellectual virtues.




  When Martin Luther was brought before the Holy Roman Emperor and accused of heresy, the choice before him seemed clear. He knew that by recanting he would be offered positions of privilege and prestige in European society. He also knew that if he refused to recant his beliefs, he would almost certainly face relentless persecution and excommunication, if not death. Faced with these options, Luther nevertheless refused to deny his convictions.[2]




  I would be surprised if Martin Luther were not besieged by fear as he stood before his accusers. He knew that the threats of the authorities were more than idle words. He had seen the horrible deaths suffered by heretics in Europe. And yet, his commitment to truth trumped his fear and helped to open the floodgates of social, religious and political reforms that today we call the Protestant Reformation. The movement that Luther inspired was not blameless, but the basic pursuit of truth that was at its core unleashed advances that ultimately helped to produce modern democracy and astonishing material and scientific achievements.[3] It is possible that these advances would have happened without the intellectual courage displayed by Luther on that particular day in that particular city, but they wouldn’t have happened without someone displaying courageous thinking—for growth and progress require risk, and risk requires courage.




  Martin Luther is a dramatic example of intellectual courage leading to growth and progress, but for most of us, growth comes from little acts of bravery in our daily lives. Consider the young student deciding whether to raise her hand in class. If she does raise her hand, she is risking the mockery of her peers, who will either see that she doesn’t understand the material or tease her for being overly enthusiastic. Yet, without this small act of courage, her growth is stunted. She begins to fall further and further behind, and a self-fulfilling cycle of fear and ignorance is initiated. Contrast that with the confidence she gains as she grasps the content and can use that knowledge as a base to understand more advanced concepts as they are introduced. So whether it is Martin Luther or a young schoolgirl, the principle is the same. Courageous thinking habits are at the heart of growth and progress. If, as H. L. Mencken is said to have remarked, “the one permanent emotion of the inferior [person] is fear—fear of the unknown, the complex, the inexplicable,”[4] then it is equally true that the one permanent trait of the intellectually virtuous person is courage—courage to challenge frightening ideas and courage to stick to your guns when you become convinced of the truth.




  There is just one thing to add. If Martin Luther had chosen to think, and ultimately act, in an intellectually courageous way only once, there is a strong likelihood that we would never have heard of him. He certainly would not have had the sort of influence on the world that he did. We know about Luther and we admire his courageous thinking only because, as a result of thousands of apparently insignificant choices throughout his life, intellectual courage had become a part of who he was.

OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780830884339.jpg
Philip E. Dow

VIRTUOUS
MINDS

Intellectual Character Development

FOR
STUDENTS,
EDUCATORS
&PARENTS






OEBPS/Images/8433_PART.jpg





OEBPS/Images/IVP_Academic_Quarter.jpg
N "
IVP Academic





