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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 virtuesabout 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 truthor, 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 affairsparticularly 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 generalincluding the subject matter of history, mathematics, economics, psychology, philosophy and the likeis 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 obedienceof which the Pharisees were mastersis 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 ishis good, pleasing and perfect will” (Romans 12:2).


  Third, one of the great and daunting commands of Jesus is to love our neighborsincluding even our enemiesas 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 knowledgewithout 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


  

  

  

  

  Conclusion


  Thinking Sheepishly?


  On a magically white Christmas in 1981, I was given my first Walkman and a cassette tapeThe Keith Green Collection. Of the many powerful songs on that tape, the one that stood out to me as an eleven-year-old boy was “The Sheep and the Goats.” In this song, Green recounts the New Testament parable of the final judgment in which those who will spend eternity with God (the sheep) are separated from those who will be eternally apart from God (the goats). Keith Green’s closing words still ring in my ears, “The only difference between the sheep and the goats, according to Scriptures, is what they did and didn’t DO.”[1] It was a musical prophet’s powerful call for Christians to begin living out the faith they claimed to have. I was inspired then, and I am inspired now. But today I am moved for a slightly different reason.


  I have read and reread that passage in Matthew many times since that day and have become convinced that while Keith Green was technically accurate, he missed the central point Jesus was making. My scholarly friends tell me that the point of many parables is wrapped up in a surprise, and the surprise of this story is not who is rewarded and who is punished but how they both respond to the judgment. The sheep and the goats are both genuinely mystified. When God recounts the things they did that earned them their eternal reward, the confused sheep ask, “When did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?” (Matthew 25:37). The response of the goats is no different, “But when did we see you . . . a stranger or needing clothes or sick or in prison, and did not help you?” (Matthew 25:44). I always found their confusion curious until I figured out that their confusion was the point. It was the surprise.


  What separated the sheep and the goats was not just what they did, but who they had become. The sheep were mystified because they had become the sort of people who naturally did the good and loving thingit was second nature to them. They represent people whose very core has been transformed and whose character has become a reflection of God’s heart. The sheep were rewarded with heaven not because they did good, but because they had become good.


  At this point the parable takes another interesting twist that further emphasizes Jesus’ concern with our character. In responding to the confusion of the sheep and the goats, God says, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these, . . . you did for me” (Matthew 25:40, 45). Did God say this because he loves the poor more than the rich? No, Scripture is clear that while God has a special concern for the needy, he loves all people equally and immeasurably. So why does God stress actions done to “the least of these”? The German thinker Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is widely held to have said, “You can easily judge the character of a man by how he treats those who can do nothing for him.”[2] Could it be that our actions toward the poor, the unattractive and the powerless are a test of who we really areat our core? I think that is exactly what Jesus is driving at in this parable. The sheep are not only rewarded because they did good deeds, even good deeds done to the neediest. They are rewarded because they had become the type of people from whom good deeds naturally flowin all circumstances and toward all people. They had become people whose character reflected the character of God.


  In the same way, when Jesus commands us to love God with all our minds, he is not primarily concerned with the external results of our thinking. His concern is much more fundamental. He wants us to grow into being a certain type of peoplepeople whose thinking habits have become so good and so deeply ingrained that all our choices, both big and small, reflect his character and the pursuit of his truth. Like the sheep, whose moral character had been so completely transformed that they naturally, almost unconsciously, did the good and loving thing, the call to love God with our minds is first and foremost about the transformation of the character of our minds.


  We are not given a choice about whether we will develop intellectual character. Every day we all make hundreds of choices that build momentum toward either good or bad intellectual character. In that sense, intellectual character is simply a given. It is something we all have, and something we are all in the process of developing. However, we do play an important role in determining what kind of character we will develop. It is my hope that this book will encourage in all of us an uncompromising pursuit of truth and a commitment to becoming people of virtuous intellectual characterpeople whose thinking is consistently characterized by honesty, carefulness, fair-mindedness, healthy curiosity, humility, tenacity and courage.


  The quest for intellectual character will not be quick and painless. Nothing worth its salt ever is. It will require the grueling task of replacing our many bad habits with healthy new ones. It will require the work of the Holy Spirit. And, it will require a lifetime’s worth of perseverance. But as we are slowly transformed into being people of virtuous intellectual character, the fruits of this internal revolution will naturally pour into every area of our lives.


  Philip Brooks once wrote, “Some day, in the years to come, you will be wrestling with the great temptation, or trembling under the great sorrow of your life. But the real struggle is here, now. . . . Now it is being decided whether, in the day of your supreme sorrow or temptation, you shall miserably fail or gloriously conquer.”[3]


  In other words, it is the multitude of little decisions that will shape our destinies. That is where our thinking habits are formed. And that is where the battle for our intellectual character needs to begin.
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