







The Seven Habits of
the Good Life


The Seven Habits of
the Good Life

How the Biblical Virtues Free Us
from the Seven Deadly Sins

Kalman J. Kaplan
and Matthew B. Schwartz

[image: image]


ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INC.

Published in the United States of America
by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
A wholly owned subsidiary of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706
www.rowmanlittlefield.com

PO Box 317, Oxford
OX2 9RU, UK

Copyright © 2006 by Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
First paperback edition 2008

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kaplan, Kalman J.

The seven habits of the good life : how the biblical virtues free us from the seven deadly sins / Kalman J. Kaplan and Matthew B. Schwartz.

p.    cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Virtues—Biblical teaching.   2. Bible—Psychology.   3. Deadly sins.   I. Schwartz, Matthew B.   II. Title.

BS680.V56K37    2006

296.7—dc22

2006007499

ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-3274-8 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-7425-3274-7 (cloth : alk. paper)
ISBN-13: 978-0-7425-3275-5 (pbk : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-7425-3275-5 (pbk : alk. paper)

Printed in the United States of America

[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


To my grandsons, Levi Judah Kaplan and Isaiah Max Kaplan,
the best Biblical gifts that one could ask for,
and to their parents, who with the help of the Creator,
brought them into this world.
Kalman J. Kaplan

To the young lady from Scheveningen.
Matthew B. Schwartz
 

Contents

Introduction

1 Self-Esteem

2 Wisdom

3 Righteousness

4 Love

5 Healthy Appetite

6 Prudence

7 Purpose

Conclusion

Bibliography

Index


Acknowledgments

We would like to express our profound appreciation to Jim Langford for the encouragement and help he has given us throughout the preparation of this book. He has inspired us, guided us and even edited our excesses. We could not have completed this book without Jim’s help and we are deeply grateful to him. We are grateful to John Loudon, former executive editor of Rowman & Littlefield, who steered this project to completion as well as to other members of the editorial staff, including Ross Miller, Sarah Johnson, Katherine Macdonald, and Nancy Doherty. Special thanks are due to publisher Jon Sisk and to Sarah Stanton who have facilitated the publication of this paperback edition of The Seven Habits of the Good Life.


Introduction

“To know wisdom and instruction, to perceive the words of understanding; to receive the instruction of wisdom, justice, judgment and equity; to give prudence to the simple, to the young man knowledge and discretion.”

—Proverbs 1:1–4

This book is written to unbind the Bible as a guide to the way we live our everyday lives. An ancient Hebrew saying emphasizes the importance of three factors in assessing a person’s character: kaaso, koso and kiso, referring respectively to how a person handles his anger (kaaso), his drinking (koso) and his spending (kiso). We will discuss Biblical gifts with regard to seven problem areas, including the above three, showing how each of these is essential in freeing us to live our lives in fuller and less conflicted ways. Seven is a number often used in the Bible. God created the world in six days, and on the seventh day, He rested. People may work their fields for six years, but the seventh is a sabbatical year when the land rests fallow. The candelabra in the Temple had seven branches. Noah brought seven species of each pure animal onto the ark. The Talmud lists seven legal norms (i.e., Noachide laws) binding upon all humanity: 1) a requirement of the establishment of a system of civil law, plus prohibitions against 2) blasphemy, 3) idolatry, 4) murder, 5) robbery, 6) sexual immorality, and 7) the eating of flesh torn from a living animal (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 56a). The Book of Proverbs provides yet another example of the number seven:

Six things the Lord hates,
Seven things are detestable to him:
A proud eye, a false tongue,
Hands that shed innocent blood
A heart that forges thoughts of mischief,
And feet that run swiftly to do evil,
A false witness telling a pack of lies,
And one who stirs up quarrels between brothers.
Proverbs 6:16–19

The number seven has become etched in our imagination. Indeed, John Cassian of Marseilles and Pope Gregory the Great introduced the idea of Seven Deadly Sins: pride, envy, anger, lust, gluttony, greed and sloth. Each of these sins clearly is the sign of an unbalanced personality, in ways which we shall describe shortly. However, the antidotes offered to these sins are often unbalanced, representing simply the opposite side of the same coin.

In his fifth-century poem, Psychomachia, for example, Prudentius describes a battlefield in which each of these sins is confronted in combat by a corresponding virtue. Dante Alighieri, writing in the thirteenth century, treats these sins in his descriptions of Hell and Purgatory. It is entirely possible that the focus on sin actually derived from the widespread beliefs in superstition—magic, astrology and demons. People became terrified of powers that they could not control, including personality characteristics they regarded as dangerous. The only way to oppose them was by gaining power over them. Thus the sin of pride was met by the virtue humility, envy was met by kindness or liberality, anger by patience (Prudentius) or peace (Dante), lust by chastity, gluttony by abstinence, greed by wastefulness, and sloth by zeal.

It may well be that Prudentius intended these virtues to moderate the extremes inherent in the seven sins. However, these antidotes can be seen as polar opposites of the vices, equally imbalanced in the opposite direction, and no healthier than the sins that they are combating.

Part of the problem lies in the oppositional view of self and other that is so prevalent in modern society. According to this view, intimacy with another is only achieved at the price of loss of self and of space for oneself. Moderation or balance is seen as the only solution, no matter how unsatisfactory. This very restricted view opens the door to all sorts of possible confusions and misinterpretations. Does one seek the company of (“nearness” to) others because of a genuine concern for them (let us call this attachment), or because of a desire to run away from oneself (let us call this de-individuation)? Consider the following clinical example.

Rich, age twenty-eight, came to marriage therapy focusing on a lack of direction in his life. His complaint that he did not know “where he was going or who he really was” did not seem in character with his behavior with his wife. On the surface Rich seemed affectionate and eager to spend time with his wife. As therapy progressed, however, it became clear that Rich manifested an “infantile clinginess.” Seemingly trivial separations became the occasion for panic responses by Rich. The initial impression that Rich was affectionate; i.e., attached, was replaced by a sense that Rich did not know who he was—a lack of individuation.

Likewise “farness” is open to several interpretations. Does one seek solitude to come to know oneself (individuation) or because of a fear of being involved with the other (detachment)? Consider a second clinical example:

Barbara, age twenty-three, entered individual treatment complaining that she did not have close friends. This seemed initially to be a strange complaint because she always seemed to be surrounded by people—both male and female—and immersed in activities. However, in the course of therapy it became clear that she organized her schedule so as to minimize the possibilities for intimate contacts. In fact, she often went to desperate lengths to avoid one-on-one encounters. A superficial analysis suggested that Barbara was individuated. Closer examination, however, indicated a fundamental fear of attachment.

The idea that caring for both self and other are contradictory has led to very ineffective attempts at correction of maladies. One such solution involves the prescription to the person to do the opposite of what he/she is doing. Thus, selfishness is only resolved though merger with others, no matter how unhealthy. Conversely, dependence is only resolved through isolation. In both cases, the antidotes are as polarized as the initial sin. Alternatively, a compromise solution may involve trying to achieve an arithmetic balance between self and other, none of which go to the root of the problem.

Consider Ben, a young attorney who has been dating Laura. It is October and Laura’s birthday, but Ben is very busy with a trial. Ben sends his secretary out to get some flowers for Laura, the whole process taking no longer than thirty minutes. When Ben presents the flowers to Laura, she thanks him, but her disappointment is tangible. She expected something more personal. Ben feels guilty that he let Laura down, and resolves to behave differently the next time a gift occasion arises.

Soon it is February and Valentine’s Day. This time Ben resolves to do it right. Though he is very busy preparing for another trial, he sets aside an entire week to look for a present for Laura. He knows she likes carpets and he looks in one store after another to search for a carpet that Laura will like. When he finally chooses one, he presents it to Laura, and she is quite happy. However, Ben does not feel so happy. He feels resentful—that he has wasted forty hours of work looking for something in which he is really not personally involved. And Ben takes it out on Laura—in all ways. He comes late for their appointments, criticizes her hairstyle, and generally behaves spitefully.

When Laura’s next birthday arrives, Ben is in a quandary. He concludes that looking thirty minutes for a present was too little involvement (leaving him feeling guilty) and forty hours was too much (leaving him feeling like a martyr). So he decides to split the difference. He will look for twenty hours for a present for Laura—not too many (forty hours) and not too little (thirty minutes), but a halfway solution. He looks for a quilt that he thinks Laura will like, but decides to put a limit on how much time he will allot for this. He gets something, which is kind of nice, and Laura kind of likes it. Laura is lukewarm about the gift and Ben in turn feels lukewarm about his efforts. He does not feel too guilty and on the other hand does not feel too martyred. Neither Laura nor Ben feels taken advantage of. However, neither of them feels fulfilled either.

This is obviously not an ideal solution to the dilemma of self and other. Yet this halfway solution is exactly what many contemporary therapists have recommended. The family therapist Salvatore Minuchin (1974) describes the points of interchange between one member of a family and another. One type of family is enmeshed or over-involved: it has diffuse boundaries. Such a family has difficulty providing sufficient privacy. A disengaged or under-involved family, in contrast, is described as having rigid boundaries. This type of family should have difficulty promoting sufficient communication or intimacy. Minuchin sees healthy families as having clear boundaries, lying in the middle between diffuse boundaries and rigid boundaries. This family should allow for both some privacy and also some communication and intimacy. One should love, but one should not love too much. Not loving enough means the loss of another, but loving too much means a loss of one’s self. Ben’s solution of looking for twenty hours represents this sort of compromise.

However, this compromise is not really satisfactory. What is wrong with this picture? Simply, love of self is not contradictory to love of other. Ben is not really doing what he wants with his time and Laura is not really getting what she wants. The question becomes: What does Ben want to do with his time? What does Laura want as a gift?

Ben feels fulfilled when he spends time doing what he likes to do and feels he is going through the motions when he is doing things he does not want to do. What does this mean? Ben enjoys time when he enjoys what he is doing. But what sort of time is this? It is self-expressive time. It is time in which Ben expresses something about himself, whether it involves performing in athletics, writing, singing, building a table, cooking, making love or composing a poem. For Ben, it may involve something to do with his song-writing ability. If he can use his time developing and expressing this gift, he will not feel it as a waste, but as expressive well-spent time. If he can give a gift to Laura that is expressive of him, he will not feel the opposition between self and other. The
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“Thoughtful, sensitive, humane, and original—a good dose
of a biblical virtue the world could use more of: wisdom.”
—Davip KLINGHOFFER
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