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“As you already know your rights and privileges so well. I am going to ask you to excuse me if I say a few words about duties. Much has been given to us and we must take heed to use aright the gifts entrusted to our care. It is not what we have that will make us a great nation; it is the way in which we use it. I do not undervalue for a moment our national prosperity; like all Americans, I like big things; big prairies, big forests and mountains, big wheat fields, railroads, big factories, steamboats, and everything else. But we must keep steadfastly in mind that no people were ever benefited by riches if their prosperity corrupted their virtue.”

—Theodore Roosevelt addressing the first Independence Day celebration in Dickinson, Dakota Territory, July 4, 1886

“You are never too old to set another goal or to dream a new dream.”

—C. S. Lewis

“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”

—Theodore Roosevelt

April 3, 1909

Paris





Introduction

“Of what is great speak with greatness…” wrote Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche in his posthumously published Will to Power, “…or keep silent.”

These words have kept me silent on the topic of Human Excellence for more than forty years. Getting all the bits and pieces of thinking about human excellence together into a model that shows coherence, unity, and clarity has been a nearly forty-year journey.

My thinking about Human Excellence began during my doctoral studies and the writing about it in my analysis of the writings of Martin Buber for my dissertation gave me the beginnings of what follows. The topic is as broad as de Chardin’s “phenomenon of man” in all his achievements and philosophies. To attempt an overview and synopsis may seem like a fool’s errand but the topic and effort would not let go of me until I found the time and space to write about it which now fills my retirement years.

We will ask a series of questions about Human Excellence and in so doing become familiar with its many aspects. We will find many overlaps among them as its form comes into focus.


	Why pursue Excellence?


	What are its Benefits?


	What are its Challenges?


	Is the struggle to achieve it worth it? Why bother?


	What are its Dimensions?


	What are its Aspects and its Elements?


	What reasons do people give for pursuing it?


	What is its Goal?


	How are Religion and Excellence related? Why are they related?


	What are the types of Excellence?


	What good is the study of Excellence?


	What good does Excellence do? What is its value?


	To the person


	To society







Let’s get started…





Foreword

On the road to obtaining my doctoral degree were many challenges. There were many courses and many professors to get through. Some were better than others, but none measured up to one Pakistani scholar who became a catalyst in my development as a clinical psychologist and as an observer of human behavior. Dr. Anwar Dil was an unforgettable experience. Of average height, weight and build, that is where his averageness ended. He stood head and shoulders above any other professors I had ever encountered at any level of my college and postgraduate journey.

Students ahead of me in their doctoral journey warned me and everyone else about ‘Dr. Dil’ courses and how it is best to take them one at a time to spread out the misery of his research paper demands. Upon first encountering his lectures, it took some time to understand him. But one soon got the hang of how he spoke his adopted language.

He taught a series of core courses everyone had to take on the road to their doctoral specialization, and it was simply understood that no one in their right mind doubled up on Dr. Dil courses or even took his courses back-to-back at the pace of one at a time; one per semester. One needed convalescence between Dr. Dil semesters to regather gray matter strained to its utmost. ‘Brain dead’ is how most students described themselves after a Dr. Dil semester.

What I heard about the way this professor taught intrigued me. Years earlier I had been pushed by this or that professor to maximize my reach and be willing to take on challenges that ordinarily would not be considered sane. And if I were anything I was always up for a challenge. Little did I know that this challenge would change my life.

In strode this dignified man. Snow white hair, dark Pakistani skin, dark intense eyes, calm comforting countenance, exquisitely measured speech, words chosen with extraordinary care for their clean precision. Taking his place in the lecture area of the theater, unpacking and spreading out the books he would later be quoting from, he began his introduction to his course on Human Nature and Behavior. The more he talked the more my ears tuned closely into his thoughts. Something in me roused to his ideas and I instantly knew I was headed for an extraordinary experience.

I had done the foolhardy. I had enrolled not only for back-to-back Dr. Dil semesters, but I had also done the unthinkable: I had doubled up on Dr. Dil courses. Here was a stretch only a certifiable fool would take; and I had taken it. To my wholly unexpected and unplanned delight I became the beneficiary of a gift no one not placing themselves in such a situation can ever understand.



His lectures began slowly and simply. He wove one idea into another with care and attention as to how the two fit together. Ideas flowed easily into and through each other, smoothly they joined forces until there was an intellectual crescendo of sorts in which his point came crashing through. Some professors use their intelligence to show off. They are the ones who take a simple phenomenon and make it so complicated and impenetrable by their language that it cannot be understood.

Others, like Dr. Dil take complicated ideas and by their careful use of simple ordinary language render them understandable. The latter are the true class of men of brilliance, the former tend to be intellectual wannabees - dilettantes. Wishing to appear smart, they invent and insert meanings in otherwise common words that are foreign and dense. A whole new vocabulary of meanings must be learned before a discussion can be held on what the phenomenon under study is all about. The higher class of teachers speak in a common and simple language and by careful selection of everyday words lay bare the meaning of terribly complicated issues. Dr. Dil was of that higher latter class.

His primary scholarly interest was in linguistics, but in this class, it was Human Nature which, within such a framework, is the issue in part of how people seek and react to challenge. There are those who seek it out and thrive on it. They are the ones who love to stretch and reach beyond their usual range. They are growth oriented. They are life’s achievers.

Then there are those who merely tolerate challenge. They will accept it when it comes by way of circumstance. They will neither seek it nor avoid it. They view and encounter it as an occasional unavoidable burden to be gotten rid of as quickly and as painlessly as possible. There are those who avoid challenge. They view it as a nuisance. They arrange their lives to circumvent it at all costs. Their challenge is to avoid challenge.

The chapters that follow comprise a study of ‘challenge seeking’ and ‘challenge seekers’. The common denominator among those whom society views as representatives of Excellence is that they all did something of greatness, whether publicly recognized or not. They did not just happen to be at the right place at the right time, they made their own right place and right time. Greatness as used in any discussion of Human Excellence is not necessarily defined by popular opinion or appeal. A person’s greatness may be quite hidden and personal as in a mother quietly laying aside her own goals as she works three jobs to make sure her children get the education they need to achieve theirs.



What follows is in two parts. Part One deals with the basics of Human Excellence. Part Two digs a bit deeper and includes standalone essays in my exploration of Human Excellence.

Because we will be looking at Human Excellence more lightly in Part One and in more depth in Part Two, what follows of necessity will contain areas of narrative overlap and a certain amount of surface repetition. In the ‘general reader’ sections (Part One), we will look more generally at the surface features of Human Excellence. In Part Two, for those looking for something deeper with sourced and footnoted material, we follow a similar surface map but dig much deeper into the subject.

Think of it this way: Part One provides a surface topographical map of the territory. Part Two provides the deeper subterranean features giving shape to the surface.



We are surrounded by everyday examples of Human Excellence:


	Our abandoned single mothers who sacrificially work two jobs to make sure their children are fed, clothed, and secured against want.


	Our children’s sacrificial teachers who pour themselves every day into hungry developing souls and minds often themselves paying for the school supplies the district can’t provide.


	Our sacrificial pastors, priests, imams and rabbis, who look to the spiritual needs of their congregants.


	Our sacrificial inner-city social and other workers who risk their lives every day helping vulnerable kids avoid gang influence.


	Our sacrificial inner-city moms and dads and grandparents who go the many extra miles to see that their kids and grandkids get a good education and who protect and guide their kids away from negative influencers who have less than honorable ambitions for them.






	Our sacrificial medical and other workers and experts who labor in neglected communities or go abroad to serve forgotten or poverty-stricken others.





	Our sacrificial inventors who forgo wealth-generating patents or copyrights for the free lift they give to those who need it most.


	Our children of the aged and infirm who give up their lives and livelihoods to look to their care and support.






	Our warriors who risk and sometimes sacrifice their lives to protect our nation or save a fellow soldier.


	Our firefighters, law enforcement, and other first responders also risk and sometimes sacrifice their lives to save those in danger.


	Parents who forfeit promotions or live on lesser more modest means to be home nurturing and protecting their children during their years of dependency.


	Those who adopt and provide lifelong care to their special needs and sometimes seriously handicapped children.


	Those living on very limited means who give their ‘widow’s mites’ whose value is greater than the lavish tithes of the wealthy. (Mk 12:41–44)


	Those who return wallets and purses with cash untouched.


	Those who run toward danger to prevent harm to others from occurring.


	Those who model themselves after the Good Samaritan and look not only to the needs of their immediate neighbors but to their worldwide neighbors as well.


	Those who give two to four years of service to our country for no other reason than to be worthy and load-bearing citizens.


	Those who remain faithful to their spouses and families.


	Those whose moral lives remain untainted by venal or other ambitions.


	Those who have learned from their mistakes and have turned their lives around and turned to helping others do so as well.


	Those fighting against demagoguery and the negative stereotyping of others.


	Those pushing and pulling themselves above racism, sexism, and all the other isms that judge, classify, stratify, and demean others.




These are the ones who stretch and reach higher levels of being. We sing their praises. Yes, there really are such things as angels. And they are everywhere and always among us.



Since the literature on Human Excellence is so vast and varied, the chapters that follow will appear to meander from perspective to perspective. The design of what follows is meant to capture the diversity of it all.

To do justice to the phenomenon, it will be necessary to move from one angle of analysis to another as though we are outside peering in through the many windows of a sumptuously furnished mansion of many rooms. Through one window, we see ‘x’. Through another, we see ‘y’. Through others, we see still more of what’s inside come into view. As we move from one window to another, perspectives change but then gradually converge into a whole. Be patient through the pages, chapters, and essays that follow. The whole will come into view.

I must warn you again, though, as you read you will see many repetitions of themes. That’s the nature of what we’re delving into. You’ll find that whatever window you look through, you’ll be seeing a consistency of thought about human excellence. Walk around the mansion as much as you want; look through as many windows as you want. North, south, east, west, you’ll be looking at the same thing: Excellence. It doesn’t change, it hasn’t changed for thousands of years. You’ll find that it’s like a beacon giving life’s travelers a bearing and coordinates that are unchanging. Kind of strange to say that in an age of supposed moral relativity. But it is what it unapologetically is.



A funny thing happened on the way to my doctoral degree.

I wanted to do some research on the idea of Human Excellence before books in the very early eighties came out about excellence in the fields of industrial, organizational, educational, and managerial leadership. In my literature review I had to read extensively in the domains of philosophy, psychology, and religion. I thought I’d be hit with inconsistencies of opinion on what constitutes human excellence and have a hard time making sense of it all. Instead, I found a surprising and striking convergence of ideas about it regardless of the antiquity of literature, its culture of origin, its region, its author, or its religion. Literature worldwide seemed to unite on the basics of excellence of character.

The central themes? First in brief: Peacefulness, gentleness, care. A feeling of oneness with mankind, and comfort in and with the universe. Persevering patiently and calmly through hardship, acceptance of one’s circumstances. Kindness, humility, bearing and sharing of others’ burdens. Sharing of goods and of self. A keen refinement and sense of morality. Absence of envy and jealousy, of hate and greed.

The literature tells us that such people live with a sense of creativity, autonomy, objectivity, and a concern about mankind. They can accept themselves and others. They keenly distinguish between right and wrong and set their bearings on what’s right. They have heightened sensitivity to the needs of others. They are spontaneous.

They lift themselves above their own needs and see and tend to the needs of others. They strive to fulfill their potential, but not at the expense of another. They are grounded in and guided by their higher-order moral values. Their ethical lives are above reproach. They are stable and reliable. They are friends, loving brothers, and sisters to all humanity.

What I found was the recognition of a sense and belief that there is something far more important than oneself, something more to being human than mere immediate me-centered experience. It involves exploring certain universal others-centered themes—love, compassion, morality, altruism, wisdom, and truth.

More on the above in the following chapters.





Part One





I On Context

It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

“Seeking excellence means choosing to forge your own sword to cut through the limitations of your life…”

—James A. Murphy





Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965)

From the time, Albert Schweitzer first became aware that he had been blessed with being a gifted musician and had been given the kind of intelligence that made learning as easy as breathing, he felt a heavy burden of indebtedness to his world fellowmen to use his many talents not just for his own benefit, financial and otherwise, but for the benefit of world neighbors. After becoming a master organist and completing his studies to become a Doctor of Theology and Philosophy, he then, while continuing his lectures as a professor of both theology and philosophy as well as giving organ recitals to ever-swelling audiences, at thirty began a new track of training, this one in tropical medicine so that he could go where few were interested in going: darkest Equatorial Africa, to minister to natives who had neither the resources nor treatment for their chronic tropical diseases.

At the time of his growing reputation as philosopher, theologian and musician and against the advice of everyone who knew of his giant intellect and skill in music, he completed his medical studies, took his enthusiastic medically trained wife, Helene, and set out for what would become the place where he would spend the rest of his life – Lambarene, Gabon, in French Equatorial Africa. Pure uncut jungle, hot, steamy, swampy, disease-ridden, and awful, it became Schweitzer’s home for the rest of his life. Buried there because he rejected intellectual Europe and his birth home in Alsace Lorraine because of their losing sight of what Schweitzer believed were basic inescapable ethical responsibilities to life and fellow world countrymen, he lived out (and hammered out) his ethical system of “Reverence for Life,” working in his hospital until the day he died.

Buried next to his wife, who had entered eternity years before, and surrounded by the hospital complex that embodied his ideals Schweitzer, who had given up so much, had received nearly every award and reward life could offer, giving truth to the words, “he who loses his life…shall find it…”







Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948)

Mohandas Gandhi risked his health, safety, and life again and again in his quest for what he believed was right for his people. He survived beating after beating for his beliefs turned into action. He languished in prison countless times for disobeying manmade provincial law in his pursuit of higher law and higher right (while he may have languished, he was never bored, he had his books and writing in which to absorb himself, and his most productive times of reflection and contemplation took place during these times of forced inactivity). He and his dedicated followers – the satyagrahis (those who followed Gandhi’s principle of satyagraha – voluntary surrender, or passive resistance) – found themselves in and out of jails for breaking this or that unjust law until the law was withdrawn for being more trouble enforcing than it was worth.

As Gandhi’s influence grew and his followers and their families multiplied, they needed a place to be sheltered and supported while wage earners on strike earned nothing or worse were thrown into prison, Gandhi was given large tracts of land and large annual endowments from generous benefactors he set up communities in South Africa and in his native India.

Gandhi shocked everyone and repulsed most by inviting untouchables to join his growing farms and resistance movement. Not only did untouchables find welcome, but they also found themselves equal to everyone else, able to join in on assigned labors with full and equal standing with everyone else.

Gandhi made sure that all assignments were distributed without regard to rank, caste, or station, and untouchables participated fully in food preparation and other ‘clean-hands’ tasks. Gandhi paid dearly for this, losing major benefactors. But he persisted, even moving his entire family into untouchable city sections to make his point all the more poignant. Moreover, on his communal farms, he himself performed latrine duty without regard to its usual connotation, that being that he who dug latrines and transported excrement was little more than social excrement himself.

Everyone was expected to do any and all tasks without regard to either the nature of the task or the caste of which one was a member. On Gandhi’s farms, there were no castes.







Why Strive for Excellence

Wm James, one of America’s first psychologists, made the statement that all deeply religious people look alike, meaning that wherever they lived, and whatever they believed, there was a character that they all shared that crossed traditional religious and national boundaries. Whatever differences they may have manifested did not cancel out the many similarities that being deeply religious created. The research on excellence that has been done to date comes up with the same interesting finding. The research found that regardless of the nationality of the literature on what is excellent, and regardless of when it was written a certain uniform character emerges. William James’ statement about the similarities abounding among religious people can thus be reissued and applied to people of excellence.

This section is headed ‘Why strive for excellence,’ yet we begin it by discussing the issue of similarities among people who strive for excellence. Why is that? As we shall see, the similar qualities people of excellence share have direct and immediate effects on the nature of their relationships with others. The concerns people of excellence share are invariably altruistic, which affects their immediate and larger communities, improving both more than one can imagine.

People of excellence, as we shall see, seriously worry about things like societal health and well being, and invest large amounts of themselves into the caring endeavor of raising social health and wellbeing to higher and higher levels. People of excellence care deeply about what’s going on around them, and they worry when they see social ills gaining the upper hand on social well-being. So, returning to the question of why we should strive for excellence we find a simple answer, society is directly positively affected by such striving and loses ground in its absence. More on this later.

Moreover, not only do people of excellence care deeply about their neighbors and communities small and larger, they behave in ways privately, quietly, and individually that have immeasurable collateral direct and indirect society-benefitting effects.

So, what does this person of excellence look like…


First A Tale

Once upon a time in a land far away there was to be found a society of people who cared one for another, and who took great care of the things they had and did. Wherever they went, they looked out for each other. Whatever they did, whatever they made, they did with conscientiousness, taking great pains to make sure what was done was done with quality so it would last and give good service.

Things created were made to last through much use, and the maker viewed his work as his imprimatur that bore his personal mark of excellence. People took great pride in their work, knowing it was nothing less than a revealing portrait of themselves.

Communities were small, and each citizen knew all the others, and their parents and children and grandchildren to the fourth generation. There was a sense of extended family within and throughout the villages, and everyone belonged.

Then something began to happen, subtly at first, then more noticeably. Slowly, then with increasing speed. It started like a slow-moving plague gathering irrepressible speed.

Prosperity came, and with it a desire for more and more. With prosperity came a greed for ever more. No matter how much one had, he always wanted more.

And more.

And more.

And more.

People were so busy trying to acquire this or that, madly scrambling to amass the means to continue their unrelenting acquisitions they lost sight of how things used to be. People who used to care stopped taking time to make sure they were producing quality ware. Grandparents and great-grandparents and their parents before them could see what was happening and it saddened them, but their children, caught up in their mad pursuit for ever more, were blind toward what was happening.

What used to be made with quality was now made with speed. What used to last a whole lifetime, bought only once and never again, could no longer be found. What filled the markets were mass-produced rapidly made goods. And makers of goods cleverly kept changing models so that last year’s was replaced by this year’s. And everyone had to have that.

Makers of this or that found that if their things were made to wear out or break, they would have to be replaced, and that meant more sales; and with sales, more money.

And with more money, the means to acquire yet more.

So, makers of things, contrary to the ways of their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents, made things that would break or wear out. And they made money faster than ever.

Excellence slowly and surely faded as a way of doing things and was replaced by the striving to acquire and possess.

Things became junk. Junk filled their markets, their homes, and their streets. People forgot about an implicit covenant of quality that used to be part of every transaction as they tried to make things and money faster and faster. Money changed hands with ever-increasing speed. People never made so much, but they never spent so much either. All the while things got cheaper and cheaper and of less and less quality until excellence was all but forgotten.

At about the same time, people stopped caring about each other in their mad dash for money and things, they started shorting each other and gouging each other, all for the sake of “the deal.”

The deal became everything. And with that something terrible began to occur, people began caring more about it than about each other. They now cared more about ‘putting one over’ than about putting out quality. Eventually, that began to show in their relationships.

People began to view and use each other as ‘walking purses’ who held and controlled money, something that had now become the end of all action and being. Relationships now became little more than opportunities for exploitation. Instead of ‘being with’ each other, people began scheming against each other.

Rather than trusting each other, people began mistrusting each other. People began scalping each other. Warmth and altruistic caring were slowly and irreversibly replaced by wariness and vigilance against being swindled. Openness, softness, and affection were soon replaced by closedness, hardness, and indifference.

The previous covenant of mutual care and support was supplanted by cunning, conning, and opportunistic preying-upon.

People began locking their doors.

Hustlers and crooks, swindlers and cheats, hucksters and frauds, scoundrels, rascals, and thieves all flocked to villages to make their quick buck. Villages were viewed no longer as havens for brotherhood, fellowship, and belonging, they became centers of churning commerce, and with commerce came opportunistic plundering, and with that came the end of caring. Grandparents and great-grandparents and their parents before them passed away.

And with their passing a culture of wisdom, memory, and caring whose members cherished and nurtured each other to the seventh generation disappeared. What grew up in its place was a culture of exploitation whose members robbed and contrived against one another without mercy.

A narrative history and memories of togetherness, extended family, and unlocked doors standing open to welcome and shelter the tired and hungry or the hurt were all lost. Windows became barred, doors locked, bolted, and chained. A culture of trust became a culture of mistrust. Hearts once open, closed. Hands once open and welcoming turned into fists.

And there was no one left to grieve.





On Our Culture

As a culture, we seem to have lost an appreciation for individual and collective excellence. That said, we straightaway find ourselves lost in a thicket of ideas about priorities that itself has become the problem. We have lost our bearings in a world of which Einstein said, “We have perfected our means for achieving whatever we want, but we have lost our sense of what we need to achieve.”

Add to that the simple increased pace of living where no one is home tending to and teaching the kids. We find kids left to their own devices and direction-finding with parents too exhausted to parent, too caught up in their own personal and career wind-sprints and priorities to notice or care much that the kids are completely lost. But not just lost, abandoned to find their own pathways without parental guidance or mentoring.

America has been on intellectual drift for quite a while. Allan Bloom, Susan Jacoby, Richard Hofstadter and others have described the flattening and dumbing of the landscape of education. Where greatness of mind has been supplanted by a kind of technical expertness without accompanying greatness of intellect. (Aside: In teaching at the college level over the span of 40 years I have noted the ‘dumbing down’ of textbooks. College texts used to be written at the college level, now editors must write college texts at the sixth-grade reading and comprehension level.)

What is missing is a shared, valued, understood, worked-out, and agreed-upon higher-level notion of meaning and excellence around which individual and collective action may cohere. Without such a shared and worked-out notion everyone hectically busies themselves working in their own little niche with their own narrow expertise without looking at the larger map to see why their niche exists and matters, and how their niche and their niche-specific actions fit into some larger whole. Each individual scurries around with their own mini- or micro-map specific only to their small world neglecting to look at the larger world within which they feverishly live and work. In time only compacted niches come to exist, myriads upon myriads of them, without any connectedness to any higher-level whole. Nor do people experience connecting to each other.

People scurry around faster and faster accomplishing less and less in terms of higher–level meaningful ways. In their maddening scurry people lose sight of what’s important. Thinking only of their niche-specific work, life flattens to being only niches and niche-specific activity, nothing more. Over time any larger framework of higher meaning disappears for want of attention and people eventually come to forget that at one time there actually was one. But it’s been forgotten, and all that’s left is the routine of niche work with the larger questions about life rarely being addressed.

When the notion of excellence never receives attention along with the recognition and valuing of greatness, and when each individual now an island unto himself overvalues himself and becomes over-invested in self-interested activities to the neglect of others, the guiding principles of common life and common good die. When those deaths occur so does altruism. What is left as guidance systems are the appetites, emotional and biological, that need constant feeding of more and more to ultimately achieve less and less. Society then undergoes a paradigm shift to an escalating hedonic pleasure-seeking system of self-serving drives and appetites without the checks and balances of interpersonal agreements, covenants, responsibilities, duties, and obligations; and that society eventually finds itself where we are now.



On Rethinking Human Excellence

The 1980s saw half a dozen or so books published on the topic of excellence. Invariably the works dealt with excellence at the level of the corporation, and there was always a corporate self-serving set of themes woven into every discussion. Laurence Peter (1969) especially approached the topic of excellence from the corporate ‘enlightened self-interest’ angle with the understanding that excellence had mostly to do with the human enterprise of profit-making. Lacking entirely was the angle of excellence having to do with one’s character.

This really should be no surprise since America historically has concerned itself mainly not with issues of ethics, altruism, or high morality, but with issues of profit, pragmatism, and expediency. Profit, pragmatics, and expediency are the sine qua nons of American history and the American soul, and whatever conduces thereto is elevated. Forgotten, or ignored entirely, are the more noble virtues set forth by those such as Plato and Aristotle who had important but far less self-serving and profit-oriented things to say about human excellence. Not only is the current larger American cultural value system largely devoid of discussions of excellence of character, but it is also almost completely antithetical to any such discussion. Excellence as a higher idea and ideal gets completely lost in the maddening scramble after the profitable and the expedient.

Of human nature, William James stated insightfully, “Men hoist the banner of human ideals, then march straightaway down the path of expedience.” It is almost embarrassing to talk about human goodness as a virtue apart from what material profit might accrue to its practitioner. Entirely gone, perhaps except for those who are religious or idealistic, is the language with which to talk about goodness done sacrificially for its own sake. Immanuel Kant’s ‘Categorical Imperative’ lost out to Joseph Fletcher’s ‘Situational Ethics’. Idealism and altruism were soundly defeated by ‘what’s in it for me’.

The following chapters will discuss the concept of human excellence in its older classical and more ennobling forms and will sound an alarm regarding the psychological, societal, and cultural dangers of continuing to ignore the higher virtues of excellence and its disciplined pursuit.



Preliminary Considerations on Excellence

Excellence: everyone uses the word, usually somewhat in awe, certainly with respect; Alfred Nobel by means of his will left an immense estate in perpetuity awarding annually a small fortune to those who during the previous year had accomplished something great for the benefit of mankind which according to the spirit of his will embodied it; a few brave souls seemingly try to actually achieve it; leaders frequently use the word inspirationally to try to motivate; it conjures up visions of the ideal; history abounds with examples of wars and revolutions fought over differences of opinion over it; President Carter before his presidency wrote a book about certain aspects of it; the idea of it elevates, enthuses, and excites; when comparing things on some basis one stands out above the others for manifesting some high quality that warrants being labelled it; it seems to mean definitely a cut above the rest; it comes from some kind of measurement, some set of criteria; it certainly means something to everybody; but…try asking someone to define the noun form of the word, not the adjective form, or the adverb, but the noun; suddenly there will be seen puzzled then blank expressions; mouths move, but little comes out.



For perspective: The decades following the 1970s has been recorded (Lasch, 1978) as the era of self-absorption; some writers have termed this pejoratively the age of narcissism (ibid.). Some termed this the age of Aquarius, others the Age of Dionysus. Varied schools of thought committed themselves to self-awareness, self-improvement, self-enrichment, self-enhancement, self-assertiveness. Each of these schools came equipped with a self-appointed priesthood promising some kind of rainbow with its pot of gold (which turned out for most to be fairy dust) as the prize for investing some consideration in their gospel. Each had its own highest ideal toward which it pointed its novitiates, prodding them steadily forward toward the elusive ever-vanishing goal of personal bliss.

The generation of the 1970s took mind- and consciousness-altering drugs in unprecedented numbers and in unprecedented amounts. A man then forty (Dr. Timothy Leary), told everyone not to trust anyone over thirty he then went on the road after having lost a coveted teaching post at Harvard to preach a gospel of turning on, tuning in, and dropping out. Leary’s Harvard colleague Richard Alpert changed his name to Ram Dass and headed East, the land of the everblooming lotus. The ‘establishment’ was declared the enemy, its values were reversed, America was ‘Greened’, women burned their bras, men burned their draft cards, Johnson sent everyone he could to Viet Nam, political figures were shot, students held sit-ins, burned buildings, held love-ins, they formed communes, love was declared free, Woodstock became the Mecca, things got pretty crazy – but only for a while.

Jerry Rubin grew up, and Mario Savio, too. Tom Hayden married an actress, became a California Assemblyman, then a Senator, and got divorced. While some stayed stuck in their time warp most everyone eventually cut their hair shorter and their beards off, and packed themselves into a corporate niche somewhere and became the next ‘establishment’.

As the focus of attention temporarily shifted inward there emerged a heightened and renewed interest in the self. Shifted away from were ideas like sacrifice, discipline, self-denial, self-control, effort, study, mastery, commitment, promise, covenant, delay of gratification, common good, greater good, cooperation, responsibility, duty, obligation, accountability, conscience, morality, dependability, altruism, dedication, perseverance.

The ‘Human Potential’ movement saw and foresaw a


















































EPUB/media/file0.jpg
O

EUNIAN
EX.CHLLENCE

itV fature. . Tts EAGUROR. i PLssids, ks Acquisition. ..
[ts Chil ST gpzieds ks Proise..

’

s Rutherford McDill Jf. -






