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INTRODUCTION Strange(r) Altruism

Most people I know are moved by news of tragedy. A terrible earthquake, a drought, a famine, a flood, wildfires, displaced people, innocent victims of military aggression—we feel pity for those pointlessly suffering and a desire, even an obligation, to help. So we donate to disaster relief; we organize a collection for food, water, or first aid; possibly we volunteer. Almost never do we know the people in need: they are complete strangers, often in far-off lands, people we will never meet and possibly wouldn’t like if we did. Yet we—at least most of us—want to help.

This sense of moral obligation to strangers in need is not written into the human DNA.1 Nor was it found in the ancient roots of our cultural heritage in the West. Philosophers in the Greek and Roman worlds enthusiastically agreed that helping others was appropriate and often obligatory, but altruistic acts were focused almost exclusively on close genetic and social relations—family, friends, and, less frequently, others “like us” in the same community. The sense that anyone should help anonymous strangers in far-away places was simply not part of the moral equation.

Why then is it part of the equation today? Why does this urge to provide assistance—for some of us quite intense, for others admittedly faint—seem like moral “common sense,” not just among religious folks but agnostics and atheists as well, a common sense that affects not only our individual psyches but also our views of social agenda and governmental priorities?2 My argument in this book is that the impulse to help strangers in need is embedded in our Western moral conscience because of the teachings of Jesus. As Christianity spread throughout the ancient world, it revolutionized the understanding of ethical obligation, leading to a fundamental transformation in the moral conscience of the West.

I realize this is a bold claim, but the chapters that follow will provide the evidence.3

It is not that Jesus invented this kind altruism out of whole cloth. On the contrary, he based his teachings on his understanding of the Hebrew Bible, and similar views can be found among other Jewish teachers of his day. Unlike other religious traditions at the foundation of Western culture, Judaism had long emphasized the obligation to care for the poor, the needy, the outcast, and the oppressed. But, and this is an important “but,” these obligations for the most part extended only to those who belonged to the Israelite community, either by birth, conversion, or immigration. Jesus universalized this obligation. Since it was the followers of Jesus—rather than adherents of other Jewish teachers—that converted millions of gentiles and eventually became the religion of the West, the shift in ethical concerns and practices is ultimately based on Jesus’s own distinctive teachings.

The Christian church that emerged in Jesus’s wake was never a monolith, advancing a single code of ethics, any more than it endorsed a single set of doctrinal teachings or ritual practices. On the contrary, “the” early church was startlingly diverse in nearly every way.4 Very few Christians, even at the beginning, adopted the strict ethical injunctions of Jesus himself. Moreover, as soon as Christianity began to spread outside his native land, Christian converts faced new situations in unexpected contexts, completely different from those of their founder, an itinerant Jewish preacher in the sparsely populated hinterlands of rural Galilee. Christian leaders adjusted Jesus’s teachings accordingly, often altering and almost always softening them for public consumption. Still, by the end of the fourth century, when Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire, the basic core of his teachings had begun to make a significant difference in the lives of thousands on the margins of society. Prior to the spread of Christianity, there were no public hospitals in the Roman world; no orphanages, poorhouses, or old persons’ homes; no government assistance to help those in need or private charities to minister to the poor, homeless, and hungry.5 These are Christian innovations that evolved from Christian understandings of what it meant to be a good person.

Would these values and institutions have arisen without Christianity? There is no way to know. It is possible, of course, that the religions and cultures of, say, Southeast Asia or China would eventually have influenced Western mores. But the developments in moral thinking I will be exploring arose internally in the West, not under Eastern influences.6 Ultimately they derived from Jesus’s distinctive teachings about what it means to love others. This kind of love is not strictly (or even necessarily) a feeling or emotion; it is directed toward the good of others, even at a cost to oneself. One very concrete expression of active love involves sharing material resources, for example through charitable giving; another, less often considered, involves nonmaterial kindness in personal relationships, graphically exemplified in acts of pure forgiveness extended to those who have harmed us (a different kind of “charity”). These are the issues we will be considering in the chapters that follow: the Christian revolution in ethics based on love, charitable giving, and forgiveness.

There can hardly be a more important time to reflect on these Christian moral principles. We live in a world of heightened hatred and hostility toward the “other.” Much of the animosity is directed toward those who are not like us, and often our personal grievances lead to violent social action and governmental policy. In these times of power and dominance, it may be useful for all of us, whatever our religious commitments (or noncommitments), to consider the ethical principles that lay at the root of our civilization, and to consider what it would mean to love a neighbor, even if the neighbor is a stranger.

Before plunging into the matter, I need to explain some of the key terms and concepts I will be using throughout my study, and consider one key question in particular: Does altruism actually exist?





Chapter One DOES ALTRUISM EXIST?

One might think that “altruism” is a straightforward term. It comes from the Latin word alter, which means “other,” and so refers broadly to actions that benefit someone other than oneself.1 That stands in contrast with “egoism,” based on the Latin word ego, meaning “I” or “myself,” and therefore referring to actions that benefit oneself.

This all seems simple enough. But as is so often noticed, in practice and in principle it is extremely difficult—maybe impossible—to establish clear boundaries between altruistic and egoistic acts.2 Let me illustrate the problem by telling a strange personal anecdote. I’ll leave you to judge whether it involved an act of altruism, egoism, or, somehow, both.

It happened in 1974, when I was a first-year student at Moody Bible Institute in downtown Chicago. On a late afternoon in February, while walking along Chicago Avenue, I heard a car horn persistently honking up the street. I didn’t think much of it; it was rush hour. But looking up, I saw a car that was heading my direction run a red light and almost hit a pedestrian. As the car moved toward me, I saw a woman behind the wheel frantically screaming. When it came nearer, she looked straight at me and screamed for help.

My immediate reaction was to look away. What in the world could I do? Then I thought: No, I’ve got to help her. So I started running after the car.

I wasn’t sure what I would do once I caught up to it. You can’t exactly jump in front of a moving vehicle like Superman and stop it in its tracks. After a block or so, when I caught up to the car, I had a vague thought that I would—what? Grab the door handle? But the woman solved the problem for me. She threw the driver’s-side door open. And I jumped in.

Whenever I tell this story I pause at this point to say: This really happened.

On the passenger seat next to the woman was a young boy. Her son? To make room for me, she jumped on him. He wrapped his arms around her from behind as she kept screaming and flailing her arms, and I immediately realized what the problem was. There were no brakes.

I tried the emergency brake. No good. I tried ramming the shift into park. Nothing. The car was in neutral, so at least it wasn’t gaining speed. But cars were coming at us and I was weaving to avoid them as we approached State Street, a major intersection. I had a red light and I thought: I’m dead.

Given my other problems, I didn’t notice something even more bizarre happening across the street. Another fellow had watched me run after a car and jump in, and now he saw a screaming woman and a child, and… he thought I was kidnapping them. As I was weaving the car in and out of traffic, he sprinted up to the passenger side, yanked the door open, and tried, on the run, to pull the child out.

Just then we came to the red light and I made a split-second decision. If we kept coasting straight ahead, we would hit crazily busy Michigan Avenue, and then, as we used to say, we would be toast. So I jerked the wheel to turn onto State Street.

Back then, next to the stoplight on the corner of Chicago and State, stood one of those large blue mail-collection boxes. The fellow who was trying to yank the child out of the car was not, rather obviously, watching where he was going. As a result, as I later found out, I ran him straight into the mailbox (and ran over his foot), thereby taking him rather decisively out of the equation.

The traffic was not as bad on State Street, but we were still in danger: coasting along with no brakes. Then our salvation appeared. Looking up the block, I saw a police paddy wagon parked on our side of the street, and I thought to myself: I know how I’m going to stop this car. And I did. I rammed it into the paddy wagon.

Unfortunately, there were two police officers in the paddy wagon, and, to put it mildly, they were not pleased that someone had just plowed into their vehicle. They burst out, cursing and screaming and ready to haul me off. I was out of breath, but eventually explained what had happened. By that time a crowd had gathered. One of the police officers took notes; the woman was in tears and incredibly grateful; the fellow I had run into the mailbox came limping up and was excited when he learned what he had been involved with; and I headed back to my dorm with my head spinning.

When I got there, I told a few guys in the floor lounge what had happened, and they didn’t believe me. But the next day the story made the front page of the Chicago Tribune. It was a crazily mangled account. It said that the other fellow (the one I ran into the mailbox) and I were walking along Chicago Avenue when we saw the car out of control and we both sprinted after it and jumped in. I steered in and out of traffic while he was in the back seat shielding the child from injury. Up ahead, police officer so-and-so, detecting our distress, skillfully maneuvered his paddy wagon into our path to stop the car and prevent us from coasting all the way onto Michigan Avenue.

That’s eyewitness testimony for you.

For a while I puzzled over where that bizarre account came from. But soon I realized: it must have been from the police officer, who had “skillfully maneuvered his paddy wagon” to save us all.

Once the report hit the paper, things went a bit crazy. My school found out about it and sent out a press release; over the next few days, talk shows on Chicago radio discussed the event and explained what to do if your brakes fail; my home newspaper in Lawrence, Kansas, got ahold of the story and ran it with my picture; my congressional representative read it and put the story in the U.S. Congressional Record; and a month later the Chicago Police Department held a ceremony to give me and the other fellow (no longer limping) placards for heroism, plus a commendation to valiant police officer so-and-so, who skillfully maneuvered his paddy wagon.

For fifty years, whenever I’ve thought about it, I’ve often wondered why I did what I did. Was it an act of genuine altruism? Obviously, I did something that benefited someone else. That’s altruism, right? Or was it more complicated than that?

At the time I was a deeply committed Christian studying at a fundamentalist Bible college. I had devoted my entire life to God and was willing to give up everything in his service. Is it possible that I chased the car not only, or even mainly, to help a desperate woman but to please God? So that God would approve of me? Or perhaps because I wanted to be the kind of person who would do such a thing? Or maybe so I would be known to be the kind of person who did such a thing? Is it possible (I often think it is) that I did it mainly because, in the split second before I started running, I knew that if I didn’t try to do something, I would feel horribly guilty afterward? Did I prefer doing something risky to playing it safe with a certainty of self-loathing later? If so, wasn’t it really all about me? Wasn’t it egoistic? But if that’s true, can any action be considered purely altruistic?

In reflecting on these questions over the years, I have come to realize they involve three different but related issues: our actions (what we do), our motivations (why we do them), and our sense of obligation (why we think we should do them). The first two issues are widely debated among philosophers and psychologists, the third less commonly so. But it is the key to understanding the revolutionary effect of Jesus’s teachings on the conscience of the West.

Let’s consider the issues in turn.


Do people behave in altruistic ways beneficial to others and sometimes at a cost to themselves?

The obvious answer is yes, of course they do. But if I do something that benefits another, what if I also do it, in part, with myself in mind?

Here is where philosophers and psychologists love to propose thought experiments. Suppose the apartment I share with two others is cold and they both want me to turn up the heat. I’m the one who pays the utility bills and prefer to keep it cool. After a while, though, I start thinking it really is too cold, even for me, and so adjust the thermostat. In that case, I’m doing what benefits others, but I’m doing it mainly for myself. Is it an altruistic act? Or an egoistic act with altruistic results? Or should we simply consider it value-neutral?

Answers in this particular case could go any direction. The bigger problem is imagining any action that is entirely altruistic without any element of egoism. Take a commonly cited act of extreme self-sacrifice: a soldier who throws himself on a hand grenade to save his comrades. This is about as selfless as one can imagine, and one might consider it a purely altruistic act. Even so, one can also think of non-altruistic reasons for his split-second decision to sacrifice himself, for example, if he wanted to be the kind of person who would do such a thing or if in the moment he instantaneously and intuitively knew he would not be able to live with the guilt of not having done so.

These, though, are questions of motivation, and for this first issue I’m interested in actions. Some philosophers and psychologists maintain there is no conceivable action we can take only for others with no benefit (mental, emotional, or physical) for ourselves. If so, then “pure altruism” is not even theoretically possible. Many others, however, believe that any act that does benefit others—especially if it comes at some cost to the self—should still be considered altruistic, at least on some level.

Moreover, evolutionary biologists have maintained that whatever we might know, imagine, or suspect our motivations to be, we are programmed to behave in certain ways. The inclinations to act on behalf of others at a cost to ourselves is rooted deeply in our DNA.3

The biological issues have puzzled specialists at least since the nineteenth century. Natural selection necessarily entails the idea (or, rather, the reality) that those who perpetuate their genes are more evolutionarily successful than those who do not. That would suggest that selfless behavior benefiting only others, especially at a cost to the self, would be bred out of the gene pool. If members of a species had genes that led them to do that, they would eventually all die and not pass along their genes.

Yet people do behave this way. Darwin (who was not yet aware of genes) thought long and hard about the problem, for example, in connection with the honeybee that stings an invader to protect the nest, even though it will lead to its death. Why doesn’t it simply fend for itself? Darwin’s answers continue to be debated over a century and a half after the publication of On the Origin of Species, but there are indeed compelling explanations for this kind of self-sacrifice, even within a system that focuses on survival. As Darwin recognized, the individual bee dies, but its death benefits the community—that is, it makes possible the ongoing lives of others that share its genes.4

In more recent times, many readers have objected to Richard Dawkins’s term “selfish gene,” but usually because of a misunderstanding.5 The term is a self-consciously anthropomorphic metaphor that explains why some genes manage to survive and outnumber other genes. Dawkins does not claim that selfish genes are “thinking selfishly” or necessarily create selfish people. On the contrary, selfless people often enable their genes to thrive, sometimes precisely by sacrificing themselves. If a mother saves her three children from a burning building but dies in the process, more of her genes will survive than if she had chosen not to do so, since each of her three offspring has 50 percent of her genes. It is not that she’s thinking about things that way (“Oh, I have to save my genes!”); it is that within the history of a species, those individuals inclined to this pattern of behavior have passed on more of their genes to their descendants than those who did not.

There is no need to delve deeply into the complexities of evolutionary biology to make a basic point, that altruistic behavior on some level is indeed written into our DNA. It is part of what it is to be biologically human.

Even so, that does not address my ultimate concern of how to explain the ethical impulse found among people today to help strangers in need. Honeybees do not throw away their lives for nests other than their own. And throughout history very few people have felt a moral obligation to help strangers at a cost to themselves, let alone at the cost of their lives. That takes us to the question of motivation.



Do people ever have purely altruistic motives? That is, do they ever have reasons for wanting to help others with no thought for themselves?

Most of us probably already have an opinion about this. My view is that we do not and cannot know what motivates others, no matter how certain we are about it, since we can never crawl into their minds. Most of the time we can’t even know our own minds fully. It is dead easy to deceive ourselves about why we did or did not do something.

Even so, my personal (cynical? realistic?) sense is that when all is said and done, there is always some kind of egoistic motivation for whatever we do. Sometimes I wonder if that is simply my (realistic? cynical?) reaction to the myriad excuses invoked for the awful political, military, social, and cultural activities we see all around us. Or possibly I’ve inherited and assimilated it from the age-old Christian claim that humans are born sinful and so remain incurably self-centered, even when born “again.” Either way, it is a common view that came to philosophical expression in the decidedly rationalist world of the Enlightenment. Thus, we have the great English philosopher Thomas Hobbes in his 1651 classic, Leviathan:


No man giveth but with intention of good to himself, because gift is voluntary; and of all voluntary acts, the object is to every man his own good; of which, if men see they shall be frustrated, there will be no beginning of benevolence or trust, nor consequently of mutual help.6



In other words, there is no genuine altruism; our motivations are egoistic all the way down. That seventeenth-century view has lived on in academic circles. The summary account of altruism in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy states that it was: “The dominant view about human motivation in the social sciences of much of the twentieth century.”7

At the same time, philosophers and psychologists have considered the flip side of the motivational coin, pointing out that many actions also cannot be readily explained apart from some kind of altruistic motivations. Volunteers who risk their lives providing humanitarian aid in war zones; physicians who abandon swanky lifestyles to work in poverty-stricken regions of the globe; good-hearted people who take refugees into their own homes; those who serve meals at the local soup kitchen or give their weekends to construct affordable housing: there are millions of people in our world who act in ways that do not primarily benefit themselves, even if they do receive personal satisfaction from what they do as well. Surely these benefactors of humanity—may their tribe increase—engage in acts of altruism, even if their motivations are mixed. It makes no sense to say altruism does not exist unless one’s motivations are purely altruistic, any more than to say that egoism does not exist if any part of one’s motivation is a concern for the other.

Which leads us to our third question.



If people sometimes engage in altruistic behavior (acts) and do so because they want to do so (motivations), why do they sometimes want to do so for complete strangers?

This is the issue we will explore in the next eight chapters.






Chapter Two THE ANCIENT QUEST FOR HAPPINESS

The question of how to live ethically became particularly urgent for me when I experienced a crisis of faith some thirty years ago. I was born a Christian, baptized a Christian, and confirmed a Christian. I was active in the Episcopal church as a child and teen. My entire higher education was in Christian settings, starting with the aforementioned Moody Bible Institute, followed by a bachelor’s degree from Wheaton (an evangelical liberal arts college), and then a master of divinity and a PhD from Princeton Theological Seminary. That was twelve years in Christian environments. After leaving high school, the first time I even set foot in a secular classroom was the day I started teaching at Rutgers University.1

Years later I began having serious doubts about my Christian commitments. Leaving the faith was a daunting prospect, and I did not go eagerly or even willingly, in no small part because I had no clear idea of what life “on the outside” would be like. I was anxious about abandoning my beliefs and particularly anxious about the ultimate fate of my soul. (What if I had been right all along?) But I also had very practical worries. If I left the faith, how would I know how to behave? Without any direction from above, would I have no moral compass? Would I fall into meaninglessness, nihilism, anarchy, and despair? Would it be drunken revelry every night?

Despite these concerns, I felt driven to follow where I thought the truth led, and in the end, I didn’t see an alternative. For reasons unconnected with my biblical scholarship, I began to recognize that I had become an agnostic.2 One of my biggest surprises was that my deconversion had almost zero effect on my daily life. Anarchy and wild living never did arrive. Today, all these years later, I’m no less ethical than I was before. I’m not much more ethical, either, as it turns out, but I do seem to have a more refined sense of what it means to be a moral person, and I do work hard (often without much success) to do what is right both for myself and for others.

Some evangelical Christians tell me this makes no sense, that unlike believers in God, I have no reason to be moral. They think I’m deceived when I insist I feel a deep commitment to other members of a species that originated through time, matter, and chance. Without divine guidance, they say, I have no grounds for deciding what is right and wrong and no incentive to behave well.

What almost none of them realizes is that this notion that ethical behavior is or should be directed by one’s faith is a relative latecomer in the history of the human race. It certainly would have seemed very odd in the ancient Greek and Roman cultures at the foundation of Western civilization.


Ethics and Ancient Religion

It is very difficult for most people today to imagine a religion not focused largely on how people should treat one another, but the idea that a divine being would care much about daily behavior would have made little sense to most people for most of human history. To explain, let me give a quick overview of how religion worked in antiquity.

There were countless religions in ancient Greece and Rome.3 Scholars normally group them together as “pagan,” not using the term in a derogatory sense, but simply to differentiate them from Judaism and then Christianity.4 There were enormous differences among these various religions, but nearly all of them accepted the existence of numerous gods (“polytheism”) and virtually none of them insisted it alone was the one true religion or that only its god should be worshipped everywhere.

On the whole, the gods were cooperative with one another. It may not seem that way from the ancient Greek and Roman myths we know today, but these tales were not Scriptural “authorities” the way the Torah was for Jews, or the Old and New Testaments for Christians. Myths were entertaining stories about the gods, and they could provide thoughtful material for reflection. Rarely were they taken as historical narratives or theological guidelines for what to believe, and they played only a distant role in ancient pagan religious practices. Outside of mythology, the gods were very much involved with human everyday life. They could be found in every place and were connected with nearly every human experience. There were gods of mountains, oceans, forests, streams, crossroads, homes, and hearths. There were gods of war, healing, weather, crops, childbirth, fortune, and love. In that context it made no sense to worship just one of the gods. You needed a whole lot of them, and the gods knew that as well as the humans who worshipped them.

Throughout Greek and Roman antiquity, nearly everyone worshipped the gods, but not to secure a good afterlife or avoid eternal punishment.5 Ancient religions were consistently concerned about life in the here and now. Gods were worshipped because they could provide humans with what they needed in a brutal world where it was difficult to survive, let alone thrive. The vast majority of people then, even more than now, lived very much on the edge. In antiquity, a simple tooth abscess was often a death sentence. Many women died in childbirth and many babies died within months of being born. There were no modern agricultural technologies, no sustained methods of irrigation, no mass transportation systems: a drought in a village this year meant crop failure and starvation the next. No one could predict natural disasters or control even such quotidian matters as finding work and having happy relationships.

The gods, however, could provide what was needed and desired. Gods could ensure safety in childbirth; they could bring rain and sunshine, make the crops grow and the livestock reproduce; they could provide victory in war and success in business; they could procure the affections of the boy or girl of your dreams. And throughout antiquity, the gods were not understood to be particularly demanding. They mainly wanted to be acknowledged and worshipped. When they were, they would be inclined to provide their worshippers with the benefits they needed. When they were neglected, they could make life miserable.

The worship of the gods was not overly complicated. It principally involved saying prayers and making offerings. Pagans prayed much as Jews and Christians did and still do: praising the god for their greatness; thanking them for their assistance; asking them for what was needed. Offerings could include sacrifices of animals either at large communal festivals or with a small group of family and friends. These sacrifices were to honor the god, giving them what they desired by burning parts of the animal they preferred (the fat and bones). The rest of the animal would be cooked and served up at a festal meal in the god’s honor. These were not the only kinds of offerings to the gods: more common were inexpensive and easily accessible items, such as flowers, grain, or wine given to show one’s devotion and commitment.

To the surprise of many moderns—and particularly significant for our discussion—ethics did not play a large role in ancient pagan religions. If someone had neglected the god, then an apology or confession might be in order. But the gods were not focused on how humans treated one another, not all that concerned about whether you insulted your neighbor, stole their lamp, or slept with their spouse. There were a few exceptions: as a rule, gods did not approve of oath-breaking or patricide, for example. But by and large, ethics was not their principal interest, and the gods did not hand down codes of law to prescribe moral behavior. They were more concerned about whether you worshipped them properly.

That is not to say that the pagan world lacked ethical standards or that pagans were lawless and licentious. On the contrary, most ancient pagans were just as ethical as Jews and then Christians. They loved their families, took care of their kids, helped neighbors in need, and worked to promote the social well-being of their villages, towns, and cities. The human race had always been like that—but for biological and cultural reasons, not religious ones.6 Then, as now, there was a “common sense” about right and wrong, without which human societies would not have survived. Dominant social structures had always served to enforce proper behavior within a community: “Do not murder,” “Do not commit adultery,” and “Do not steal” are not distinctively Jewish or Christian ideas, but sensible regulations that allow humans to live together and thrive in a hostile world filled with predators, enemies, and other dangers.

In addition, ethical ideas were widely discussed and moral practices well-defined in the pagan world—just not in the context of religion. Ethical thinking lay within the realm of philosophy. That may seem odd today when, in our far more educated world, the number of people you know who have carefully read, say, Plato, Aristotle, Hume, or Kant is likely to be precisely none. But ancient philosophy was not important because people actually read it. For one thing, the vast majority of the population could not read. Those who could read were rarely digging into heady intellectual treatises. That does not mean, though, that philosophical discourse made little impact.

Think of an analogous situation today, in the realm of Christian thought. How many people in the pew have read the heady intellectual stuff produced by the world’s leading academic theologians? It’s been a long time since I met a nonacademic who has studied, or even just read, the books of Augustine, Anselm, or Aquinas (just to start with some of the A’s). Yet, Christian ethical views as developed by theologians and other thinkers over the centuries have certainly seeped into the conscience of the broader religious community. Consider it a trickle-down effect. That happened in antiquity too—particularly when it came to the ethical views developed by Greek and Roman philosophers, both in general and in relation to the key issues that we will be exploring: altruistic love, its material manifestation in charitable giving, and its important interpersonal expression in personal forgiveness.7



Ethics among Greek and Roman Philosophers

I begin our investigation with the great Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE), almost certainly the most influential ethical thinker in the Western tradition.8 There were, of course, important Greek moral philosophers before him; he himself was famously the student of Plato, who was in turn a follower of Socrates, before whom were others, most of them known today only by name or not at all. But it was Aristotle who made the greatest impact on ethical thinking. He continues to be read by ethicists today, over 2,300 years after his death.

Aristotle’s best-known book is the Nicomachean Ethics.9 He begins this ten-volume work with some essential questions that remain remarkably apt. What does it mean to live a good life, and how do we do it? All of us certainly want to enjoy what is good, and many of us want to be good. But what, actually, is the “good” that we want to have and to be?

Aristotle approaches the question with a brilliant twist: What does each of us consider to be the ultimate good we can have?

Many of us think we know the answer: we want health, wealth, a good job, a good marriage, a loving family, lots of friends, or… or pick your answer. But Aristotle argues that none of these things, singly or collectively, is what we ultimately seek. They are things we want so we can get something we want even more. You can see this simply by asking yourself, Why do you want more money? Or a good job? Or friends and family? It is always for some other reason. And so these various “goods” are what Aristotle calls “instrumental” desires, which is to say they are the means by which we acquire something further. But is there anything we want, not in order to get something else, but entirely because it is good to have in and of itself?

Let me explain with an example. I am talking to an undergraduate student and he tells me he wants to get an A in my class. I ask him why he wants an A. He says it’s because he wants to have a high GPA. I ask why he wants a high GPA. So he can get into a top-level business school. Why does he want that? Because he wants a career as a major business executive. And why is that something he wants? So he can make a lot of money. Why does he want a lot of money? So he can buy and do anything he chooses. And why is that what he wants? Because that would make him happy. At precisely that point there is no longer any reason to ask why. We don’t want happiness for some other reason. It’s the ultimate reason. The other things we want—the entire string of them—are means to that end.

If Aristotle is right on this point (I happen to think he is), the obvious implication is that each of us needs to figure out how to live in the world, what to do, and how to be in order to be happy. Not in the simple, surface sense of being happy after someone praises us for doing a good job at work or when we watch our team win the Super Bowl. Those can indeed be happy moments, but a happy life is much fuller than that. It is not merely a sequence of random, periodic good experiences. It comes when we are flourishing and know it: when we are content with who we are, what we have done, where our life is right now, and where it looks to be going. That kind of “happy” is more like contentment or joy, a deep sense of well-being.

The Greek word for that kind of overall flourishing and life-satisfaction is eudaimonia, a term that’s notoriously difficult to translate into English. You’ll notice the word daimon in it. That’s the Greek word behind our word “demon,” but it doesn’t mean demon in the sense of an evil being that invades a body to compel it to do nasty things. A daimon in Greek thought was a divine spirit, a divinity less powerful than the great gods of Mount Olympus, but closer to and more involved with us. Having a good daimon in your life was a bit like having a guardian angel.

The first two letters of eu-daimonia mean “good” (as in “eulogy”—a “good word” that is spoken in memory of the deceased at a funeral). And so having eudaimonia literally means having a good divine spirit in your life—not necessarily an actual daimon, but a sense of flourishing and inner peace. The word is usually translated (as the least unsatisfactory option) as “happiness,” but again, this is not a reference to a fleeting emotion that strikes us on occasion. It is a broad and pervasive sense of living a good life and feeling satisfied because of it. The question raised by Aristotle and virtually all the Greek and Roman pagan moral philosophers after him was: How does a person attain eudaimonia?10

As you might imagine if you have ever dabbled in philosophy, the answer is decidedly not going to be: “A house in Malibu.”

Aristotle stressed that no one can be “happy,” in the sense I’m using it, in a chaotic and threatening environment. Ultimate happiness requires a stable, secure world that promotes individual well-being. This is where Aristotle’s historical and social context becomes particularly important. He produced his writings in Athens in the fourth century BCE. Up to this time, there had been no great empires or nation-states ruling huge tracts of land in that part of the world. Greece had long consisted of individual city-states, each with its own government, economy, military, culture, and so on. Aristotle’s city, Athens, was in competition with other city-states in the region (especially Sparta) and within living memory had been involved in a drawn-out and disastrous military conflict (the Peloponnesian War) that ended in Athenian defeat. Athens continued to exist, however, and its citizens’ civic identity depended on their urban context. For Aristotle, a happy life could be found only in a well-functioning city, with security, opportunities for employment, public entertainments, and all the other elements of civilization. Eudaimonia thus depended on life in the context of a Greek city.

The word for “city” in Greek is polis. In the century before Aristotle, Athens had been the birthplace of democracy, a place where free adult males established and enacted civic policies. Aristotle considered such participation fundamental to individual and social happiness—which is why he famously said, in a comment often misunderstood, that “man is a political animal” (Politics, 1). By this he did not mean that humans necessarily ought to run for high office or even, as I once thought, that people are always in negotiation with one another in an attempt to acquire more individual power. Instead, for Aristotle, people (or at least “men”) are “political” creatures because they are members of the polis and find their well-being in that context.

If happiness is the ultimate good and if people are happy only in the context of the polis, the polis must be good to allow people to obtain happiness within it. The polis thus needs to be run and populated by people with the abilities and personality traits that promote the welfare of others and of themselves. They must be the best humans they can be. The key to a happy life is to figure out what that might entail.

Aristotle points out that every kind of living being has qualities of excellence that distinguish it from other living beings. What makes a most excellent apple tree is not what makes a most excellent racehorse. The function of an apple tree is to yield good fruit. The most excellent apple tree produces the most and best fruit. The function of a racehorse is to run fast. The most excellent racehorse will therefore run the fastest. Speed is not an excellence of apple trees and fruit-bearing is not an excellence of racehorses.

What then is the ultimate excellence of humans? The word for “excellence” in Greek is aretē, a word that can also be translated as “virtue.” In our day, virtue often carries unattractive connotations—it sounds a bit pious and unnaturally wholesome. Not so in antiquity. The English word does not come from the Greek, but from the Latin word vir, which means an “adult male” (think virile). Thus “virtue” in the ancient context (whether Greek or Latin) refers to the qualities that make a man—a vir—the best man he can be.11 A virtuous vir is the manliest man there could be. For Aristotle’s city-state, that would be a man whose personality and actions promote the wellness and happiness of the polis and of the individuals in it.

Specifically, men had to have courage, so as to fight bravely when their personal or communal safety was under threat. They had to promote justice, so that everyone was fairly treated both in private and by the law. They had to be self-controlled, rather than prone to uncontrollable fits of rage or wild debauchery that could lead to violence and social chaos. And they had to have wisdom (or prudence) to know how to behave in every circumstance. These were the four principal virtues of the Athenian man. For Aristotle, having them was the key to finding personal and communal happiness.

Since these virtues were closely connected with the polis, they were not purely inward-looking. No man or woman is an island, and to survive there must be social unity, social good. That alone would make eudaimonia—a full and satisfying life—possible. As a result, altruism was important to Aristotle.



Altruism in Ancient Greece

The ethical codes of the Greek and later Roman worlds encapsulated the understanding of altruism that had governed human societies for as long as societies had existed, written into the human genetic code before becoming an object of philosophical discussion. For Aristotle, his predecessors, and his successors, since the “good life” requires strong social bonds, and social bonds are strongest between those with the most intimate contact, doing “good for another” meant engaging in altruistic behavior toward those to whom one is most closely related biologically, socially, and geographically, more or less in concentric circles: family first, then friends, then others in the same social network, and then the larger community, the polis.

What about outsiders? Strangers? Foreigners?

Throughout the Greek city-states, if “others” who entered your world were much like you in terms of socioeconomic status and cultural heritage, it made sense to welcome




From the Greek City-State of Aristotle to the Roman World of Jesus










Epicureans: Maximize Pleasure, Minimize Pain










































Stoics: Living in Accordance with Reason and Focusing on What We Can Control













































Cynics: Be Rid of Simply Everything
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