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Our present inquiry does not aim, as our others do, at study; for the purpose 
 of our examination is not to know what virtue is, but to become good, since otherwise the inquiry 
would be of no benefit to us. 
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1103b 28-30) 

 
In Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis puts forward an analogy to explain the nature of morality.1 The analogy is with a 
convoy of ships. There are three elements that are essential for a successful convoy. It is important, first, that each 
ship is running well. Second, it is critical that the ships do not bump into each other and, third, that they get to their 
intended destination. Each of these elements is analogous to an aspect of the domain of morality. 
 
Lewis goes on to observe that in contemporary discussions of morality, almost all of the emphasis is placed on the 
ships not crashing into each other. The domain of ethics has been reduced to the question of how individual people 
treat other individual people. Not to hurt another person has become the dominant concern of ethical evaluation. It 
was not always this way. The other elements - keeping the individual ship running well and the destination or goal of 
the convoy were within the scope of ethical thinking in much of the history of philosophy. 
 
Since Lewis wrote, there has been a steady increase in concern with the first element in the analogy: how to keep the 
individual ship running well. What does it mean to run well as a human being? What is the good life and how is it 
attained or practiced? We believe these are fruitful questions for every person and, in particular, for the academy. Our 
convictions along these lines are the reasons we instituted this colloquium. 
 
One of the most important question for a person to answer for herself is the question: What sort of person should I 
be? This question connects deeply with all of the other important questions in life; questions about what it means to 
be a human being, what is real and what has value. Furthermore, this question is one that every person answers 
either consciously or by default. Each person navigates life with an aim of being and doing certain things and not 
others. Such navigation is grounded in assumptions about what it is that is good to be or to do. Each person answers 
the question of what sort of person he or she should be with some idea or vision of what the good life or the better life 
or the best life is. What sort of person I think I should be will be connected to what sort of life I think constitutes the 
good life. 
 
The good life, then, is something at which each person aims. We want to attain what we consider to be the good life. 
But the good life is more than something to be attained. The good life is something to be lived. It is to be practiced. It 
is more like a friendship or a marriage than it is like an athletic event. If I were to train in order to run a five minute 
mile... and succeed, well, first of all, you would believe that miracles are possible. But I would participate in an activity 
in order to reach the goal. Once the goal is reached, there is no longer any reason for me to continue in the training 
mode. The reward is in having accomplished it. I pursue a friendship, however, in order to be friends. The goal of my 
marriage is, in one important sense, the relationship itself. So too, I think, with the good life. It is not a means to 
something else. It is not attained once and for all. It is to be lived day by day.  
 
The question of what sort of person I ought to be or what sort of life I ought to or want to live, raises a related 
question that is hardly ever asked. This question is, What sort of person am I becoming? This question is not often 
asked, I think, because it rarely enters our minds that we are in the process of becoming one sort of person or 
another. We tend to have an atomistic view of our choices and actions. We tend to assume that our choices and acts 
are isolated from one another in such a way that one series of acts or choices does not greatly influence future acts 
or choices.  
 
The reality is that the way we navigate our daily lives results not only in individual actions and choices but it results in 
our spiritual and moral formation. Each of us is, surely, becoming a certain kind of person. It is worth reflecting on 
whether or not we are becoming the kind of person we ought to become and the kind we want to become. 
 
Aristotle notes that each person has a natural disposition to drift into certain habits of living. As a result he 
recommends the following: 
 

We must also examine what we ourselves drift into easily. For different people have different natural tendencies 
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towards different goals, and we shall come to know our own tendencies from the pleasure or pain that arises in 
us. We must drag ourselves off in the contrary direction; for if we pull far away from error, as they do in 
straightening bent wood, we shall reach the intermediate condition.2 

 
Aristotle recognizes that people drift in different directions and that it takes work to keep one’s life on track towards 
virtue. Each person has particular defaults that can pull him off track. I think it is also the case that each age has its 
own occupational hazards. Because we are immersed in our age, these hazards are often invisible to us. We simply 
cannot see the effects of certain cultural norms on our characters. Think for a minute about the fact that we call the 
age in which we live the age of information and not the age of truth or the age of wisdom. What are the risks of living 
and working in the age of information? The age of information requires certain skills of anyone who aims to be 
successful. The practice of these skills habituates a person into patterns of being, doing and thinking that ultimately 
shape what kind of person she becomes. These skills are very different than those that would be required for truth or 
for wisdom. For example, information is a commodity that is to be assimilated, managed and mastered. Truth, in 
contrast, requires that we submit to it, that we meditate on it, that we order our lives around it. 
 
If I train myself to be successful in the information economy, I may be training myself to embody habits of thought and 
practice that make careful thought and reflection difficult. I raise this as an example of the occupational hazards an 
age may have. In any given age, it is also the case that each profession will have its own particular occupational 
hazards. Unless we recognize and anticipate the hazards of our occupation, we may find that we have come to 
embody a set of skills and virtues that make us into people we do not want to be.  
 
The academy is a guild. We are being apprenticed and we are training others into the life of Scholarship. What counts 
as being a scholar is what is modeled by your faculty and your peers. The apprenticeship does not end with the 
completion of your Ph.D. You are constantly learning within the community of scholars. The concern I am addressing 
tonight is not with the content that I am learning but with the habits of mind and of life that I breathe in without thinking 
much about them. 
 
Specifically, I want to address practicing the good life in the face of two occupational hazards common throughout the 
American Academy. These hazards are easily found outside the university as well, but they have special purchase on 
those of us in this particular guild. For each of these hazards, I will discuss a particular antidote. I hope to show how 
the practice of certain disciplines can help us cultivate the kind of mental and moral habits that will counter the 
development of these hazards. 
 
 
I. Cynicism 
A. Some features of cynicism 
 
The first Hazard on which I want to comment is the Hazard of Cynicism. Throughout culture and in the academy, 
there is a widespread posture of cynicism. There are many reasons why this posture is so common. Popular 
journalism and the proliferation of Post Freudian pop-psychology make us more likely to adopt the cynic’s posture. 
The cynic’s posture is a posture of double suspicion. First there is a suspicion of motives. We tend to assume that 
other people act for motives about which they are not entirely open. People do what they do for private and self-
serving reasons that are kept hidden. It is the common suspicion that if a person’s motives can be revealed, his 
projects can be discredited. There is also a suspicion of value. The cynic is slow to admit that some course of action 
or research project has value on its own terms. Rather we tend to exert our energy to undermine whatever value is 
being recommended. 
 
Another reason that cynicism is widespread is that it is the path of least resistance. It is much easier and much safer 
to take a shot at something else than it is to offer oneself as a target. It is more dangerous to try to articulate, support 
and defend a positive position. The critic’s seat is a safe seat. Another reason for the proliferation of cynicism in the 
University is that we are being trained to become professional critics. Becoming a critic of ideas and movements 
carries the occupational hazard of cynicism. We take text after text and argument after argument and subject them to 
a rapid digest and criticize regiment. We sit in our seminars and shoot down the entire life project of a scholar such as 
Aquinas or Hume in under an hour and then move on the next week to repeat the offense against another thinker. We 
attempt to see through their concerns and analyses and thus we can remain unbothered by their conviction and 
untouched by their prescriptions. We learn to explain away the very ideas that should challenge us. Lewis has a 
caution for us, in this regard: 
 

[Y]ou cannot go on ‘explaining away’ forever: you will find that you have explained explanation itself away. You 
cannot go on ‘seeing through’ things forever. The whole point of seeing through something is to see something 
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through it. It is good that the window should be transparent, because the street or garden beyond is opaque. 
How if you saw through the garden too? It is no use trying to ‘see through’ first principles. If you see through 
everything, then everything is transparent. But a wholly transparent world is an invisible world. To ‘see through’ 
all things is the same as not to see.3 

 
Cynicism, then, is corrosive to my eyesight. It makes it difficult for me to see the true, the good and the beautiful when 
it is right in front of me. It makes it hard to see even the plausible and the promising and the O.K. looking. It makes 
me quick to dismiss and slow to listen. It allows me to react to other voices without hearing them. 
 
 
B. An Antidote: The Discipline of Affirmation 
 
I want to propose one practice that can help counter the development of a cynical mind. This is the practice of the 
Discipline of Affirmation. The discipline of affirmation is simple to grasp but not easy to practice. I can summarize it in 
a sentence. Affirm before you criticize. Make it a habit to search for what is good and true and beautiful about a 
position or idea before you look for what is false or bad or repugnant in it. Decide to say what is good before you say 
what is bad. Talk about what contribution is made by an idea or movement or thinker before you talk about your 
criticisms. I think it is especially important to speak what you see to affirm. It is part of the discipline of affirmation that 
we speak our affirmations out loud. It is not enough simply to think about them. We need to make our affirmations 
public.  
 
The cynic’s posture can become so comfortable that we forget that it is a particular posture. It becomes second 
nature. It is rather like the recliner in my living room. Once I get in it and get settled, it is hard to be motivated to get 
up. I need a pretty good reason to exert the effort. Practicing affirmation helps me not to get too settled in the cynic’s 
seat. The default habits of mind and speech that look to debunk or to see through are broken up by other habits; 
habits that point in other directions. By practicing affirmation, I can train my eyes to see the good, the true and the 
beautiful. 
 
Imagine you are teaching or taking part in a seminar where the members practice the discipline of affirmation. Picture 
how the tone of the discussion would be different if each week you launched the analysis of a text or a scholar with 
the question, In what ways in particular do you think the author has demonstrated good insight or analysis? Beginning 
with thoughtful affirmation sets the environment of a discussion in a way that can be quite dramatic. As a participant 
in the seminar or as a leader, you can open up new ways of thinking by the practice of affirmation. 
 
The practice of the discipline of affirmation is an expression of that rare virtue, humility. Humility is not servitude. It is 
not a refusal to admit that you have insight and that you have something to offer. To be humble requires that you 
admit that you do have things to bring to the discussion. It also requires that you realize that there is much to learn 
from your peers, much to learn from your students, much to learn from the people you disagree with most, and much 
to learn from past generations. Humility, like cynicism, is a posture. It is a posture fundamentally oriented towards 
Reality. It dawned on me one day that I cannot hope to be right more than half the time. After all, I am surrounded by 
some of the smartest and most well informed people in the world. How can I think that I am going to be right more 
than half the time? The discipline of affirmation helps me walk in humility. 
 
Humility is a submission to Reality also in the sense that it is truth seeking. Reality is what it is. What is true, is true. 
We order our thinking around what we discover about the world, about human nature, about God. Human beings are 
to be seekers of truth and as such to be submitted to Reality. We are all trying to figure out what is true. The 
discipline of affirmation reminds me of this fact. The primary focus of my inquiry into another person’s project ought to 
be its promise of leading us into a better understanding of Reality. 
 
 
II. Discontentment 
A. Some features of discontentment 
 
The second hazard of the age I wish to address is discontentment. Discontentment is seen widely in contemporary 
western society. I believe there are several trends that make ours a culture that is marked by discontentment. First of 
all, the saturation of our society in the entertainment media makes our culture fertile ground for discontentment. How 
many advertisements does an average American, for example, see by the time she is twenty five years old? Suppose 
there are twenty commercials in an hour of TV programming. Suppose also that she watches about five hours of TV 
per week - a figure that is well below the national average. She sees 100 commercials a week, 5,000 a year and 
about 100,000 by the time she is 25. My estimates are actually very low, here and these figures do not consider other 
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forms of advertisement. Every commercial has exactly the same message: Do not be content with who you are or 
what you have. You are inadequate the way you are. You need.... 
 
For the academy in particular, I think discontentment is also bred by what you might call the economic ambiguities of 
the life of a scholar. The primary currency of the academic guild is prestige. There is not a lot of money in being a 
scholar. You are paid mostly in prestige. Prestige, however, is a volatile currency. It is subject to wild fluctuations in 
the market and there are few objective measures of the level of your prestige. Prestige has no stable or reliable 
purchasing power. There is no gold standard. 
 
If I measure myself by my prestige, I will soon become deeply discontent. It is easy to weigh my worth by comparison 
with other scholars and teachers or by some vague standard that I set for myself. This tendency can result in 
bitterness or jealousy towards others or it can result in discouragement with myself or both. I find that I tend to 
measure myself in my weakest points against others at their strongest points. In this way, I enter a thought-game of 
competition that pits me against others and therefore isolates me. Such a competition cannot be won. 
 
In addition, there is the nagging fear that the work does not matter very much. The amount of work it takes to publish 
an academic paper that might be read by a few friends and a few others is enormous. My brother, who works in 
computers, writes monthly columns for a computer magazine and a sailing magazine. It takes about three hours for 
each and he gets paid about $750 per column. I tried to explain how academic publishing worked: how we write a 
paper over several weeks or more and then read it to a couple of conferences and incorporate criticisms. Then we 
may send it out to some friends for further comments. After that we send it off to a journal and six months later it 
comes back with still more comments. Finally we get the finishing touches together and we wait. A year later, the 
proofs come back and we must check those carefully ourselves. Then in six months the article comes out and we get 
paid with three free copies of the journal in which it appears. He could not believe anyone would continue to write for 
those journals. Seeing the process through his eyes a bit raises the nagging question: Is it really worth it? It is no 
surprise that Discontentment is an occupational hazard. 
 
 
B. An Antidote: The Discipline of Thanksgiving 
 
The key to fighting discontentment is contentment. Cultivating contentment is difficult. One discipline that I have found 
helpful in this regard is the Discipline of Thanksgiving. It began to occur to me that thanksgiving is a discipline when I 
realized that thanksgiving is not an emotion. Thanks is something I can give even if I do not feel especially grateful. It 
is the practice of giving thanks that most often precedes the response of feeling thankful.  
 
How can one practice the discipline of thanksgiving? It is a lot like those old Arthur Murray Dance Studios at which 
you learned to dance by following the footprints that were marked on the floor. It is incredibly awkward and we must 
begin with very basic steps. So here are my basic steps for cultivating contentment through the discipline of 
thanksgiving. I begin with whatever comes to my mind. I choose to express thanks for whatever particular thing I am 
thinking about. So I will say out loud, “Thanks for the chance to go to campus today.” Then I turn to the next thing that 
comes to mind and I express thanks for that. “I am grateful that I don’t often have to wear a tie.” I keep this up until 
my mind begins to turn to those aspects of my life and situation for which I am deeply grateful. It is a privilege to be 
associated with Yale University. I am amazed that I get to be a philosopher and that I got to go to graduate school. I 
know lots of smart people who did not have the opportunity. The fact that I get to be married to Jeanie and to have 
David and Nick and Lizzy as my kids is astonishing to me. These elements of my life are occasions for deep and 
persisting gratitude.  
 
The challenge of discontentment for me is often a challenge of cloudy vision. I don’t often know what I want. 
Particular and local frustrations seem large while those deep benefits seem small. The practice of Thanksgiving helps 
clear my vision. It helps me recognize (or re-cognize- that is -to think again about) those ingredients that in fact make 
my life rich. It helps me put those items that feed discontentment into perspective. It brings a deep sense of 
contentment. I take my first awkward steps when I decide to give thanks for whatever comes into my head. 
 
The discipline of thanksgiving also has connections with Humility. The practice of thanksgiving helps us to realize that 
many of the most important things in our lives are not the results of our own efforts at all. They are gifts that we have 
received. This fact is part of the Reality to which we must submit. The connection with Humility makes it clear that the 
discipline of thanksgiving fits most easily into a theistic world-view.  As a theist, I know that all of these things, my life 
and family and my opportunities are gifts from God. It is not hard for me to give thanks to him for them. Although you 
do not have to be a theist to be grateful or to practice giving thanks, the practice makes the most sense if the most 
fundamental Reality is a Person who made you and cares for you. Thanksgiving, then, is a person to person 



    

Page 5 of 5

 

 

 Komenského Institut, 2008 

5 

exchange. It is not just an exercise in wishful or positive thinking. 
 
In the very first Psalm, in the Hebrew Scriptures, the Psalmist celebrates a flourishing life that avoids particular 
hazards and he gives a picture of what it looks like to practice the good life: 
 
PS 1: 1-3 
1. How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, 
2. Nor stand in the path of sinners, 
3. Nor sit in the seat of scoffers!  
4. But his delight is in the law of the LORD, 
5. And in His law he meditates day and night.  
6. He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, 
7. Which yields its fruit in its season 
8. And its leaf does not wither; 
9. And in whatever he does, he prospers.  
(New American Standard Version) 
 
 
Practicing the Good Life 
 
Aristotle warns us against taking too theoretical an approach to questions concerning what sort of lives we should 
live. He writes: 

 
The many, however, do not do these actions but take refuge in arguments, thinking that they are doing 
philosophy, and that this is the way to become excellent people. In this they are like a sick person who listens 
attentively to the doctor but acts on none of his instructions. Such a course of treatment will not improve the 
state of his body; any more than will the many’s way of doing philosophy improve the state of their souls. 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1105b 12-18) 

 
We can improve the state of our souls only by doing what we ought to do. I have tried to be practical both in my 
diagnosis of particular traps that line the road to human flourishing and in recommending disciplines to practice in 
order to counter them. What we have been talking about is moral and spiritual formation. It is the shaping of the soul 
through practice so that we begin to embody those virtues that constitute the good life. To return to Lewis’ analogy, 
we have some specific ideas about how to keep our ships running well in treacherous waters. It remains to think 
about getting the ships to their destination. If theism is true, then we know that there is a destination. There is a 
purpose at which we ought to aim. We are not just drifting with the current. 
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1 This analogy is presented in Chapter 1 (“The Three Parts of Morality”) of Part III (Christian Behaviour) of Mere 

Christianity (New York: Macmillan, eighth printing, 1956) pp. 55-59. 

2 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1109b 2-8. Translated by Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985) All citations 
of the Nicomachean Ethics are to this translation. 

3 CS Lewis, The Abolition of Man (New York: MacMillan, 1947) p. 50. 


