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Which Virtues?

BY MARK CARR

Any effort to teach character must address these
questions: Whose character do we uphold, and
What virtues do we teach?

ecently, while thumbing through a

popular magazine, | found an article

in which a number of famous Ameri-

can artists and entertainers gave

their opinions on virtues and charac-

ter. Most interesting was the essay
by Howard Stern. If you are not acquainted with
Mr. Stern, let me assure you that you would not
want this vulgar radio-show host lecturing your
class on human character and virtue. Yet his inclu-
sion in a discussion of virtues is revealing.

Given the 20th century’s “hall of shame” with
its numerous wars and genocides, torture and re-
pression, as well as drug abuse, divorce, child
pornography, abortion, media glorifying of vio-
lence, and rising teenage homicide rates, people
are realizing that something must be done to
counteract the moral decline. In the United States,
the popular press is producing a flood of material
on virtue and character, such as Bill Bennett's
Book of Virtues, which made the best-seller list for
88 weeks. Thousands of schools across the na-
tion are beginning to focus on character educa-
tion. But any effort to teach character must ad-
dress these questions: Whose character do we
uphold, and What virtues do we teach?

What does it mean to be a virtuous person? It
means practicing excellence in all matters relating
to human character. Over centuries, many lists of
virtues have circulated. Among Christians, seven
have been considered of utmost importance. They

are wisdom, temperance, courage, justice, faith,
hope, and love. Others might be included: in-
tegrity, truthfulness, humility, kindness, and com-
passion.' Christian emphasis on the virtuous life
does not focus only on human excellence, how-
ever. We desire to have Christ’s love within us so
that our excellence is His and brings honor to
Him. For us, focus on character and human virtue
must ask, “What kind of a person will | be?” not
simply, “What should | do as a Christian?”

Seventh-day Adventists’ focus on character de-
velopment has a rich history, replete with lively de-
bate. But does our educational curriculum reflect
our concern about personal character? How do
we focus on the Christian virtues that build the
moral character of our students? How do we
make them the salt that adds savor to an unsa-
vory society? What if anything, can we do to instill
Christian virtues in our students?

A Historical Overview

The great sources of Western civilization have
all shown concern for personal character. Greek
society paid particular attention to personal virtues
in the formation of moral character. Personal
virtues were seen as a way to improve the life of
the polis or public square. Greek philosophers
sought to understand what it meant to live a good
life and how personal character made a differ-
ence. While their concern for character growth did
not focus on Christlike perfection, it nonetheless
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extolled a set of laudable personal virtues.

When Christianity entered the stream
of Western civilization, it took the best
ideas from these philosophers and pointed
out that God was behind them. Augus-
tine, in particular, showed that for the
Christian, living virtuously is not merely a
way to have a good life, as in secular phi-
losophy, but a means of bringing honor
and glory to God.

As the Enlightenment began to flower,
both secular and Christian philosophers
moved more toward universal principles
to govern societal behavior. But of late,
the virtues are enjoying a return to promi-
nence.? This renewed interest is not lim-
ited to ivory-tower academicians. Ben-
nett’s book on virtues and its follow-up,
The Moral Compass, have enjoyed huge
success. Lately, in the secular and political
realm, the book Seedbeds of Virtue calls
for a return to personal character for the
good of society.

Church and Character

Seventh-day Adventists need not sit
back and watch as the rest of the world
catches on. We have known and taught
for decades that personal moral character
is essential for life in society.

This emphasis on character has bibli-
cal roots. During Old Testament times,
Micah called for justice and mercy among
God’s people. This call also needs to be
heard today. Our walk must be humble,
and it must be with God.

However, our character emphasis has
often focused on notions of end-time sin-
less perfection rather than present-day up-
rightness of character. We have been more
concerned with our vertical relationship
with God than our horizontal relationship
with our neighbor. Jesus’ command to
love our neighbor must be seen as being
as strong and binding as His command to
love God.

At times, our attitude toward issues
of social and political import has been
“hands off.” We do assert our sociopo-
litical right to religious freedom and at
times, we fight for the right to operate
schools. Yet other issues of justice such as
child labor, pornography, birth control
and abortion, gender and ethnic violence,
and military oppression—to name just a
few—are often considered someone else’s
problems. Christian love demands our at-

tention to these basic issues of justice.

These issues are not limited to North
American “Christian” society. Every soci-
ety in which we teach, be it based on Jew-
ish, Islamic, Buddhist, Hindu, or animist
religion, has some concept of justice and
love. Additionally, with the increasing em-
phasis on universal human rights, which
are inextricably tied to religious rights, we
cannot avoid dealing with the moral is-
sues that grow from Christ’s command to
love our neighbor. As we teach Christian
principles within our respective societies,
we must also live lives that illustrate our
commitment to these principles of love
and justice.

Ellen White, calling on the example of
our Saviour, charges us to show the world
that we are not “selfishly absorbed in our
own interests,” and that our religious
focus is not “unsympathetic or exacting.”*
With Christ’s transformative power be-
hind our efforts, we must move ahead
with explicit efforts to instill virtues in
our student body. Not only the home and
church, but also schools must teach per-
sonal virtue and commitment to moral
principles.*

Can Virtue Be Taught?

But how does one teach virtue to an-
other? Simply calling people to personal
excellence is not enough. Principles such
as the Ten Commandments must be com-
bined with virtues. We must both “do”
the right things and “be” people of char-
acter and virtue.

Ellen White called for our educational
institutions to be places of firmness, order,
and justice. But, she said, “compassion,
mercy, and forbearance should be mingled
with the firmness.”* These virtues are dif-
ficult concepts to illustrate on the chalk-
board or in a school policy book. Yet they
are the very traits of character that our
students must carry into the greater soci-
ety. These values must be modeled by
school staff and taught throughout the
curriculum.

Qur concern for justice, compassion,
and mercy cannot be limited to our fami-
lies, churches, and schools. Instruction in
moral character must embrace an ex-
panded view of our world and our place
in it. It requires not only commitment but
also action to implement these principles.

Rules are descriptions of appropriate
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behavior that come from outside oneself.
We all hope that the law of Christ will be
written on the hearts of our students. But
unfortunately, we often need the strength
of an external rule to win the day in
moral conflicts. While virtue and principle
must go together,® principles are easier to
teach. Virtues can be difficult to define in
actual circumstances. Though we genet-
ally tag them with particular names such
as temperance, hope, courage, wisdom,
and the like, they must all work together
to guide students’ choices from within. A
Christian expressing the virtue of love
shows kindness to neighbors not because
God commands this but because he or she
genuinely desires to do so.

Students must be able to recognize in
their instructors and school staff members
this genuine desire to be people of charac-
ter. Students are quick to realize when the
personal behavior of their instructors does
not match the principles upheld in class
instruction. It is essential, therefore, for
moral character to be modeled in the
classroom. As Seventh-day Adventist
teachers, we must live the principles we
teach.

From Birth to Death

Every level of education must include
the teaching and modeling of both princi-
ples and virtues. The presentation may
vary with the maturity of the student, but
both virtues and principles need to be
taught explicitly and to be incorporated
into the curriculum early in life. Materials
need to be age-appropriate, as shown by
Lawrence Kohlberg’s moral development
theory coupled with Carol Gilligan’s cor-
rective critique’ regarding the differences
between male and female development.

Describing virtues as concepts of ex-
cellence will be more understandable to
mature students. For younger pupils, sto-
ries told by teachers can focus on virtuous
people whom we seck to emulate. At any
age and in every society, exemplary role
models help provide the internal motiva-
tion to act morally.

To help students understand the link
between behavior and virtue, it is helpful
to list on placards the virtues or character
traits expected of your students and fac-
ulty, along with the specific rules of con-
duct in your school policy book. See box
for additional ideas.



IDEAS

Bible stories remain excellent sources for teaching virtues. Here are some suggestions:

COURAGE:

The three Hebrew boys and Nebuchadnezzer:

*» Don't: talk about how hot the furnace was or how brave they were to stand up to the
political authorities.

« Do: talk about their courage and faith in God.

David and Goliath:

* Don't: talk about how tall Goliath was or how large his shield was or how many rocks
David picked up.

* Do: talk about the courage it took for David to go before the enemy, and his faith, which
bolstered his courage.

JUSTICE:

Zaccheus:

* Don’t: talk about how short he was or that he was a cheat.

* Do: talk about how he was driven to practice justice in a way he had not been doing
prior to his conversion.

HOPE:

Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac:

* Don’t: talk about how Sarah laughed, or how Abraham would have killed Isaac because
God commanded him to.

* Do: talk about Abraham and Sarah’s faith in God’s promise, their patience or lack
thereof, and Abraham’s hope that God would provide both a son and, later, an animal for
the sacrifice.

COMPASSION:

Jesus and the woman caught in adultery:

* Don't: talk about the laws of adultery that the woman broke, or what Jesus may have
written in the sand.

* Do: talk about the compassion Jesus showed in His response to all parties involved
and how we might show that same compassion today.

TEMPERANCE:

Daniel and his companions:

* Don't: talk about their obedience to the laws of diet, what they did or did not eat.

* Do: talk about their disposition to treat their bodies with respect concerning food and of
their courage and faith in the face of such a challenge.

LESSON MATERIALS

Ethics courses that explore issues of character in terms of principles, rules, and
virtues are well established at the university level. We can begin to add similar courses
or units at the secondary level as well. The new North American Division Bible textbook
for 11th and 12th graders will include a section on life philosophy and moral issues.

Many materials are availabie through Christian publishers that focus on youth min-
istry. Much of this centers on case studies that serve as a springboard into the issues of
character. Remember to keep the focus away from “What should | do?” but rather on
“What sort of a person am | going to be?”

Andrews and La Sierra universities can provide a wealth of material. At Andrews,
contact Ron Whitehead at the Office of Youth Evangelism. At La Sierra, either Stuart
Tyner or Bailey Gillespie at the John Hancock Center for Youth and Family Ministry.

ROLE PLAYING

Role playing can be adopted to any age group. Again, don’t simply focus on the de-
tails of the story, or the mechanisms of decision making. Focus on the person who has
been enabled by God to bring Him glory, even in particularly difficult situations.

Adventist Contributions

In a world grown increasingly callous
to external rules, we must seek to foster
internal motivation for showing kindness
to our neighbor. This is as true in North
America as in Rwanda. In the civil-rights
struggle of North American blacks, the
voice of the movement, Martin Luther
King, Jr, called for a society that would
judge people not by external characteris-
tics, but by the “content of their charac-
ter.” Perhaps his American society has
not yet attained this goal, but we must
ever hold it up as an ideal. Seventh-day
Adventist educational institutions can do
a tremendous service for their society by
helping our students develop virtuous
characters. &
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