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Abstract
This essay proposes a role the Church in Australia can play in developing virtues
amongst its members and society at large. Alasdair MacIntyre’s seminal work, After Virtue,
outlines the need and specifications of this role. It is posited that both corporate and state
institutions as they exist today cannot strengthen the moral fabric of Australian society. The
Church on the other hand is excellently positioned to play a strengthening role in Australia’s
moral character. A concise summary of Alasdair MacIntyre’s reasoning and conclusions is
provided, followed by application to the Australian Church at large and then an example from
the author’s personal life.

Introduction
Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue was originally penned over three decades ago and
remains an immensely popular work in the field of moral philosophy and beyond.1 After Virtue is
credited with a renewal of virtue ethics that continues to this day.2 The third edition, published in
2007, was used for this essay. This essay will highlight the conclusions offered by MacIntyre and
the opportunity they present to the Church in Australia to take a leading role in the development
of virtues in its members and society at large. Indeed, MacIntyre paves the way for the Church to
be a light in the shadows cast by moral emotivism and uncertainty. A specific and personal
application of After Virtue concludes this essay. It is to be noted that MacIntyre’s argument is
severely summarised and missing many of its compelling nuances, nevertheless, it is hoped that
his rationale remains intact. Also, the term ‘practice’ used throughout this essay is essential and
has the specific meaning attributed to it by MacIntyre, defined subsequently in this essay.

After Virtue
With a computer tablet at their disposal, an individual could make complicated
mathematical calculations with the aid of a vast array of applications. Imagine that instead of
using an application, this individual uses the blank screen of the tablet along with a whiteboard
marker to perform their arithmetic. Either this individual is an artist making some sort of social
comment, or they do not understand the operation of a computer tablet the way the manufacturer
intended. In a similar way, MacIntyre believes that contemporary Western society holds what
looks and feels like moral discourse and philosophy, but lacks knowledge of the foundation
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underpinning many of these moral concepts.3 The result of this incomplete moral framework is
the emergence of emotivism as the popular conception of moral philosophy: “all moral
judgments are nothing but expressions of preference…”4 Emotivism guarantees interminability
to all moral debate.5 After Virtue is MacIntyre’s attempt to trace out the historical reasons for
why Western society talks in moral terms they don’t fully understand and conducts moral
arguments that can never be resolved.
Modernity has liberated the individual from limits imposed by class, gender, religion and
other societal structures.6 Yet it seems that this moral progress adopted a scorched earth policy
that also eliminated helpful structures. In an attempt to keep an objective distance from their
theories, moral philosophers in the time of the Enlightenment began to deconstruct the assumed
telos and overarching narratives of society. MacIntyre believes the Enlightenment project of
providing rational justification for moral beliefs is a partial cause for the emotivism of today. He
sees the project as a succession of failures. Justifications of morality on the basis of reason were
proved wrong through justification on the basis of passion and desire, and visa versa.7 In
McIntyre’s view this led to Kierkegaard’s reconciliation of these failures: moral beliefs are a
matter of choice,8 a philosophy from which emotivism was bound to emerge.
The Enlightenment philosophers failed because they did not recognise that the moral
injunctions they had inherited from bygone generations were married to an ethical framework
that they were bent on rejecting. Ethics was the science of human development. It required a
strong conception of human telos and narrative, an understanding that humans are not complete
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as they are and are thus on a journey towards completeness through development of self in
community. Ethics previously understood moral injunctions were in aid of an individual and
society reaching their telos. Thus moral beliefs are not justifiable based on the character of
humanity as it is; only a properly understood human telos can justify these moral beliefs. By
dissolving the notion of human telos, the Enlightenment philosophers doomed their project to
failure.9
Today, the social world divides into the ‘organisational realm’ and ‘personal realm’. The
organisational realm takes telos as an undefined given and instead elevates efficiency as the
highest goal. The individualistic personal realm is disconnected from socially dependent
definitions of self and has no agreed upon telos; thus, contains no reference for rational debate
around morality.10 The political consequence is an oscillation between an emphasis on individual
liberties and a necessary bureaucratic control over unrestrained self-interest.11
MacIntyre paints a picture of three ‘characters’ that play the key roles in the ‘bureaucratic
individualism’12 of contemporary society. The ‘Rich Aesthete’ lives to avoid boredom and does
not consider the teleology of their life.13 The ‘Manager’ does not trouble themselves with
conceptions of telos, for there is no basis for determining what a ‘correct’ end goal is. They are
instead absorbed with being ‘efficient’.14 Similarly, the ‘Therapist’ is not permitted to engage in
moral discourse, but instead seeks to help individuals improve their measurable markers of
wellness.15 It becomes clear that MacIntyre sees contemporary society as busying themselves
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with labour and leisure, with out a sense of narrative and thus, without a sense of meaning. To
sustain the functionality of this individualistic bureaucracy a number of residual elements from
the Enlightenment project have remained in vogue, namely: individual rights, utility, and
managerial effectiveness. MacIntyre seeks to demonstrate that these are fictitious concepts with
no rational justification.16 But one may ask, “What is the problem? If they keep our society
running let these figments of imagination play their useful part.” The problem is that an
individualistic bureaucracy will still lead us to an ends and Nietzsche was perceptive enough to
discern the telos of modern humanity.
Nietzsche saw redundant residuals of a bygone morality and sought to remove these
irrational inconsistencies that act as a barrier to human development.17 Nietzsche honestly
sketched an image of the person who overcomes the ‘rational disguises’ of modern moral
philosophy and perceives the irrational reality behind it.18 This ubermensch19 wills to determine
his own moral framework, to control all around him; this kind of individual is the rational
product of the current irrationality of moral philosophy.20 Thus, to MacIntyre’s reckoning, either
the Enlightenment project had a hidden, intrinsic flaw, or Nietzsche’s conclusions are correct.
MacIntyre argues that Nietzsche’s conclusions are not justified, reasoning that the Enlightenment
philosophers ignored the Aristotelian tradition that provided context for the morality they were
seeking to justify.21 MacIntyre traces the crucial historical influence of Aristotle and particularly
his Nicomachean Ethics. He then seeks to rework Aristotle’s system of virtue ethics that it might
not be dependent on Aristotle’s understanding of metaphysics and the societal peculiarities of his
16
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day.22 He aims to provide a modern framework of ethics that moves from the question, what
rules should one follow, to the question, what person am I to become?23
MacIntyre uses medieval history as an example of a fractured and pluralistic society that
reworked Aristotelian ethics to bring some level of uniformity to moral discourse and
behaviour.24 MacIntyre believes that the key in every era that has successfully applied an
Aristotelian approach to ethics is an appreciation for the narrative structure of human life.25
Aristotle had a human narrative informed by Greek heroic poems and his notion of the good
life.26 When Thomas Aquinas appropriated Aristotle, the New Testament informed his human
narrative.27 In looking for a relevant narrative structure for contemporary Western society,
MacIntyre identifies three crucial accounts that form the overarching narrative of a society.
The first is a practice. Given how fundamental this concept is both to MacIntyre’s
thoughts and the subsequent proposal of this essay, it bears repeating his full definition:

“…any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity
through which goods internal to that form of activity are realised in the course of trying to
achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that
form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human
conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.”28
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Practices are sustained by institutions and may also derive external goods. Examples are
financial payment or fame as a result of the ends or goods produced by the practice.29 Virtues
then are the human qualities that enable someone “to achieve those goods which are internal to
practices and the lack of which effectively prevent us from achieving any such goods.”30
Because practices are cooperative, virtues are thus developed in community. It therefore follows
that the institutions that house practices will either flourish or decay on the basis of the acquired
virtues of the practitioners.31
The second necessary account is that of a narrative order of human life. MacIntyre argues
in chapter fifteen, through use of examples, that narratives in art are only reflections of the actual
narrative structure of life.32 He eventually does little more than parrot Aristotle in saying that the
unifying human narrative is a quest for the good life. With such a narrative in place, he can add
that virtues are necessary for this quest and aid in the perception of the good life.33
The final account necessary to complete this overarching narrative ensures that the good
for one is also the good for another.34 This is an account of a moral tradition. MacIntyre believes
a moral tradition allows the development of a virtue that resides between rusted on traditionalism
and ambivalence towards the past. This virtue allows one to grasp the ‘future possibilities which
the past has made available to the present’.35 While not going into depth of application,
MacIntyre’s After Virtue offers a theoretical construction of virtue ethics that can be applied in
contemporary society.
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Yet MacIntyre ends with sober pessimism and hope intermingled. He posits that we are
already in a ‘new dark age’ and Western society is largely unaware of its predicament, as it
makes emotivist assumptions about reality. MacIntyre does not counsel revolution at the level of
government but instead sees a pivotal role to be played by ‘local forms of community’ in
developing virtues in society.36 The second part of this essay will explore the possible role of
Christians and churches in Australia in the development of virtues in society.

Application to the Australian Church
Christian churches are well positioned to play a role in developing the virtues of
Australian citizens, for the Christian faith provides both a moral tradition and a clear conception
of the human narrative and telos. To live up to its virtue building potential, the Church must give
greater consideration to the ‘practices’ that congregants are engaged in outside of church
gatherings. Corporations dominate the life of many Australians, whether working within the
corporate environment or sustaining corporations through discretionary consumption when not
working.37 Thus, it is essential for the Church in Australia to consider how its members can
develop virtues in a corporate environment of work and leisure, an environment that, in
MacIntyre’s view, currently lacks virtue nurturing narrative. The following are some
considerations for the church desiring the development of virtues in its members and in broader
Australian society.
The first suggestion is to continue making disciples of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is
essential to the Christian moral tradition and human telos. Jesus provides the first model of what
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a human practicing virtues looks like.38 Furthermore, the Holy Spirit gives capacity for those
baptised into the name of Christ Jesus to practice divine virtues.39 One recent quantitative study,
though not substantive, did provide evidence of a positive correlation between conversion to
Christ and the development of virtues, particularly hope and faith.40 However, that divinely given
capacity for virtues must be followed up with virtuous actions that become habitual.
The second suggestion is for the Church to harness the power of MacIntyre’s conception
of practice in better understanding the roles of work and leisure. Given the amount of time
people spend at work each week, vocational practice becomes a key arena for the development of
virtues. The Christian scriptures point to the blessings inherent in work and work constituting
part of the good life.41 However, how can the Church work with institutions committed to
managerial effectiveness above any other ends?
Although MacIntyre takes a bleak view of managers and sees them generally as
compartmentalised and committed to efficiency above all other goals, there is cause to take a
more positive view on the role of the manager. In fact there is good evidence for managers acting
as moral agents and playing a role in determining the ends of their business.42 Christians in high
level management must be equipped in church to play a role in defining the telos of their
particular business. This can be as simple as extending conventional applications in preaching to
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the managerial context. Furthermore, teaching must cover the kinds of virtues that can be
developed through vocational practice and create expectation for God to be teaching and
developing through work. Churches must encourage congregants to value the internal goods
derived from work: the satisfaction of giving your best work, the pleasure of producing an
excellent product that will serve people, etc. Churches embracing this framework will encourage
managers to develop people, not just goods and services.43 If the corporate environment is
pumping managers full of more technical knowledge, then let the church contribute by pumping
managers full of better ethics derived from the Scriptures.44 As MacIntyre pointed out,
institutions will rise and fall on the back of the virtues of their participants, particularly their
leaders.
Leisure activities make up another significant part of the average Australian’s week.
Creation theology gives value to the activity of rest and it is essential for churches to teach the
disciplines of Sabbath and church participation.45 Nevertheless, many Australians enjoy and
engage in leisure practices.46 Watching television does not constitute a practice, but playing
sport, being part of a dramatic society or playing music in a band does. The participation rates in
sport, particularly amongst children, are over 60%.47 Churches have an opportunity to equip
parents who can coach teams and lead sporting clubs. These are generally small, flexible
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institutions that individuals can have a large influence over. Sport can become an obsession and
an end in itself,48 however research has shown that virtues like humility and honour can certainly
be cultivated through the practice of sports.49 There is potential for churches to start their own
clubs or societies that remain intimately connected to the wider Church body but focus on certain
leisure practices.
The third suggestion is that churches look within before they look to the State for
solutions to societal issues. This is not to say they should abandon protest or pleas for better
governance; it is to recognise that expecting morally rational solutions from a State that has
rejected a definitive telos for humanity will likely prove futile.50 Christian churches are better
positioned than the State to develop solutions that contribute to the development of virtues in
society. In turn, the State is in a better position to scale successful solutions to reach a greater
number of citizens. This is not to dissuade Christians from entering roles in government
institutions, for while they may be even more rigid than corporate institutions, the survival of
government institutions depends on practitioners rich in virtue.

Case Study
The third and final part of this essay takes the suggestions of part two and applies them to
a specific real life case. I have known Adrian51 for most of his life, seeing him grow up from
childhood to the verge of entering the workforce. Adrian has some troubles speaking clearly as
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part of a broader difficulty in executing fine motor skills. I have played a key role in helping
Adrian know and follow Jesus. Adrian’s relationship with and imitation of Christ is evident in
the way he seeks to serve others and perseveres through challenges with hope. A relationship
with Christ has been the foundation for virtue formation in Adrian’s life.
Five years ago I started a football52 team through my previous church and Adrian
participated from the first season. Adrian plays both for the external good of friendship within
the team, but also the internal goods of producing better performances as a team. The search for
these internal goods requires the development of virtues like humility, perseverance and
commitment. After Virtue has encouraged me to be more explicit in making connections between
virtues and our team’s pursuit to improve our footballing performance, the internal good of our
practice. It has also warned me of the dangers of focussing on external goods, such as games
won. A focus on external goods will reduce the virtue building aspect of the football practice.
Adrian is currently studying, but has struggled to find work due to his fine motor
difficulties. If a business assumes an indefinite telos and pursues the notion of efficiency, it is
hard to imagine them offering Adrian a position. I have found it hard to know what role to play
in this critical part of his life. If a Christian business manager is taught to look beyond immediate
efficiency, to look for the realistic potential in candidates and for opportunities to develop human
beings, they may take Adrian on. This may seem like an idealistic scenario; nevertheless, if
MacIntyre’s conclusions are correct, the Christian church may be the primary hope for people
like Adrian to experience moral development and the ‘good life’. MacIntyre has helped me see
that in my role as a preacher and disciple maker I must take seriously the role of vocation and
leisure in spiritual and moral development. Furthermore, in future roles I may have in
government or business, I must ensure that Christ and not efficiency is my telos.

Conclusion
This essay has attempted to summarise the nuanced argument of Alasdair MacIntyre in
After Virtue and distil his theoretical vision for virtue ethics. This vision has been applied to the
role of the Church in contemporary Australian society. The strength of MacIntyre’s claims
against bureaucratic managers has been tempered, allowing Christian business managers to play
an important role in building virtues in the context of vocational and leisure practices. Finally,
the suggestions for the Australian church are applied to a unique case in the life of this essay’s
author. After Virtue is justifiably a seminal work in the arena of moral philosophy and gives
greater clarity to Church’s role of being a light in today’s world.
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