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Marcel Sarot 
 

Models of the Good Life 

 
1 Introduction 

Though it is nowadays generally agreed that the secularization thesis has been falsified by new 

developments, and though religions are still much more influential in Western society than was 

expected in the 1960s,1 today in Western society the number of people that are not institutionally 

affiliated with any of the existing religions is considerable.2 It is a moot point, however, whether 

these people really are non-religious, or whether they have in fact accepted some functional 

equivalent of religion, and are implicitly religious.3 Is it not the case that also those people who do 

not confess any religion in fact are moved by certain central concerns, entertain specific basic 

commitments and implicitly apply certain integrating foci in organizing their lives?4 People 

without explicit life plans may have implicit life plans,5 people who do not confess a religion may 

accept some values as being of ultimate concern, and people who would not claim that life is 

meaningful may implicitly, by their choices and behaviour, show that they do recognize some 

meaning determinant primacy to something.6 Do large-scale empirical inquiries into the norms, 

values and religious beliefs of ordinary people in Western society not show that they do have 

religious beliefs, or convictions that are functionally equivalent to these, even if, when explicitly 

asked, they are at a loss to state these?7 In hegelian terms, people do have representations of what 

makes life valuable or meaningful, even when they have difficulties to articulate these 

representations at a more abstract conceptual level.8 

 In the present contribution, I will not engage in empirical research into what it is that make 

life meaningful for people. I will not inquire into what people in fact believe, but in what they 

could believe. Which views on the good life are offered to people in the Western tradition? By a 

`good life' I will understand a life that is worthwhile, i.e. worth living for the one whose life it is. 

Understood in this way, `good' life is more or less synonymous with `meaningful' life. The claim 

that a life is good or worthwhile is a value judgment. Value judgments are made in the light of 

norms or standards; in value judgments we assess to what extent something satisfies the relevant 

norms or standards. In  the discussion on the good life, opinions differ as to which standards are 

relevant. Without oversimplification, one might claim that there are three types of standards: 

(1)subjective standards: standards that are determined by personal preferences; 

                                                 
     1  Cf. Christoph Schwöbel, `After "Post-Theism,"' in: Svend Andersen (ed.), Theism and its Modern 

Alternatives (Aarhus 1994), 160-196, esp. 170-172; cf. James D. Hunter & Stephen C. Ainsley (eds.), Making Sense 

of Modern Times: Peter L. Berger and the Vision of Interpretive Sociology (London 1986); Peter L. Berger, 

`Protestantism and the Quest for Certainty,' The Christian Century 115/23 (1998), 782-785. 

     2 Cf., e.g., Grace Davie, Religion in Britain since 1945: Believing without Belonging (Oxford 1995). 

     3 Cf. Edward I. Bailey, Implicit Religion in Contemporary Society (Kampen 1997). 

     4 Cf. Bailey, Implicit Religion, 8-9. 

     5 Cf. John Kekes, `Happiness,' Mind 91 (1982), 358-376. 

     6 Cf. Vincent Brümmer, Theology and Philosophical Inquiry: An Introduction (London 1981), 135-136. 

     7 Cf., e.g., Anders Jeffner, `Salvation in a Secular Society,' in: Vincent Brümmer & Marcel Sarot (eds.), 

Happiness, Well-Being and the Meaning of Life: A Dialogue of Social Science and Religion (Kampen 1996), 

144-154; Peter Ester, Loek Halman & Ruud de Moor (eds.), The Individualizing Society: Value Change in Europe 

and North America (Tilburg 1993). 

     8 Cf. the contribution of Peter Jonkers to the present volume. 
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(2)objective standards: standards that are independent of the human subject;9 

(3)intersubjective standards: standards according to which the goodness of life is dependent upon 

relationships with other persons. 

The three different views of the good life that I will analyze here, correspond to these types of 

standards. I will call these views `models' in order to distinguish them from the specific 

convictions of specific persons.10 I will cluster a large number of varying views of the good life in 

each of these models; in this process, I will abstract from the particularities of time, place and 

circumstances of the views to be clustered, and focus on their structural similarities. Thus, it 

becomes possible to lay bare the `inner logic' of the models. N.B. Specific views of the good life 

need not always be forms of one the models; they may combines aspects of various models.11 

 

2 The Satisfaction Model of the Good Life 

According to the satisfaction model the standards for the good life are subjective: what makes life 

attractive, differs from person to person, and life has no objectively fixed meaning. This 

conviction has been forcefully expressed by Elmar D. Klemke: 

 

Life has no objective meaning. Let us face it once and for all. But from this it does not follow that 

life is not worthwhile, for it can still be subjectively meaningful. And, really, the latter is 

the only kind of meaning worth shouting about. An objective meaning ... would, frankly, 

leave me cold. It would not be mine. It would be an outer, neutral thing, rather than an 

inner, dynamic achievement. I, for one, am glad that the universe has no meaning, for 

thereby is man all the more glorious. I willingly accept the fact that external meaning is 

non-existent ..., for this leaves me free to forge my own meaning.12 

 

On such a view, I am the measure of all things. Whatever I will choose as the meaning of my life, 

I will choose what gives me most satisfaction. I could choose a noble idea and devote my life to 

actualizing that, but I could not choose such an idea because it is better than alternative ideas. 

 When pursuing satisfaction or happiness, we have to do with two factors: the I and the 

world. In other words, we are concerned with (1) human wishes and desires (which determine the 

standards for the good life), and (2) a more or less hostile world. There are two strategies to 

transform a situation where there is a discrepancy or mismatch between our wishes and desires on 

the one hand and the world on the other into a situation where there is a match:13 optimizing and 

adapting.14 An optimizer tries to adapt the world to her wishes. In our society, this is still a very 

popular strategy: we see happiness as something that can be brought about by making the world 

suit our purposes. The adapter's strategy is the exact opposite: adapters try to adjust their own 

wishes to their environment. As the proverb has it: grasp all, lose all. Those who want to have 

                                                 
     9 The distinction between subjective and objective standards for evaluating life is discussed by Richard Kraut, 

`Two Conceptions of Happiness,' The Philosophical Review 88 (1979), 167-177. 

     10 Cf. my Living a Good Life in Spite of Evil (Frankfurt a.M. 1999), 22-26. 

     11 Cf. my Living a Good Life, 24, 140-148. 

     12 Elmar D. Klemke, `Living without Appeal,' in: id., Reflections and Perspectives: Essays in Philosophy (Den 

Haag 1974), 107 (his italics). A similar position has been defended by Alfred J. Ayer, `The Meaning of Life,' in: id., 

The Meaning of Life and Other Essays (London 1990), 178-197. 

     13 For the match/mismatch-terminology I am indebted to Nico H. Frijda, The Emotions (Cambridge 1986), 

66-67, 265-267. 

     14 On this distinction, see Steven Luper, Invulnerability: On Securing Happiness (Chicago 1996); Sigmund 

Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, in: The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund 

Freud Vol. XXI (London 1968), 76-77. 
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everything, run the risk that they will lose it all. According to adapters, this is the main problem of 

humanity: human beings want too much.15 We should reduce our wants, desires and wishes, and 

only then will it become possible for us to satisfy them and become happy. Since our environment 

is hostile and cannot ultimately be controlled, we should reduce our desires. This second strategy 

may not be very popular in Western society at present, but it has many supporters in Eastern 

cultures. Moreover, in the past it has played an important role in the West as well. 

 That adapting and optimizing belong together, and that the strategy of adapting has been 

developed in reaction to the failure of the optimalization-strategy, can be learnt from the history of 

ancient hedonism. The most well-known hedonist is Aristippus of Cyrene16 (435-355 B.C.), a 

pupil of Socrates. Aristippus was not only the first philosopher to develop the theory of hedonism, 

he also practiced his own doctrines. The anecdotes about the witty way in which Aristippus 

silenced his critics are numerous. `To one who reproached him with extravagance in catering, he 

replied, "Wouldn't you have bought this if you could have got it for three obols?" The answer 

being in the affirmative, "Very well, then,' said Aristippus, "I am no longer a lover of pleasure, it is 

you who are a lover of money"' (DL II 75). According to Aristippus pleasure is the highest good 

human beings can attain. By `pleasure' he means physical satisfactions, which he distinguishes 

not according to their quality (into `lower' and `higher' pleasures), but only according to their 

intensity and duration (quantitative hedonism).17 During our span of life, we should experience as 

much pleasure as possible; since we cannot experience the pleasure of other persons, we have no 

reason to strive for that;18 everything turns on my own pleasure. In this sense, this form of 

hedonism is egoistic. Indiscriminate gratification of the desire for pleasure is to be eschewed, 

because in the long run it would lead to more pain and less satisfaction. Thus, already in 

Aristippus,19 striving after pleasure leads to self-control, adaptation to circumstances and the 

curbing of momentary desires; it is long-term satisfaction that is to be sought. 

 Another famous hedonist from the Cyrenaic school was Hegesias, nicknamed `the 

death-counsellor.' Contrary to Aristippus, Hegesias emphasized a negative concept of the end of 

life, namely, absence of pain and sorrow. Seeing the frustration of human desires by death and 

suffering, Hegesias thought that human beings should prefer death as a `happy,' pain-free 

alternative. Cicero tells us that Hegesias' lectures at Alexandria led to so many suicides on the part 

of his hearers, that King Ptolemy forbade their continuance!20 Thus, ironically, the philosophy 

                                                 
     15 This problem is presented in a balanced way by Odo Marquard, `Zur Diätetik der Sinnerwartung,' in: 

Marquard, Apologie des Zufälligen (Stuttgart 1986), 39-42: `die Erfahrung von Sinndefiziten muß nicht allemal aus 

Sinnmangel herrühren, sie kann entstehen auch aus einer Übererwartung von Sinn. Nicht der Sinn fehlt dann, 

sondern der Sinnanspruch ist übermäßig' (40). 

     16 For my account of Aristippus of Cyrene and the Cyrenaics, I am indebted to: Diogenes Laërtius, Lives of 

Eminent Philosophers, tr. R.D. Hicks, 2 Vols. (1925; rpt. London 1958-1959), II 65-105 (in the following: DL); Julia 

Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford 21995), 227-236; Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy Vol.I: 

Greece and Rome (1946; rpt. London 1985), 121-123; William S. Sahakian, History of Philosophy (London 1968), 

41-43. 

     17 For a more recent defence of quantitative as opposed to qualitative hedonism, see G.E. Moore, Principia 

Ethica III 48. 

     18 This is closely connected with Aristippus' epistemology. According to him, only our own experiences can be 

the objects of our knowledge. The experiences of other people we cannot really know, and it would be irrational to 

strive for something – other people's experiences of pleasure – of which we can never know whether it is real. See 

John Watson, Hedonistic Theories from Aristippus to Spencer (London 1895), 24-34. 

     19 This cannot be known with certainty on the basis of the scarce information which we possess. Some hold that 

for Aristippus himself only momentary pleasure counted, and that only his followers argued for a long-term policy. 

     20 Cicero, Tusculanae disputationes I, 34, 83. 
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which set out to promote the pursuit of pleasure ended up by advocating the end of all pursuits. It 

could be asked, therefore, whether the history of Cyrenaic hedonism does not show that strict 

hedonism is untenable because it is self-defeating. In the long run, indiscriminate striving after 

pleasure would not lead to maximal pleasure, but to pain and misery. For this problem, Cyrenaic 

hedonism has two solutions: (1) striving after the absence of pain and suffering rather than after 

pleasure (Hegesias); (2) the curbing of momentary desires with a view to maximal long-term 

satisfaction (Aristippus). Curbing one's desires, however, is a form of adapting to one's 

environment rather than of optimizing. In ancient philosophy, this strategy was perfected by 

Epicurus and by the Stoics. Epicurus distinguished between two sorts of desires: desires that grow 

stronger when they are not satisfied (e.g., the desire for sufficient food and the desire for clothes to 

cover the body), and desires that will eventually disappear when the are not satisfied (e.g., the 

desires for sex, luxury and power). If one ignores these last desires, one will in the long run live a 

simple, but most satisfactory life.21 

 The Stoics were even more radical in their rejection of all desire. Thus the later Stoic 

Epictetus (±60-140 C.E.) asks: `Have you not heard over and over again that you ought to 

eradicate desire utterly, direct your aversion towards the things that lie within the sphere of moral 

purpose, and these things only, that you ought to give up everything, your body, your property, 

your reputation, your books, turmoil, office, freedom from office?'22 Epictetus suggests that we 

should try to reach happiness by renouncing all the things which normally contribute to our happi-

ness.23 He practiced this attitude in his own life. Ignacio Götz recounts: `Epictetus ..., the son of a 

slave woman ... was bought as a slave by Epaphroditus. ... It is narrated that once, when 

Epaphroditus was mad at Epictetus, he sat on a leg of the slave boy to punish him. Epictetus 

warned him, "You are going to break my leg." The pressure increased, and the leg snapped loudly, 

at which point Epictetus quipped calmly, "I told you!"'24  Is it any surprise that Friedrich 

Nietzsche saw the attempt to reach such a degree of indifference as a form of self-tyranny,25 a 

tyrannical suppression of one's own feelings? Even if one would succeed in curbing one's desires 

and become invulnerable to suffering, what would one have gained? The only happiness that 

could in this way be attained is the happiness of tranquillity, and that is a much reduced form of 

happiness.26  

 Summarizing, the satisfaction model of the good life comes in two forms: optimizing and 

adapting. Optimizing does not lead to optimal happiness in the long run. Adapting, on the other 

hand, at best leads to a much reduced form of happiness. 

 

3 The Self-actualization Model of the Good Life 

The adapting-ideal lacks a new concentration on something worthwhile, something of real value 

to seek when one is no longer distracted by momentary desires. Such a concentration on 

something worthwhile, however, not only makes vulnerable; it also goes beyond adapting. To 

                                                 
     21 See my Living a Good Life, 66-69. 

     22 Epictetus, Discourses IV 4, 33; I take the translation of the works of Epictetus from the edition in the Loeb 

Classical Library: Epictetus, The Discourses as Reported by Arrian, the Manual, and Fragments with an English 

transl. by W.A. Goldfather, Vol.1 (London 41961), Vol.2 (London 31959). 

     23 Cf. Uwe Gerber, Glück haben – Glück machen? Entwürfe für sinnerfülltes Leben (Stuttgart 1991), 32: `Der 

Stoiker ist glücklich, weil er alles Menschliche vorhersieht und darübersteht.' 

     24 Götz, Conceptions of Happiness, 179. 

     25  Friedrich W. Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future transl. R.J. 

Hollingdale (revd. ed. London 1990) I 9: `Stoicism is self-tyranny' (transl. p.39). 

     26 Freud, Civilization, 79. 
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give an example, Christians who practice ascesis and strive after poverty, chastity and obedience, 

do not take ascesis as a goal in itself On the contrary, they see it as part of a higher ideal, the 

imitation of Christ. In fact, then, they aim at an objective ideal of the good life: being Christlike. 

 It is typical for the self-actualization model of the good life that the standards for the good 

life are objective: human beings cannot themselves determine what it is that makes a life good. 

The Latin `obiiectum' sometimes means: something that is presented to someone. According to 

the self-actualization view, human beings do not themselves determine the standard for the good 

life; instead, this standard is presented to them. Human beings must discover the good life rather 

than determine it or choose it. There are both religious and humanist forms of the 

self-actualization view. It is the classical humanist view that is most properly characterized as a 

self-actualization view. On this view, human beings must develop their innate potential 

excellencies (their `selves'). It is not given to them autonomously to choose these excellencies: 

they are given to them,27 in human nature or in individual human characters. If it is individual 

characters that are decisive, the potential excellencies to be actualized may vary from person to 

person. 

 The most influential articulation of this ideal is to be found in Aristotle. According to 

Aristotle the good life consists in ε_δαιμovία, that is to say in developing one's δαίμωv 

(innate potential excellence) so that it becomes ε_ (literally: good), i.e. blossoming or flowering. 

There is something good in every human being, as a potential it is already present, but it still needs 

to be actualized. At birth, we receive certain moral and intellectual abilities, but they still need to 

be further developed. In our time we would call this ideal self-actualization. This classical 

humanist position can be developed in two ways, and for both of these, one can find support in 

Aristotle.28 According to the first, one should select the most distinctively human and best 

characteristic, and try to perfect that. Aristotle seems to defend such a position in book X of the 

Ethica Nicomachea, where he argues that contemplative or theoretical activity – in other words, 

philosophy – is the most important and the best. The choice for rationality, however, as the most 

distinctive and best human characteristic, is not so obvious as Aristotle seems to suggest. Paul 

Tillich, for example, has suggested that what is most uniquely and characteristically human, is 

that human beings are moral.29 On this basis one could argue that the good life consists in the 

cultivation of one's moral potential. In other words, the first position, according to which one 

should concentrate on what is best and most important, evokes a dispute, not easily settled, about 

the question of what the best and most important in fact is. The question arises whether one ought 

to settle it for all people. There are significant similarities between people, but there are also great 

differences when it comes to talents, abilities and potential.30 We should not disregard the fact 

that these differences in aptitude may have consequences for the possibilities open to different 

people with regard to the good life. For the one, a life of philosophy may accord perfectly with 

what she has in her, while for another it would be a life of frustration and misery, because he 

simply does not have the capacity for abstract thought.31 

 Someone who subscribes to the position just described, will invest considerable energy 

into developing one specific capacity. As Sigmund Freud has asserted, that involves certain risks: 

                                                 
     27 See my `Introduction: Happiness, Well-Being and the Meaning of Life,' in: Brümmer & Sarot (eds.), 

Happiness, Well-Being, 9. 

     28 See e.g. Richard Kraut, Aristotle on the Human Good (Princeton, NJ 1989), Ch. 1; cf. Timothy D. Roche, 

`Review of Aristotle on the Human Good by Richard Kraut,' The Philosophical Review 101 (1992), 629. 

     29 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology III (1964; rpt. Digswell Place 1968), 40. 

     30 See on this John Hospers, Human Conduct (London 1963), 84-85; Kekes, `Happiness,' 371. 

     31 See Hospers, Human Conduct, 81; Freud, Civilization, 79-80. 
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`Any choice that is pushed to an extreme will be penalized by exposing the individual to the 

dangers which arise if a technique of living that has been chosen as an exclusive one should prove 

inadequate. Just as a cautious business-man avoids tying up all his capital in one concern, so, 

perhaps, worldly wisdom will advise us not to look for the whole of our satisfaction from a single 

aspiration.'32 Now, one might think that investing in one's own reason is a safe investment, as 

Aristotle argues. After all, the wise person is as independent of others as possible. The wise 

person does not need other people in order to practice philosophy, as those who strive primarily to 

actualize their moral potential, need others who can be treated justly. Self-reliance accords best, 

then, with the practice of philosophy (1177a27-35). Even if we admit, however, that not much is 

required for the practice of philosophy, it remains true that one will need to possess certain 

spiritual or mental qualities in order to achieve any measure of success in it. And even if these are 

less vulnerable than friendships or marriages, they are not invulnerable. Thus, a certain 

concentration span is required for philosophising; that can, however, decrease significantly, for 

instance as a result of stress, an accident (whiplash), or advanced age. When someone's ability to 

concentrate is thus significantly weakened, it probably always threatens this person's capacity to 

become happy, but certainly those who have chosen a mental activity, such as philosophy, as their 

life goal, will be hit the hardest. That clearly speaks against the view according to which we 

should put all our eggs in one basket and concentrate on the development of one capacity. 

 Let us therefore have a look at the alternative construal of Aristotle's position, according 

to which one should not put all one's eggs in one basket, but rather spread the risk by developing 

as many different abilities as possible. One should, then, attempt to become a `complete' person.33 

For this second position, one can find support in the first nine books of Aristotle's Ethica Nico-

machea. In these books, Aristotle suggests that `meaning' is an inclusive goal. Odo Marquard 

neatly illustrates what an inclusive goal is, when he argues against people who flourish in every 

respect and nevertheless complain about the meaninglessness of their existence. They resemble 

people who desire fruit, and when they receive strawberries, apples and bananas, object: `It's fruit 

I want, not strawberries, apples and bananas!' This is as silly as remonstrating: ̀ Don't tell me that I 

have an interesting and well-paid job, a lovely wife and nice children, that I am healthy and enjoy 

making bicycle tours. All that I know already. Explain me, what the meaning of my life is!'34 The 

inclusive interpretation of ε_δαιμovία makes the good life, in certain respects, less vulnerable: 

one is less dependent on a single ability. In another respect however, one is within such an 

approach especially vulnerable: there are probably very few people who possess, to a significant 

degree, all desirable goods. However, the greatest difficulty with this view is the question of the 

ordering of the different goods. After all, one who sets out to strive for various goods will soon 

experience that striving for one good makes the attainment of others more difficult.35 How should 

we choose? That problem can only be solved definitively by regarding one particular good as the 

highest, and subordinating all other goods to it. That brings us back to the interpretation of 

Aristotle that we discussed first, according to which one should place all one's cards on reason. 

Summarizing: the main problem of eudemonism is that human beings must choose, and the 

consequence of such choosing is that, unavoidably, good things are not chosen.36  For this 

difficulty, the versions of eudemonism which we have considered, provide no solution. 

 In this respect, religious forms of the self-actualization model might well do better. Most 

                                                 
     32 Freud, Civilization, 84. 

     33 See Hospers, Human Conduct, 86. 

     34 See Marquard, Apologie, 43-44. 

     35 For a good account of this, see Kekes, `Happiness.' 

     36 Cf. my Living a Good Life, 32-33. 
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forms of Christian humanism, for example, involve a critical selection and development of 

secular ideals of humanity in the light of God's revelation in Jesus. The most radical form of 

Christian humanism is the pursuit of Christlikeness. On this view, one should not actualize one or 

more inborn capacities, but try to resemble Christ as fully as possible. The way to this 

Christlikeness is that of imitatio Christi or the imitation of Christ.37 The big question which this 

ideal poses its adherents is: in which respects should we imitate the life of Jesus, and in which 

respects not? Should we imitate His clothing, His diet, His haircut? The way in which He behaved 

towards His mother? His driving the money-changers and traders from the Temple? His poverty, 

His celibacy? His suffering? St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) took the ideal of the imitation of 

Christ very literally, and tried to reproduce in his own life certain events from the life of Jesus. His 

biographers have it, that on several occasions he enacted the Last Supper, and that he staged the 

details of his own death and burial so as to make these resemble the death and burial of Christ.38 

On the other hand, H.J. Cadbury claims that `an imitation of Christ that imitates the first century 

ideas of history and nature is no more demanded than one that imitates a contemporary diet and 

clothing of Jesus,'39 and thus implicitly rejects St. Francis's mimetic imitation of Christ. 

 It is not possible to solve the problem of the criteria for the imitation of Christ here. It 

seems obvious to me, however, that Christians should not try literally to mimic the life of their 

Saviour: copying is neither feasible, nor desirable.40 Imitation should not be taken in the sense of 

mimicry or copying, but in the sense of emulation: the way in which we can imitate Christ 

depends upon the people we are and the circumstances in which we live. In this connection a 

distinction which Ilse Bulhof draws from aesthetic theories may be useful.41 Bulhof starts from 

the presupposition that imitation is a form of representation. Whoever imitates Jesus, represents 

Him (cf. `We are the hands and feet of Jesus'). Works of art can be represented in two ways. 

Firstly, in the way one renders a picture present: by copying it. And secondly, in the way one 

renders a musical composition or a play present: by performing it. Such a performance, however, 

is not a copy but a creative interpretation. A good performance of a musical composition not only 

does justice to the intentions of the composer, but also shows something of the personality and the 

ideas of those performing it. Bulhof claims that the imitation of a person should be like the 

performance of a play or a musical composition rather than like the copying of a painting. Imita-

tion is a creative process42 with two focuses: the model or person to be imitated, and the imitating 

person. Only so long as these two focuses are kept in a creative tension will it be possible to do 

justice both to the person to be imitated and to the individual character of the imitating person. 

 For some, the ideal of the imitation of Christ is still too humanist. The ideal to be 

actualized by human beings is given by God, but for its actualization human beings are 

responsible. Isn't that a form of legality? Therefore Martin Luther stresses, over against the 

imitatio Christi, the Pauline ideal of the conformitas Christi (cf. Gal.4:19), a likeness to Christ 

                                                 
     37 On the ideal of imitatio Christi, see: E.J. Tinsley, `Imitation of Christ,' in: Gordon S. Wakefield (ed.), A 

Dictionary of Christian Spirituality (London 31986), 208-209. On the contrast between secular humanism and the 

imitation of Christ, see Barth, Fulfilment, 10-11. 

     38 Ephrem Longpré, François d'Assise et Son Expérience Spirituelle (Paris 1966), 37-42. 

     39 Quoted by Tinsley, `Imitation of Christ,' 208. 

     40 See Sarot, Living a Good Life, 93-97; Martin Honecker, Einführung in die theologische Ethik: Grundlagen 

und Grundbegriffe (Berlin 1990), 150. 

     41 Ilse N. Bulhof, `Levenskunst,' in: Bulhof & Welten (eds.), Verloren presenties, 152-174. 

     42 Cf. also Ernst Wolf, Peregrinatio II: Studien zur reformatorischen Theologie, zum Kirchenrecht und zur 

Sozialethik (München 1965), 241, who – referring to Roman-Catholic moral theology – speaks of `schöpferische 

Nachfolge.' 
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which is not the result of human effort, but the fruit of God's grace.43 This means that human 

beings are not only incapable of determining which is the ideal to be actualized, but that they are 

also incapable of actualizing the ideal given to them. Human beings do not choose their own ideal, 

but have it given to them, and they do not actualize it themselves, but have it actualized in them. 

Similar ideas can be encountered in some Calvinist theology. Where the other forms of the 

self-actualization model express the matter in terms of the development from bud (potential) to 

flower (actualization), this protestant-Christian form of the model adds that the bud is stricken 

with a disease (namely, sin), that can be cured only by means of external intervention by a doctor 

(God, Christ). Incapacity is substituted for ability; this incapacity strikes humanity in its whole 

being and all its capacities: the affective, as well as the moral and intellectual capacities. The 

Canons of Dordt formulate it thus: the unredeemed human being suffers from ̀ blindness of mind, 

horrible darkness, vanity, and perverseness of judgment' and is `wicked, rebellious and obdurate 

in heart and will, and impure in [all] his affections' (III/IV 1), and is therefore rightfully destined 

for `the curse, and ... eternal death' (I 1). The terms that are mostly used in this connection for 

God's healing activity are `atonement' and `redemption.' 

 In sum, the factual assumptions about human nature, inborn human capacities and 

incapacities which the various forms of the self-actualization model of the good life make can all 

be questioned. In addition to this, it should be noticed that all forms of the model are oriented very 

strongly to the perfection of the individual, so that it is not entirely free from individualistic and 

egocentric tendencies. 

 

4 The Fellowship Model of the Good Life 

The fellowship model of the good live assumes that we measure the `goodness' of life by 

intersubjective standards: it is having the right relationships with other persons that makes a life 

worthwhile. Only in and through relationships can we become fully human. In this way the 

fellowship model is a sort of middle position in between the satisfaction model and the 

self-actualization model. Personal relationships can only be achieved by a decision of both 

partners, and can only continue by the assent of both partners.44 For this reason, adherents of the 

fellowship model charge both of the other models with onesidedness. Over against the satisfaction 

model they maintain that within a personal relationship human beings always depend on other 

persons. If it is relationships that make a life good, then, the individual can never completely 

determine the shape of the good life. Over against the self-actualization model they maintain that 

the relationships that make life worthwhile are never entirely given to us; a personal relationship 

always requires our own contribution and involvement. 

 The fellowship model comes in two forms. The first of these can be summarized in the 

slogan `being human is being in relation.' In his book on love, the Dutch author Fons Jansen 

formulates it as follows: `There is but one way that leads to happiness; that is the way of love.  

Love as the orientation of my whole person.  Only love gives meaning to my existence.  

Without love I cannot attain happiness,  cannot live.'45 The idea that a solitary human being is 

an incomplete person is not new; it can already be found in the writings of the ancient Greeks. 

Plato explained the fact that human beings are by nature in need of the other in a speech in the 

                                                 
     43 Dennis Ngien, The Suffering of God according to Martin Luther's `Theologia Crucis' (Frankfurt a.M. 1995), 

28-29, 158. The use of the term conformitas was, however, not unique to Luther; Bernard of Clairvaux also used it in 

connection with the following of Christ. 

     44 Cf. Brümmer, Speaking of a Personal God: An Essay in Philosophical Theology (Cambridge 1992), 75-77. 

     45 Fons Jansen, Liefde: Op zoek naar een christelijke geesteshouding in verkering en huwelijk (Bussum 61957), 

15, 18. 
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Symposium. There, Aristophanes narrates how Zeus had divided all people into two parts. Since 

then, every person is incomplete, and goes through life with a passionate longing to find and 

reunite with her or his other half. In friendship there is a kind of uniting, not in the sense of 

identity, but of identification with the other. In friendship I identify with the other by making his 

or her interests my own. Identifying with the interests of a friend, however, does not mean 

identifying with his or her will, wishes and desires. These can, after all, be contrary to what is truly 

in his or her best interests. I should identify with the good in the other, and strive to stimulate it.46 

Here, eudemonism returns in another context: I identify with someone else's daimon, with the 

good capacities inherent in someone. This is also clear from the way we regard a loved one: we 

see the good in him or her. We often regard a friend as better than he or she actually is, but it is 

precisely in this way that we can stimulate someone to develop this good which is potentially 

really present in him or her. After all, he or she would not want to disappoint us. 

 The fellowship ideal of the good life, as we encounter it here, is therefore that two people 

stimulate one another's good daimon. But how does it differ, then, from eudemonism? Does it 

make a vital difference whether I strive to perfect my own daimon, or whether a friend and I 

mutually stimulate one another to actualize the good? This difference is certainly of great 

importance in two respects. (1) If I try to actualize the best in myself without help47 – even if that 

does not mean that I become some sort of recluse – the end-result is different from what it would 

be if my good daimon were to develop within diverse relationships. To begin with, the choice of 

those capacities which I set out to actualize, will be less balanced. True self-knowledge often 

comes through friends. As Paul Wadell notes, `The friend is like a mirror. We can consider 

ourselves directly, but often we see ourselves better through one who is like us, for then we see 

ourselves reflected in one who is a "mirror image" of our goodness.'48 Furthermore, when we 

develop the good in us within relationships, our social aptitude will receive much greater 

emphasis than in the case of a striving for individual self-actualization. Aristotle already 

suggested that friendship makes us better people.49 

 (2) There is a further difference between the intersubjective-eudemonistic ideal of the 

good life and the objective-eudemonistic one: the fellowship ideal is more strongly oriented 

towards other people, and will probably lead to much more appreciation and positive feedback 

from others. Now, it is a known fact that people flourish in response to the concern and 

appreciation of others, that they have a need for it and can barely do without it, and that the more 

they receive of it, the better they cope. I mean `better' in the subjective sense: they will feel better, 

they will have a sense of being happier.50 It is therefore not unlikely that a fellowship model of 

the good life offers greater possibilities for happiness than a self-actualization model. 

 The ideal of fellowship also has disadvantages. Sigmund Freud draws attention to these: 

`We are never so defenceless against suffering as when we love, never so helplessly unhappy as 

when we have lost our loved object or its love.'51 It is precisely the demise and death of a loved 

one that causes people to doubt the meaning of life. We find a classic autobiographical 

formulation of this doubt in the Confessions of St Augustine, in the section where he describes his 

                                                 
     46 Vincent Brümmer, `Bestowed Fellowship: On the Love of God,' in: Gijsbert van den Brink & Marcel Sarot 

(eds.), Understanding the Attributes of God (Frankfurt a.M. 1999), 45-46. Cf. Emil Brunner, Das Gebot und die 

Ordnungen: Entwurf einer protestantisch-theologischen Ethik (Zürich 31939), 502-503. 

     47 Cf. Ignacio L. Götz, Conceptions of Happiness (Lanham, NY 1995), 26-27. 

     48 Paul J. Wadell, Friendship and the Moral Life (Notre Dame, Ind. 1989), 58-59. 

     49 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1159a27-b12, 1166b26-29, 1170a11-13. 

     50 See e.g. LaFollette, Personal Relationships, 85. 

     51 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, 82; see also ibidem, 101. 
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friendship with Nebridius and his reaction to the latter's death. 

 

My heart grew sombre with grief, and wherever I looked I saw only death. My own country 

became a torment and my own home a grotesque abode of misery. All that we had done 

together was now a grim ordeal without him. My eyes searched everywhere for him, but 

he was not there to be seen. I hated all the places we had known together, because he was 

not in them.52 

 

Not only does St Augustine give a very recognisable description of how the death of a loved one 

can deprive our whole life of meaning; he also diagnoses the cause of this phenomenon. This can 

happen when people give to temporal things a place that belongs rightfully only to the eternal 

God: 

 

I lived in misery, like every man whose soul is tethered by the love of things that cannot last and 

then is agonised to lose them. Only then does he realise the sorry state he is in, and was in 

even before his loss.  The grief I felt at the loss of my friend had struck so easily into my 

inmost heart simply because I had poured out my soul upon him, like water upon sand, 

loving a man who was mortal as though he were never to die.  Blessed are those who 

love you, O God  No one can lose you, my God, unless he forsakes you (Confessions IV 

6-7, 9). 

 

That brings us to the theistic variant of the fellowship model. According to it, we should not 

identify, in the first place, with other people, but with God:53 God cannot be lost to death or even 

become ill, God is omniscient and always desires the good. God is therefore morally perfect, so 

that we cannot identify with something bad in God, and God will not identify with something bad 

in us. As Thomas Aquinas says: `The universal good is not found except in God. Therefore there 

is nothing that could make man happy, fulfilling his every desire, but God.'54 

 That a Christian should seek the good life in loving fellowship with God, is nothing new 

to the Christian tradition. It is a recurring theme in the Old Testament: the good life is a gift from 

God and is, in the final analysis, participation in God's glory.55 In the New Testament the 

beatitudes in particular56 (Mat. 5:1-12; Luke 6:20-23) point out that beatitude (Gk makarios = 

beatific, happy as a god) is to be found only in fellowship with God. Neither lack of earthly goods 

(poverty), nor even lack of food and drink (hunger and thirst) is a hindrance to beatitude. The 

believer should renounce whatever may come between herself and God: `My grace is sufficient 

for you, for power is made perfect in weakness' (2 Cor. 12:9 NRSV). In the later tradition these 

ideas were taken up in the reflection on the unio mystica (the mystical union with God) by 

                                                 
     52 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions IV 4; transl. by R.S. Pine-Coffin (1961; Harmondsworth 151979). 

     53 However, love for God does not exclude love for the neighbour. According to Augustine we should most 

certainly love our neighbour, not as an end in itself, however, but for the sake of God. my Living a Good Life in Spite 

of Evil, 142, and see also Brümmer, Model of Love, 118-126. 

     54 Thomas Aquinas, On Kingship to the King of Cyprus I 8,65. The translation is that of G.B. Phelan, rev. with 

intr. and notes by I.Th. Eschman (Toronto 1978), 37. 

     55 Wolfgang Beinert, `Seligkeit,' in: Christian Schütz (ed.), Praktisches Lexikon der Spiritualität (Freiburg 

1992), 1137. See e.g. Ps. 2:12, 65:5, 112:1ff., 144:12-15, 146:5, and from the deuterocanonic books: Wisd. 3:13-14. 

     56 See on this Andrew Louth, `Beatitude,' in: Gordon S. Wakefield (ed.), A Dictionary of Christian Spirituality 

(London 31986), 39. 
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theologians like Bernard of Clairvaux,57 and on the visio beatifica (the beatific vision of God) by 

thinkers like Thomas Aquinas.58 

 So, in the Christian tradition, loving communion with God is often seen as the goal of life. 

But why? To find an answer we are well advised to consult Augustine. He writes, at the beginning 

of his Confessions: ̀ Our hearts are restless until they rest in you.'59 This famous statement applies 

not only to Augustine's own life story – although Augustine certainly did experience the truth of 

this statement. Augustine writes that a human being `cannot be content unless he praises you, 

because you have made us towards yourself (fecisti nos ad te) and our hearts are restless until they 

rest in you.' So, according to Augustine it is the case that we are created ̀ towards' God and that we 

can therefore find rest in God alone. Humanity is essentially oriented towards God. 

 

5 Conclusions 

Where has the argument taken us? Starting from the presupposition that people in practice cannot 

do without representations of what makes life valuable or worthwhile for them, I have tried to 

cluster these representations into three conceptual models: the satisfaction model, the 

self-actualization model and the fellowship model. My intention has neither been missionary, nor 

purely descriptive. I have not tried to convince the reader to adopt any one of the models (that 

would have been a missionary strategy), but it has not been my intention to give a neutral 

description either. My intention has been analytical, not in the sense of linguistic analysis (an 

analysis of the meaning of the language used when talking about the good life), but in the sense of 

an analysis of conceptual possibilities: which ideals are possible candidates for making people's 

lives valuable? Thus, my aim has been an exploration of possibilities for thought and action rather 

than a description of facts. And since it is obvious to me that the possibilities that we in fact have 

are no free-floating abstract entities, but are largely determined by the culture within which we 

live, I have explicitly analyzed these possibilities within the context of the Western cultural 

tradition. The value of the kind of analysis given here is twofold. On the one hand, it may help 

people by providing a framework for reflection on the meaning of their own lives. On the other 

hand, the type of analysis that I have given is complementary to the empirical research carried out 

within the social sciences, both in that it gives us a framework within which to interpret the results 

of such surveys, and that it may be of use in phrasing the questions of future surveys more 

carefully. I cannot develop this point here, but the importance of being aware of one's own 

presuppositions when conducting social scientific surveys on values or religion, can hardly be 

overrated. It is the questions that we pose, that determine (the value of) our results. 

 Having just emphasized the importance of being aware of one's own suppositions for 

social scientists, I cannot omit to admit that this applies also to philosophers of religion (and to 

scholars in many other subjects as well). I have tried to be non-partisan and impartial in my 

analysis, but it would neither surprise me, nor disappoint me, when the reader by now has a hunch 

(or even a certain conviction) that the author of the present article feels most at home with the 

religious variant of the fellowship model. It is important to see, however, that preference for one 

model need not entail rejection of the others. The models that I have sketched are no alternatives 

that mutually exclude each other; reflecting on these models is not a question of `take it or leave 

it'. As I have stated in the introduction to this contribution, the models are abstractions from 

                                                 
     57 See Brümmer, Model of Love, 57-79. 

     58 See e.g. STh IaIIae 69; cf. Étienne Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas (rpt. New York s.a.), 

337-346. 

     59 `Inquietum est cor nostrum, donec requiescat in te.' Here, and in the next quotation, I have adapted 

Pine-Coffin's translation. 
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specific views, and these specific views may – seen in the light of the models – take the form of 

combinations of aspects of various models. Thus, I would like to adopt the religious variant of the 

fellowship model as a framework into which I can integrate various valuable aspects of the other 

models. It is my belief, that this can be done without contradiction. 

 The specific view which I would like to defend is the following. Loving God does not 

exclude loving one's neighbours, but includes it; one cannot love God without loving one's 

fellow-creatures. In this way, I can incorporate the central insight of the secular form of the 

fellowship model. From eudemonism I draw the insight that each human being has some innate 

capacities that are worth actualizing. The best conditions for the process of actualizing these 

capacities are found where human beings live in fellowship with God and with other human 

beings, where they learn from the role models offered by their Christian tradition (which include 

not only the life of Jesus, but also the lives of the Saints and the Reformers), and where they are 

aware of their own weaknesses and incapacities (and therefore of their own dependence on God's 

gracious help). Finally, from the satisfaction model I take over the insight that the desire for the 

subjectively good, for that which pleases us, is an essential part of what it means to be human. 

This insight can also be articulated from a Christian perspective: it would be strange to suppose 

that the same God who has created human beings with a desire for pleasant bodily sensations, 

forbids them to satisfy this desire. We may enjoy the good and the pleasant! 

 As I have stated above, it is not my primary intention here to convince the reader of the 

correctness of my own position. I have sketched this position not to convince the reader, but to 

show how various aspects of the three abstract models can be integrated into a coherent whole. 

Such an example can help to show how the foregoing analysis must be understood. I would not 

dream of denying that there are other respectable and valuable ways of integrating these models. 

That is not to say that I judge all views to be equally tenable or acceptable, or that I consider all 

ideals to be viable. One criterion for deciding between alternative views has been touched upon 

already: we can only live out coherent ideals of the good life. That is to say more than just that an 

acceptable ideal of the good life must not be self-contradictory; convictions that do not contradict 

each other may still be incoherent, in that they are not connected at all. Ideally, the various aspects 

of a view on the good life support each other, and in that way cohere. Here, I would like to 

emphasize another criterion for views of the good life to meet, that can be inferred from the 

foregoing analysis. All three of the models which I discussed presuppose certain factual 

assumptions about the world in which we live. Some of these assumptions have been explicitly 

mentioned above; some have already been rejected. Thus, I have rejected the assumptions that 

hedonism in the long run leads to maximum pleasure, and that the reduction of desire leads to 

happiness. I have emphasized that the secular forms of the self-actualization model assume that 

there is a good `self' in human beings waiting to be actualized, and from a Christian perspective, 

this assumption can be questioned. Christian views of the good life cannot do without factual 

assumptions either. They assume that God exists; if God does not exist, God cannot help us either. 

The fellowship model assumes that being human is being in relation, and that human beings cut 

off from fellowship (with other human beings, or with God) cannot come into full flower. I find it 

important to emphasize this interwovenness of normative models of the good life and factual 

assumptions, because all too often it is supposed that views of the good life can be adopted and 

assessed without taking these factual assumptions into account.60 

                                                 
     60 Similarly, it is often assumed that views of the good life can be adopted and assessed in isolation from culture 

and tradition. See the critique of Alasdair MacIntyre in his After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London 4th imp. 

of the 2nd ed. 1992). It is essential to my view, that views of the good life can only be studied in the context of the 

cultural traditions from which they emerge. 
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 Summarizing: I have introduced and briefly analyzed three `models' of the good life: the 

satisfaction model, the self-actualization model and the fellowship model. These three models 

originate in the Western cultural tradition, and various elements of the models can be integrated 

into specific views, that should be coherent and should do justice to the factual circumstances in 

which we live. 


