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1. Introduction 

What possible use could evangelical Anglicans have for the writings 
of Jeremy Taylor?  This is a reasonable question to pose in a 
publication for those concerned to affirm the Church of England’s 
Reformation and Puritan heritage.  Taylor, a seventeenth-century 
protégé of anti-Puritan William Laud, hardly kept the kind of 
company which would commend him to an evangelical Anglican.  
Worse, C.F. Allison, in The Rise of Moralism,1 has shown that 
Taylor’s teaching on repentance does less than justice to the best 
Reformation insights into justification.  It would be easy, therefore, 
for evangelical Anglicans to conclude that there is nothing to learn 
from Taylor and that we would do well to abandon him to 
forgetfulness. 

In this study of Christian moral formation I suggest 
something quite different.  I argue that Taylor, despite questionable 
statements about repentance, offers reasonable theological insights 
into moral formation.  Although Taylor lived in the seventeenth 
century and was a Laudian, he can be helpful in orienting 
contemporary evangelical Anglican reflection on Christian moral 
formation. 

Taylor’s moral theology can illuminate moral formation today 
in several ways.  He established a clear relation between orthodox 
understandings of God as Trinity, Jesus as the Incarnate Word and 
the church as the Body of Christ, on the one hand, and Christian 
moral formation, on the other.  Any adequate understanding of moral 
education must demonstrate the relation between these essential 
Christian teachings and moral formation.  Few, if any, contemporary 
moral theologians do this; few theorists of moral education do it 
either.  Taylor did it clearly and intentionally, especially in his early 

                                                 
1 C. F. Allison, The Rise of Moralism from Hooker to Baxter (London: SPCK, 
1966). Especially chs. 3 and 4. 
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work, The Great Exemplar,2 which is the focus of this study. 

Moreover, Taylor’s moral theology has much in common with 
a significant development in contemporary Christian ethics.  
Influential Protestant writers today are recovering the ethics of 
character from its eclipse in Protestant ethics during the last two 
hundred years.  This recovery is very promising for Christian moral 
education; for an ethics of character can richly inform the processes 
of moral development and the tasks of moral education. 

Taylor’s moral theology integrates such an ethic of character 
into a framework of Nicene theological orthodoxy.  Those renewing 
the ethics of character today have not yet fully related its key terms to 
the central dogmas of the faith — the dogmas of God as Trinity and 
of the Incarnation of the Word.  Taylor’s theology can serve as a 
model for this needed effort. 

Taylor’s moral theology also integrates an ethics of character 
with a typically Anglican appeal to natural moral law, the insights of 
moral reason into the good and the right.  One valid criticism of 
recent advocates of the ethics of character is their tendency toward 
sectarianism, voluntarism and historicism.  Taylor’s moral theology 
weds a richly biblical Christian ethic — one grounded radically in the 
gospel accounts of Jesus Christ and in Paul’s theology of being ‘in 
Christ’— with an appeal to human moral reason.  Evangelical 
Anglicans can learn from him here. 

Taylor also offers a vision of the Christian moral life within 
the framework of the mystery of redemption in Christ.  Specifically, 
in The Great Exemplar, he describes the Christian’s moral life of love 

                                                 
2 The title page of Vol. 2 of the Heber edition carries the title, The Life of Our 
Blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Taylor entitled Parts II and III of this 
work, each of which he dedicated to a different person, The History of the 
Life and Death of Holy Jesus. It is found in The Whole Works of the Rt. Rev. 
Jeremy Taylor, D.D., with a Life of the Author and a Critical Examination of 
his Writings, (ed. Reginald Heber, 10 vols; London: Herber, 1928), II. For 
convenience the shorter title of this volume, The Great Exemplar, will be 
used in this study. All references will be to the Heber edition, the Roman 
numeral giving the volume number. 
 



3 

of neighbour within the framework of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.  
The moral life, he teaches, is a Christian’s participation in God’s own 
triune life of self-giving love.   God enables this through the saving 
work of Christ and the Holy Spirit which incorporates the believer 
into Christ.  Thus Taylor gives the moral life a deeply religious 
meaning, setting it in the context of God’s reconciling work.  This 
answers our intuition that our worship is inwardly related to our 
moral life.  As Jesus taught, the command to love the neighbour is 
related to the command to love God. 

Finally, Taylor gives Jesus Christ — more precisely, the life of 
Jesus as conveyed in the Gospel narrative — a decisive place in 
Christian formation.  By making the Christ, who died and rose for 
our reconciliation, who is the head of the church and the principle of 
the Christian fellowship, so central, Taylor challenges the moral 
individualism of modern culture and-even of the church.  His moral 
theology offers a model of the church, the body of Christ, as a 
community of moral formation.  Such a model is always relevant to 
Anglicans. 

Jeremy Taylor, a seventeenth-century divine and Royalist, is 
relevant for today and useful to evangelical Anglicans.  This is an 
unusual claim, but a compelling one.  For his moral theology is 
faithful to Nicene Orthodoxy and uses an ethic of character, 
potentially so rich for moral education.  Moreover, his theology is 
biblical, focusing on the story of Jesus, and his theology envisions the 
moral life in the framework of Christ’s reconciling us for a sharing in 
God’s own life. 

We begin our appropriation of Taylor with a summary of the 
ethics of character which is being recovered today.  We follow this 
with a brief assessment of the rich potential of such ethics of 
character for issues of moral formation.  Then we identify problems 
in the contemporary ethics of character.  Next comes a brief chapter 
setting Taylor in his historical context, which comprises a prologue to 
an account of his vision of moral theology and Christian moral 
formation.  A concluding chapter highlights Taylor’s potential for our 
reflection on moral development and moral education. 
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2. The Ethics of Character 

2.1. Recovering an Ethics of Character 

In this chapter we spell out some key ideas of character ethics as 
renewed and recovered by several Protestant ethicists during the last 
ten years.3 

The ethics of character focuses upon how persons are formed 
as moral agents.  It claims that the formation of persons as moral 
agents is a prior and more fundamental moral process than the 

                                                 
3 Most influential among these is Stanley Hauerwas, presently Professor of 
theological ethics at the Divinity School of Duke University, North Carolina. 
Vision and Virtue: Essays on Christian Ethical Reflection (Notre Dame: 
Fides Publishing, 1974), was his first statement of the renewed ethics of 
character. Later works include Character and the Christian Life: A Study in 
Theological Ethics (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1975); 
Truthfulness and Tragedy: Further  Investigations in Christian Ethics, with 
Richard Bondi and David B. Burrell (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1977); A Community of Character:  Toward a Constructive Christian 
Social Ethic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981); The 
Peaceable Kingdom: A primer in Christian Ethics (Notre  Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1983); Christian Existence Today: Essays on Church, 
World and Living in Between (Durham, North Carolina: Labyrinth Press, 
1988); and Resident Aliens, with William H. Willimon (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1989). John Howard Yoder, in The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1972), and The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as Gospel (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), also develops an ethics of 
character which has influenced Hauerwas. James William McClendon, Jr., 
in Ethics (Vol. I of Systematic Theology; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 
and Gilbert C. Meilaender, The Theory and Practice of Virtue (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), and The Limits of Love (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1987), have also contributed to 
the renewal of the ethics of character. See, especially, Meilaender, 
‘Instructing the Conscience: Some Contemporary Views of Moral 
Education,’ chapter 4 in The Limits of Love. 
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question of what rules to apply and how to apply them.  Important 
concepts in the ethics of character as recovered and renewed today are 
virtue, community and story.  In its contemporary form, the Christian 
ethics of character stresses the role of the church as a community of 
moral formation.  Further, those renewing the ethics of character 
stress the importance of story in a community’s moral formation of 
its members.  They claim that the story which a community tells of its 
origin and purpose is a key factor in that formation.  Indeed, they 
refer to the church as a narrative-formed community of virtue.  From 
this perspective, the decisive moral question is: how does a 
community envision the moral good in terms of narrative and how 
does it shape the moral character of its members so that they live 
faithfully, i.e. in conformity to, the community’s vision of the morally 
good life. 

The ethics of character, giving central place to the notion of 
virtue, recovers an approach to the Christian moral life and moral 
formation typical of the seventeenth-century Caroline Moral Divines.  
Whether Puritan, like William Perkins (1558-1602) and William 
Ames (1573-1633), or sympathetic to Puritanism, like Joseph Hall 
(1574-1656), or protégés of Laud like Robert Sanderson (1587-1663) 
and Jeremy Taylor (1613-1667), seventeenth-century moralists 
developed ethics in terms of conscience, character and virtue.  In this 
they stood in the tradition of western Christian ethics deriving from 
Aristotle and especially Thomas Aquinas.  Richard Hooker, especially 
in Book One of the Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity, helped mediate this 
ethics of virtue to the seventeenth-century Anglican writers. 

The recovery of this tradition of ethics and its renewal in our 
time challenges the dominance of the ethics of principles and rules in 
modern Protestant circles.  This ethics has two major forms: 
Principlism and Situationism.  The first school, best represented in 
the English-speaking world by the American ethicist Paul Ramsey,4 

                                                 
4 See Paul Ramsey, Deeds and Rules in Christian Ethics (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1967); and Gene H. Outka and Paul Ramsey, Norm and Context 
in Christian Ethics (New York: Scribner’s, 1968). For Situationism see: 
Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality (Philadelphia: 
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developed in Christian ethics the principlism of Immanuel Kant.  
Ramsey attempted to identify the rules which embody Christian love 
and considered such rules as essential to living in covenant 
faithfulness with God and neighbour.  The school of Situation ethics, 
at home in Anglicanism through its popularizers Joseph Fletcher and 
J.A.T. Robinson, adapted the Utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill to 
Christian ethics.  These schools, and the debates between them, 
dominated English-language Protestant ethics from the 1950s to the 
1970s. 

Underlying their differences, Principlism and Situationism 
share common features.  They focus neither on the vision of the 
moral good nor on the formation of moral character but rather on 
applying rules in specific situations.  They tend to focus on decision-
making as the act of an individual and do not regard the role of the 
community as central.  Both schools start with general principles and 
portray the moral life as consisting in the application of these rules to 
specific cases.  Principlism, modelled on Kant’s categorical 
imperatives, and Situationism, modelled on Mill’s ‘Greatest 
Happiness Principle’, stress the process of decision-making.  Both 
schools also seek general principles which can be affirmed by both 
Christians and non-Christians.  These common features, in fact, 
made debates between these schools of ethics possible. 

Both Situationism and Principlism say that the essence of 
morality is the application of general principles to a particular 
situation.  These principles may be the divine commandments 
communicated to Christians through the Bible.  Or, as Situationism 
holds, there may be only one Christian absolute — self-giving love — 
which is then applied in each unique situation under the loose 
guidance of the moral wisdom of the past.5 

                                                                                                             
Westminster, 1966) and J. A. T. Robinson, Christian Freedom Today in 
Permissive Society (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1970). 
5 Mill’s similarity to Kant with regard to moral judgments is suggested by 
Mill’s statement: “The intuitive, no less than what may be termed the 
inductive school of ethics, insists upon the necessity of general laws. They 
both agree that the morality of an individual action is not a question of direct 
perception, but the application of a law to an individual case.” John Stuart 
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In contrast to this preoccupation with moral decisions and 
abstract principles, the ethics of character focuses on the qualities 
which make up the person who consistently acts in each new 
situation.  It holds that the moral principles which someone tries to 
live by derive from their community and especially from the vision of 
the good expressed in its story and its shared practices. 

2.2. Moral Character 

Most generally, character is that “combination of natural and 
acquired features which distinguishes one individual from another.”6  
In the context of ethics, i.e. of reflection on the moral life, ‘character’ 
refers to the habitual motivations, attitudes and intentions of a person 
which determine his or her moral choices.  Attention to character 
focuses ethical reflection upon what a person is as a determinant of 
what that person does.  Obviously, ‘determine’ here does not mean a 
logical or mechanical determination — determination which excludes 
human moral freedom and responsibility.  People experience their 
moral decisions as their own choices; they can choose to act ‘out of 
character.’  Still, they do not enter moral situations totally unformed. 
Character refers to the abiding personal qualities relevant for the 
moral decisions which an individual makes.7  It illuminates the fact 
that people do what they do, not because they are skilled at applying 

                                                                                                             
Mill, “Utilitarianism,” in The Essential Works of John Stuart Mill (New 
York: Bantam Books, 1961), p. 190. 
6 Richard Bondi, “Character,” in The Westminster Dictionary of Christian 
Ethics: 82-84. 
7 Paul J. Philibert nicely says, “Character denotes the readiness for good 
action that comes to determine the dispositions of a moral agent. Persons 
possess inclinations to behave one way rather than another, and the 
cumulative force of these inclinations expresses their character. Character 
further addresses an aspect of ethics not expressed in formalist theory, viz., 
that one does not have to rationally reinvent behaviour each time one returns 
to a piece of significant action. Rather we learn from experience, and that 
learning becomes part of us not only as a behavioural predisposition, but 
also as an aspect of the structuring of our reasoning itself.” In Moral 
Development Foundations: Judeo-Christian Alternatives to Piaget/ Kohlberg, 
ed. Donald M. Joy (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1983), pp. 106-7. 
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abstract rules but because they are certain sorts of people. 

Attention to character focuses on moral agency as a 
continuous relation in time to the external world, particularly to the 
goods of human life toward which our actions conduce us.  The term 
‘character’ helps ethics speak of an “individual’s relation to the world 
over time as he or she lives a life more or less determined by the 
good.”8  Implicit, therefore, in the notion of character is the belief that 
the moral life orients us to an objective moral order beyond the self, 
that the choices of a person shape who that person becomes, and that 
this shaping in turn affects subsequent moral choices.  Character 
implies that persons are determined, at least in part, by what they 
choose.  As the repeated smoking of cigarettes makes one a smoker, 
so repeated acts of justice or courage make one a just or courageous 
person. 

Character, then, implies a dynamic model of moral agency.  
Viewed in terms of moral character, persons are actually changed by 
— and even into — the goods that they choose.  They relate to the 
moral good, to the ‘ends’ of their actions beyond themselves by many 
choices and acts.  The changes which these choices bring about in the 
agent is a dynamic feature of moral agency, understood in terms of 
character.  Thus, any account of character must include an account of 
the moral agent as a self in time, in history, and in community. 

Richard Bondi identifies four structural features of moral 
character.9  Capacity for intentional action is the first. This refers to 
the agent’s ability to apprehend the moral good and to choose it, and 
is the basis for moral responsibility.  A second feature is feelings.  
Emotions indicate our relation to the world and are important 
determinants of moral character.  A third determinant of character 
are the accidents of history — those given circumstances which limit 
the possibilities of character — formation in an individual case.  A 
fourth structural factor of moral character Bondi names ‘the heart,’ 
the centre of the moral self where intentions, feelings, and 
circumstances combine with memory, vision of, and desire for the 

                                                 
8 Ibid, p. 82. 
9 Ibid, p. 83. 
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moral good to constitute our character. 

2.3. Virtue 

The ethical concept of character is closely linked to the notion of 
moral virtue.  Virtue implies a specific kind of moral strength.  It 
refers to a developed strength enabling the moral agent to choose 
what is good, i.e. what human nature is fitted for and which promotes 
authentic human fulfillment despite forces which tend to divert 
choice away from the good.  Virtues can be understood in relation to 
weaknesses of the self; they are developed abilities to choose the good 
despite these weaknesses.  Aristotle defined virtue as a mean between 
two extremes.  The virtue of courage is the proper mean between the 
extremes of cowardice and foolhardiness.  Virtue, then, is a kind of 
habit, a developed tendency and ability to choose morally right 
actions.  Virtues are those strengths of a person’s character which 
invite us to trust them, especially when forces oppose choosing the 
good. 

 Vice is a weakness of moral character, a developed tendency 
in the self to choose actions which lead the moral agent away from 
the good. If traditional Christian virtues are compassion, humility, 
self-control, and patience, traditional vices are overweening pride, 
greed, hatred, and intemperance. 

A person’s moral character, then, is constituted by their array 
of virtues and vices, the balance among their moral strengths and 
weaknesses. Ethicists point out that some virtues are more 
appropriate to one stage of life than to another: wisdom is a virtue, 
but we would not expect a five-year-old child to be wise. Temperance 
and self-control are virtues, but we don’t expect a two-year old to have 
acquired them. Also, different cultures may prize some character-
traits as virtues which other cultures might not regard as such. Desire 
for fame may be a virtue in a heroic culture; whereas in cultures 
influenced by Christianity it may be a vice. Courage, on the other 
hand, or justice, are more universally regarded as virtues. Differences 
over what constitutes virtue do not negate the fact that any adequate 
account of moral agency requires some concept of it. 
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2.4. The Moral Good 

A third concept essential to an ethics of character is the moral good. 
Every account of virtue and character assumes that human life has an 
end or purpose — some state, condition or process by which human 
existence is fulfilled. ‘Moral good’ refers to that end, telos, aim, or 
goal of human moral striving. Moral good, then is what humans are 
‘fit’ for — that which, when possessed, brings them fulfillment. It can 
be thought, with Aristotle, to lie in the happiness inherent in living a 
life according to reason. However, it can also refer to a reality — for 
example, God — union with whom brings human fulfilment  

Moral character, the array of virtues and vices in a moral 
agent, draws its meaning from a particular understanding of the 
moral good. If human fulfillment, the end of human life, is thought 
to consist in fame through victory in war, the virtue of courage and 
the vice of cowardice move to the centre of the moral life. But if, on 
the other hand, the end of human life is to share in God’s own triune 
life of self-giving, then the virtues of self-giving love, humility and 
self-control come to the fore. The account given of the moral good 
plays a central role in the ethics of character. 

The notion of the moral good helps us understand our 
intuition that our religious life and our moral life are related. The 
New Testament and Christian experience testify to how the life of 
private and public worship, participation in the sacraments and the 
study of Holy Scripture influence our moral life. These religious 
practices — participation in worship, hearing and studying the Bible, 
prayer — open us to a vision of God, the moral good of the Christian 
faith.10 

The notion of the moral good implies an objective order in 
relation to which the moral agent may be said to be developing 
positively or negatively. Were moral choice grounded merely in the 

                                                 
10 See Craig R. Dykstra, Vision and Character: A Christian Educator’s 
Alternative to Kohlberg (New York: Pauliat Press, 1981), Part II, for 
an excellent probing of the relations between the concept of the moral 
good and religious practices. 
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individual’s will, i.e. arbitrary choice as such, the notion of moral 
good would become unintelligible. Moreover, if moral choice is 
merely arbitrary one could not speak of developing moral maturity or 
of progress or even regression in the moral life. With a radical 
existentialist like Jean-Paul Sartre, one might urge people to improve 
their ability to make totally arbitrary decisions, raising arbitrary choice 
to a good in itself. Moral maturity, Sartre thought, requires 
progressive liberation from society’s moral conventions. But this, 
quite properly, seems to most people an odd way of speaking of moral 
development or maturity. 

2.5. Narrative 

Narrative or story is another concept central to the contemporary 
ethics of character. It refers to the display of events in meaningful 
sequence through telling or writing. Plot refers to the meaning of the 
sequential events thus narrated. The meaning of plot is not the 
mechanical logic of mathematics; it is the intelligibility of intentional 
acts among mutually related actors through time in specific 
circumstances. In the ethics of character, narrative is reckoned to be 
the most important way in which agents envision moral good. 

Stanley Hauerwas points out that narrative is a distinctive 
genre of the creature, for it presupposes temporality and contingency. 
Moreover, the Christian understanding of God is grounded in the 
narrative display of God’s agency in history as witnessed to in 
Scripture. The people of God know God by what God has done and is 
doing. God is known through story.11 Indeed, by faith and baptism our 
individual story is included in God’s intervention in human history. 
This is the basis, says Hauerwas, for the extraordinary Christian 
claim that believers participate morally in God’s own life. 

Christians, therefore, envision God as the ultimate goal and 
good of human existence first of all through the story of God. 

                                                 
11 See his discussion in Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A 
Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1983), pp. 24-9. 
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Rational reflection about God has its place in the Christian life. 
Theological speculation, however, must always be tested against the 
biblical narrative. The Protestant ethicists of character point out that 
narrative is a primary genre of biblical writing. The Bible is 
essentially story. The Bible’s story is our main means of access to 
God’s revelation.  

Christian ethics, the critical evaluation of moral behaviour by 
a Christian standard, claims that the Bible is the primary access to 
that critical standard. The biblical story is where God’s nature, 
character and will are displayed. If God’s nature is the reference point 
and standard for Christian moral choices, then the biblical accounts 
of God are the bed-rock of Christian ethics. Whatever moral 
principles, norms, or rules Christian ethics generate, they flow from 
and are to be assessed in the light of the biblical narrative. 

The Protestant ethicists of character point out, however, that 
Jews and Christians are not the only people whose moral life is 
decisively shaped by narrative. Every community is organized around 
some vision of the good transmitted in the stories which it tells about 
itself. The moral ideals of a native tribe in Africa or the civic virtues 
fostered in a Chinese classroom are intelligible, finally, only in 
relation to the stories which those communities tell about themselves. 
For example, the principle of justice as equal treatment before the law 
is widely held in western culture. That norm, however, is inseparable 
from the western Enlightenment’s self-understanding in terms of the 
story of the human race’s growing insight into inalienable human 
rights. Narrative precedes principles and rules in the structure of 
moral formation. We act as we see the world, and narrative is our 
main means of envisioning reality. 

2.6. Community and Communal Practices 

Community is another essential concept in the renewed ethics of 
character. If a moral agent’s vision of the good is mediated by 
narrative, community is the bearer of that narrative. Moral choice and 
formation never occur in isolation from a community. The agent as 
isolated and separated ego is a fiction. In community an individual is 
nurtured and informed by a distinctive vision of the good: and virtues 
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are fostered and vices discouraged which make sense in terms of that 
vision. 

Even those social bodies who understand themselves in the 
individualistic traditions of western philosophical liberalism — 
universities, business corporations and entire secularized societies — 
are communities of moral formation. The ‘habits of the heart’12 or 
virtues fostered by academic establishments, by specific business 
firms or by an entire market-consumer economy may undermine the 
needs of human community. Nonetheless, they function as 
communities of moral formation. Consumer advertising, for 
example, may be the most powerful process of’ moral education in 
the modern world. Whether acknowledged or not, all morality is 
community-based. 

In After Virtue,13 a book which has been widely influential, 
not least among ethicists of character, Alisdair MacIntyre develops 
the concept of moral practices. Moral practices are those patterns of 
cooperative behaviour which foster moral good.  For example, the 
health-care community consists in the many complex practices of 
health-care professionals conducive to the good of human physical 
and psychological health. That is, MacIntyre says, the good of health 
is inseparable from the cooperative activity of pursuing, promoting 
and protecting that good. All goods basic to human flourishing, such 
as friendship, intellectual truth, the creation of beauty, justice in 
society and health can be promoted, pursued and protected only in 
and through communal practices. Communal practices are the matrix 
in which humans pursue moral goods. 

Communal practices are not only the means of attaining 
moral good. They are also the context in which moral virtue is 
inculcated in community members. Further, they are the context in 
which rules which guide practice become intelligible. For example, 
participation in corporate worship is a Christian communal practice 

                                                 
12 This is the title of an influential study of American beliefs and attitudes 
about the self and society: Robert Bellah et al., The Habits of the Heart (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1985). The phrase comes from Alexis de Tocqueville. 
13 Alisdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (2d ed.; Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1984). 
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which has the function of developing those very habits of the heart 
which Christians deem necessary for a right relation to God. The 
rules of worship — the rubrics of the Book of Common Prayer, for 
instance — make sense only as a support for the Christian communal 
practice of worship, in the same way that the commandment against 
adultery is intelligible only as a means to promote, pursue and protect 
the practice of marital fidelity. Communal practices are the specific 
means by which communities shape moral agents.  

The purpose of this chapter has not been to provide an 
exhaustive account of the ethics of character, but to spell out several 
of its key ideas — character, virtue, moral good, narrative, 
community, communal practices — and to  suggest some of their 
inter-relationships. The reader should now be in a position to 
understand enough of the recent renewal of the ethics of character to 
glimpse its rich promise for Christian moral education and moral 
development. We will draw out some of its implications for moral 
formation in the next chapter. This will then enable us to see some 
weaknesses in the ethics of character as currently developed, which 
will, in turn, prepare the way for giving a hearing to Jeremy Taylor’s 
theological ethic.   
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3. The Ethics of Character and Christian 
Formation  

The ethics of character has great potential for informing reflection on 
Christian moral formation. Before we develop this claim, however, we 
will introduce three related terms which we will use throughout this 
study. They are: moral formation, moral education, and moral 
development. 

3.1. Moral Formation 

‘Christian moral formation’ serves, in this study, to refer to the 
many—faceted, complex process by which a Christian community 
and its members grow in the ability to discern God’s will and 
conform their lives it. We use the phrase to comprehend both moral 
development and moral education.  

The word ‘formation’ carries an active sense: one person or 
group actively influences another person. It also carries a passive 
connotation: in formation the learner is shaped by influences beyond 
the self. Further, learning involves the unfolding of patterns of 
knowing and judging based on innate stages of development. Moral 
formation, then, is complex; it implies both action upon the learner 
and development based on forms within the learner. We will develop 
each aspect more fully in the next paragraphs. 

Moral formation, involving a whole person in community, 
assumes processes of development based within the person or 
persons being formed. Each person has an ‘end’ which is reached 
through stages of development inherent in the self in one sense a 
small sapling is fully a tree. Yet the fully grown tree is more 
developed, and in that sense more truly a tree than the sapling. The 
infant is fully a human being. Yet the infant displays stages of 
development — physical, psychological and cognitive — if the right 
environmental conditions are present. The human sciences are 
largely concerned with studying these processes of development. 
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A moment’s reflection will show us that humans gradually 
develop their ability to think, speak, understand, judge situations in 
the light of experience, and grasp the relation between acts and their 
possible consequences. These developments involve many aspects of 
the embodied self. Parallel to and inseparable from physical, 
psychological and cognitive development, humans display stages of 
moral development. Human beings are not born morally mature. 
They become mature by stages. 

To understand human nature, therefore, requires 
understanding why and how people develop morally. Children 
generally develop from the radical egocentrism of infancy to at least 
the capacity for complying generally with the conventions and moral 
laws of their community. Anyone who fails to develop this ability is 
reckoned a psychopath and is removed from society. They are seen to 
be unformed, not just as Christians, but as human beings. Quite 
apart from religious belief, secular society assumes in its members an 
inherent capacity to mature morally.  

But beyond compliance, people develop the capacity to stand 
back from the moral practices of their society and criticize them on 
the basis of more general and universal standards. Mahatma Gandhi 
is an example. One writer describes this pattern of moral 
development as the growth from egocentrism through 
heterocentrism to logocentrism.14 

The most influential account of moral development in recent 
decades has been developed by Lawrence Kohlberg.15 We will briefly 
summarize his view of moral development to illustrate one meaning 
of the phrase which ‘moral development’ has in contemporary 
thinking.  

                                                 
14 See Donald Joy, ‘Introduction: Life as Pilgrimage’, in Moral Development 
Foundations, p. 21.  
15 See Lawrence Kohlberg, “Stages of Moral Development as a Basis for 
Moral Education,” in Moral Education: Interdisciplinary  Approaches (ed. 
Clive Beck et al.; Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971). See also, 
Lawrence Kohlberg, Essays on Moral Development (San Francisco: Harper 
and Row, 1981). 
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 Kohlberg, a professor of psychology at Harvard University 
before his recent death, followed the Swiss philosopher and 
psychologist Jean Piaget in thinking that children develop in their 
cognitive capacities as they interact with others. Kohlberg focused his 
research on the relation between cognitive development and moral 
development. He distinguished three levels of moral development, 
allegedly invariant in all cultures and in both sexes. 

 In the ‘presocial stage’ the child moves from moral choices 
based on egocentric hedonism to an instrumentalism based on the 
specific relationships important to him or her. In the second, 
‘conventional,’ stage, youngsters conform to the expectations of 
family-members and peers or to society’s moral conventions and 
laws. Kohlberg believed that the majority of modern people never 
develop beyond this stage. In the ‘post-conventional’ stage, however, 
people decide right and wrong according to universal principles 
which they believe to exist objectively and independently of social 
laws or institutional rules. Here they might challenge existing laws or 
institutional expectations. Only a few individuals, according to 
Kohlberg, attain the final, highest stage: making moral choices on the 
basis of their autonomous conscience alone and committing 
themselves to absolutes like the Golden Rule or some inalienable 
human rights.  

 Kohlberg did not stop at mapping this progression of stages 
of moral development, for he intended his map to function as a tool 
to help children actually develop morally. He thought that if a child is 
presented with moral dilemmas which presuppose a higher level of 
moral development, he or she could be helped to move toward that 
higher level. Teachers can therefore promote moral development, 
Kohlberg said, by involving children in making moral choices on the 
basis of cases which present moral dilemmas.  

Infants are not born morally mature; they develop their moral 
capacities. We have just summarized Kohlberg’s thought on moral 
development. But we said above that moral formation also involves an 
active element. It involves, for example, the deliberate activity of older 
persons in educating the young in morality. Moral development 
doesn’t just happen; for while it presupposes innate capacities, these 
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capacities unfold as a result of a person’s or group’s interaction with 
the world. Hence, describing moral formation requires discussion of 
the active formation of the moral learner by others.  

Christian moral education in the broad sense refers to all the 
influences of a person’s Christian social context which shape that 
person’s values, beliefs and skills. In this sense we can speak of moral 
education which is unplanned, unintentional and unsystematic. We 
know, for instance, that children learn from their parents’ behaviour 
whether or not the parents intend it. 

But in the stricter sense, Christian moral education occurs 
through the intentional teaching of parents, teachers, and clergy in 
specific institutions like the family, the school and the church. 
Christian education, then, refers specifically to the active intervention 
which promotes moral formation. Moral education in this stricter 
sense involves educational strategies, curricula and designed 
learning-experiences for the young or for new members of the 
church. Even learning how religious images in the home influence 
moral development in children is a form of active teaching. 

In the paragraphs above we have analyzed the term ‘moral 
formation’. We indicated that moral formation involves processes 
inherent in the learner-processes of moral development. We indicated 
also that moral formation involves active intervention in the life of the 
moral learner-processes of moral education. This simple analysis of 
moral formation should enable us to appreciate the rich potential of 
character ethics for better understanding and guiding moral 
formation. 

3.2. Moral Formation and Ethics of Character 

The ethics of character challenges the view that the moral life consists 
chiefly in applying rules of’ right and wrong in particular situations, 
and the view that ethics primarily concerns the weighing of benefits 
and harms. The first view of ethics derives from Kant and the second 
from Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Neither of these 
illuminates moral formation very much. 

Kant’s focus on universal rules of moral reason and Mill’s 
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principle of Greatest Happiness picture the moral life in terms of 
individuals applying a general rule to a specific situation. Kant 
believed that the individual, as a rational being, could intuit the 
universal rules of right and wrong. Bentham understood pleasure to 
be the good which every moral agent by nature pursues. Neither 
tradition, in secular or Christian form, offers much to make sense of 
the efforts of Christian moral formation. But, if faith means anything, 
it concerns who we are as persons. God, the object of faith, faith 
itself, and moral behaviour are intimately linked. Christian 
understanding of human being, therefore, sees the moral life as 
involving far more than applying abstract rules to specific situations. 

Typically, modern ethics has sought to promote moral 
formation either by values-clarification or by case-study technique. 
Values-clarification simply attempts to raise the learner’s 
consciousness of the values by which he or she already lives. Case-
study can serve either this process or the Kantian or Millsian view of 
ethics by inviting the student to apply general rules to hypothetical 
situations. 

Far from promoting moral formation, however, case-study 
method can actually undermine it. Since the cases studied are chosen 
precisely because they are dilemmas where moral principles conflict 
with one another, this method of moral education, by itself, leads 
learners to lose confidence in the usefulness of inherited moral 
norms. Further, the case-study method encourages learners to think 
of the moral life in terms of problem-solving. But the moral life is far 
more than this. 

As Craig Dykstra, points out in his critical study of Kohlberg,16 
the Christian moral life is not separated from relationship to God. If 
God permits us to participate morally in His own life, then Christian 
moral life is far more than resolving quandaries. It involves our 
relation to God within the community of those joined to God’s life 
through Christ and the Holy Spirit. 

In contrast to Christian adaptations of Kant’s ethic of duty 

                                                 
16 See Dykstra, Vision and Character, pp. 34-40, for a discussion of the 
importance of the idea of mystery in moral formation. 
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and rules and to Mill’s ethic of weighing burdens and benefits, the 
Christian ethic of character does much more to illuminate Christian 
moral formation in the church. 

In the first place, moral character is something formed by the 
ongoing response of the heart to stories about God and about 
appropriate and inappropriate response to God. The concept of 
character formation, then, supplies the point of presenting and 
interpreting the stories of the Christian faith.  

Second, we have seen that moral virtue arises only in 
particular communities in relation to the practices through which 
persons relate to the moral good in that community. For Christians 
that Good from which true Christian moral effort derives, and toward 
which it should tend, is Jesus Christ. Faith in God as known through 
Christ, therefore, is the basis of the distinctiveness of Christian moral 
virtues and the moral practices these virtues support. But Christ can 
be known to faith only as he is preached as the risen Lord and as he is 
taught according to the witness of the Gospels. Character ethics 
illuminates moral education precisely because it makes plausible the 
links between such Christian teaching, Christian moral virtue and the 
distinctive moral practices of the Christian community. 

Further, people are formed morally in community through 
cooperative endeavours in pursuing, promoting or protecting 
particular goods. Kantian and Millsian ethics, however, abstracts the 
individual moral agent from community. Focusing on individuals 
making choices, they obscure the fact that how we decide depends on 
who we are. Who we are, in turn, depends in large measure on what 
we have become through involvement in communal practices. Moral 
formation occurs as the community presents, in and through its 
practices, a vision of what human being is meant to be. The emphasis 
on community in character ethics is, therefore, indispensible to an 
adequate theory of moral formation. 

While both Kant’s ethics of duty and Utilitarianism picture 
the moral agent as autonomous in the sense of grounding knowledge 
of right and wrong in himself or herself, the ethics of character 
presents the self as a member of a community shaped by a distinctive 
narrative vision of the good. Not moral autonomy —moral 
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individualism and moral self-sufficiency — but faithfulness is the 
aim of moral development. Moral maturity is not thought to consist 
in attaining the ability to decide for oneself and by oneself but in the 
developed ability to participate in those practices of the people of God 
in and through which Christians share in God’s redeeming and 
renewing love through Christ and the Holy Spirit. The community 
supports this developed ability by the narrative that it tells of its life 
both verbally and liturgically. Moral maturity therefore requires moral 
education. The ethics of character thus illuminates moral maturation 
much more fully than the Kantian or Millsian alternatives.  

The ethics of character views the moral life as oriented to a 
moral good beyond the self. Here is another valuable feature of this 
perspective for Christian ethics which identifies God as the ultimate 
good of the moral life. God is to be obeyed; God is to be honoured 
and witnessed to; God is to be mirrored in the moral choices of the 
Christian; God’s actions of mercy and compassion are to be imitated 
in service to the neighbour. God proposes His being and will to 
humans as the norm which exists independently and prior to their 
wills. The ethics of character provides a way for Christian ethics to 
speak about the objectivity and independence of the moral order by 
describing the moral life as conformity to a vision of the good which 
transcends the individual and the communities to which individuals 
belong.  

In Christian ethics, the believer’s moral life involves the 
processes of conversion and growth in the knowledge and love of God 
and in love of the neighbour. An adequate Christian ethics requires 
therefore a dynamic understanding of the moral life — one in which 
people develop their ability to discern and perform the morally right. 
This is a further strength of the ethics of character which focuses on 
the factors which affect and effect the formation of the moral agent. 

Specifically, the centrality of Jesus in Christian theology and 
ethics requires the ethics of character with its dynamic picture of 
moral formation. For Christian theology understands Jesus as fully 
human and therefore understands Jesus’ obedience in relation to 
human processes of development and change. The four Gospels 
present Jesus Christ precisely in this dynamic way, not as a 
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disembodied will obeying God from some vantage—point above 
events in history. If Christian moral life is shaped in and by Christ, 
moral agency must be understood in dynamic terms. The ethics of 
character, stressing the cultivation of virtues and the resistance to 
vices, provides just such a dynamic picture of the moral life. 

The point of this chapter is to show the reader that the ethics 
of character offers great resources for understanding the need for 
moral formation and guiding its practices. In this respect it has much 
greater promise than duty ethics or Utilitarian ethics which have been 
dominant in recent Christian ethics. 

Evangelical Anglicans have special reason to welcome this 
renewed ethics of virtue. In the first place, it is largely the work of 
evangelical Christians who prize Scripture as central, understand the 
Christian moral life as unfolding within the horizon of God’s 
forgiving and reconciling work in Christ, and view the moral life not 
as self-actualization but as living to the honour of God. 

Second, in recovering the ethics of character, these 
evangelicals are overcoming a fault in the evangelical tradition 
regarding moral formation. Evangelical revivalism, at least in its 
nineteenth-century, American-frontier form, expected the moment of 
conversion to result immediately in a fully transformed moral life. 
Revival preaching aimed at engendering individual decisions to 
reform, to give one’s life to Christ. A new moral life was expected to 
begin immediately. The one-sidedness of this view of moral 
formation contributed to the rejection of evangelical views of moral 
formation both by the influential writer Horace Bushnell in his book 
Christian Nurture (1847) and by liberal theology with its ‘religious 
education movement.’17 

Finally, evangelical Anglicans should welcome this renewal of 
the ethics of character because it gives the church a decisive place in 
the Christian life. Since they espouse a theology which grants central 
place to baptismal incorporation into Christ as head of the church, 

                                                 
17 See Mary C. Boys’ clear overview of modern views of Christian education 
in Educating in Faith: Maps and Visions (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1989), especially chapters 2 and 3. 
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they should approve of the controlling place which the ethics of 
character gives the church as a distinctive community of moral 
formation. There is a profound affinity between the renewed ethics of 
character and evangelical Anglicanism. 

However, the ethics of character in its recent form has some 
inherent problems. We will explore these problems briefly in the next 
chapter, before proceeding to argue that the Anglican ethical 
tradition, as represented by Jeremy Taylor, offers resources for 
correcting them. Because of the affinity between evangelical 
Anglicanism and the renewed ethics of character, it is fitting that we 
should look in the Anglican tradition for remedies. 
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4. Three Problems with recent Ethics of 
Character  

4.1. Subjectivism 

The Protestant ethicists of character place enormous emphasis on the 
narrative basis of morality. Here, from Stanley Hauerwas, is a typical 
statement: “There is no point outside our history where we can secure 
a place to anchor our moral convictions...We must begin in the 
middle, that is we must begin within a narrative.”18 

For these theologians Scripture provides the Christian’s story. 
They do not view the biblical story merely as illustrations of abstract 
moral principles or religious truths. Rather, for them the narrative 
character of the Bible is the mode of its witness. They hold that the 
church’s function of forming character is carried out by preserving 
and presenting the biblical story as the community’s vision of the 
moral good. The church, in that sense, is a narrative-shaped 
community of virtue. 

Thus, for these thinkers the narrative quality of the Bible 
plays a decisive role in moral formation. For this very reason one 
wishes that they would address the problems of subjectivism inherent 
in using a community’s story as the key to morality. All narrative is 
ambiguous. A story or narrative can convey different meanings to 
different readers. Certainly the Bible, taken as a single story, has been 
read in different ways. But these ethicists simply assert one 
interpretation of the Bible and do not face directly the fact of plural 
interpretations. This makes their choice of view of Christian morality 
appear arbitrary. 

In an essay about Christian education, for example, Stanley 
Hauerwas refers to “the story of God’s calling of Israel,” and to “the 
story.., of the life of Jesus.” He writes in the same essay that “As 
Christians, we are not, after all, called to be morally good but rather to 
                                                 
18 Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, p. 62. 
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be faithful to the story that we claim is truthful to the very character of 
reality....”19 But the Gospels, in fact, contain not the story of Jesus but 
stories of Jesus. Of course, in one sense, the four Gospels have 
common elements despite their differences. In one sense we can 
speak of ‘the biblical story’ or ‘the story of Jesus,’ because Scripture 
contains a narrative which speaks of the beginning of all things and 
the end of all things. But the Bible does not provide one single 
interpretation of’ ‘the story of the Bible’ or the ‘story of Jesus.’ 

James McClendon, Jr., another ethicist of character, also 
speaks uncritically of the Christian story. For instance, he writes, 
“Christians are a people formed by their shared convictions. As 
participants in a common story, they are bound together by 
convictions… about God and neighbour... Christ, ethics must display 
the grammar of these convictions... must reveal the structure of the 
shared Christian story.”20 McClendon shows elsewhere in his writings 
that he knows that Christian morality is complex. But he speaks here 
and elsewhere in very general terms of ‘the Christian story.’ 

The problem with this is that, in fact, Christians and 
Christian communities have interpreted these stories differently. 
Indeed, one can view the three or four great Christian traditions —
Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, Anglicanism and Protestantism — 
as four different interpretations of the biblical story. Within, 
Protestantism very different readings of the biblical story exist. 
Presbyterians differ greatly from Mennonites, for example. These 
differences in interpretation of Scripture speak against referring 
simply to ‘the biblical story’ or ‘the story of Jesus.’ 

The problem with basing Christian morality simply on the 
Bible or the Gospels as story is not unique to Christianity. It lies in 
the very nature of story itself. Stories or narrative, by their very 
nature, are capable of different interpretations. Like metaphors and 
symbols they are imaginatively rich precisely because they direct the 
reader or listener to reality in a number of ways simultaneously. The 

                                                 
19 Stanley Hauerwas, “The Gesture of a Truthful Story,” in Christian 
Existence  Today: Essays on Church, World and Living in Between (Durham, 
North Carolina: The Labyrinth Press, 1980), p. 102 et passim. 
20 McClendon, Ethics, p. 62. 
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varieties of readings of a story depend on the scope for play which its 
different characters, events and settings permits the interpreting 
mind and imagination. Can Hamlet, War and Peace, or Ulysses each 
be reduced to one and only one interpretation? 

A further reason why a story can mean different things to 
different people is because interpretation always involves the 
situation of the reader or hearer of a story. The ‘meaning’ of a text 
does not inhere in a text simply. Its meaning is an interchange 
between text and reader. This is as true of the stories of the Bible and 
the Gospels as of any others. Oppressed African-Americans have 
focused, for example, on the story of Israel’s liberation from Egypt; as 
have various liberation theologians, for whom the story of the Exodus 
is the key to the story of the whole Bible, including the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. For many Jews in the Diaspora and the ghettoes 
of the nineteenth century, the biblical stories of the exile and the 
emphasis on the giving of the Law which shaped Israel into a 
distinctive people, were the key to the meaning of the whole Hebrew 
Bible. For Christians under persecution, the Cross of Christ and the 
opposition between God and the world have often become focal. 
Thus, a moral theology which bases itself on narrative must tackle the 
plurality of meaning intrinsic to stories and to their interpretation. 

Those theologians who currently make story so central to 
Christian ethics do not explain what allows a particular Christian 
community to interpret ‘the biblical story’ in a particular way. They 
simply assert that the Christian community has an interpretation 
according to which the individual Christian must live faithfully. In 
other words, they do not go behind their own Christian community’s 
version of ‘the Christian story’. They accept that the community’s 
‘orthodox’ interpretation, whether it be Baptist or Mennonite, as an 
unquestioned and unquestionable given. In so doing they accept a 
kind of communal subjectivism. This grants to a particular churches 
a decisive authority, but offers no warrant for that authority beyond 
its own interpretation of the Bible. 

We will see that Jeremy Taylor’s theological ethic appeals not 
only to Nicene Orthodoxy as Anglicanism’s interpretation of the 
Bible’s story but also to moral reason. That is, he has a place for 
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natural moral law, a natural human insight into moral truth. His 
moral theology offers a theological principle, natural moral law, to 
balance the communal subjectivism of the contemporary ethics of 
character. 

Oliver O’Donovan has perceptively discerned a leaning 
toward subjectivism already in Hauerwas’ early writings.21 O’Donovan 
notes that Hauerwas’ appropriation of Aristotle’s ethic here subtly 
changes Aristotle’s view that character builds upon many actions. 
Hauerwas describes character as so determined by the moral agent’s 
intention, that intention is no longer one determinant among others 
in moral character but its essence. This obviously opens the way to 
viewing the agent as self-creative according to subjective intention, 
which contradicts Hauerwas’ own stress on the community as the 
agent of moral formation, as O’Donovan rightly indicates. But the 
problem of subjectivism and relativism then shifts to the community. 
The community’s decision to embody a particular vision of the moral 
good becomes a given which cannot be challenged on any rational 
basis. 

 

                                                 
21 See Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for 
Evangelical Ethics (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press and Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986), pp. 117-8. More recently, Gilbert Meilaender has 
recognized the danger of relativism when Christian moral formation is 
compared to learning a community’s language. If the only warrant a 
community can give for its moral teaching is that this is their way of life, this 
is how they live in conformity to their story, then the authority of moral 
prohibitions and prescriptions is merely subjective and arbitrary (“The 
Singularity of Christian Ethics,” in The Journal of Christian Ethics 17 (Fall 
1989): 95-120, esp.: 101-2). Meilaender appeals to common human nature, 
based on the Christian belief in creation by God. This common nature is a 
basis for claiming that humans ‘are not limited entirely by their particular 
social and historical locations’. Below, we will see that Jeremy Taylor makes 
human nature one basis for the authority of moral norms and thus provides 
the correction which Meilaender acknowledges that the current ethics of 
character needs.  
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4.2. Heteronomy 

The ethics of character also risks ethical heteronomy, i.e. viewing 
moral norms as imposed externally upon moral agents. The writers 
who are renewing the ethics of character define Christian faithfulness 
as conformity to the vision of the good as mediated by the 
community. The church, as the bearer of the biblical story, is the 
locus of moral authority.  

Consonant with identifying the community as the locus of 
moral authority, Stanley Hauerwas has discounted the Christian 
ethical tradition of natural moral law.22 This tradition locates moral 
authority, at least to a significant degree, in human nature and in the 
individual’s moral conscience. In traditional Christian moral 
theology, the community does play a role — that of educating moral 
conscience; but the individual person is credited with a basic capacity 
for intuiting basic moral goods and the difference between moral 
right and wrong. 

Should Christian ethics be defined as essentially opposed to 
the innate moral strivings of humankind? Does the Bible uniformly 
repudiate all continuity between church and culture? Or is the 

                                                 
22 For example, see Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 59-61 
and 116-134. Hauerwas acknowledges the points of contact between 
Christian ethics and other forms of the moral life but he denies that they are 
sufficient to provide a basis for a “universal” ethic grounded in nature per se’ 
(pp. 59-60). Hauerwas’ reason for discounting the tradition of natural moral 
law is that it ‘inevitably’ results in a minimalistic ethic and often one which 
supports forms of cultural imperialism. He insists that natural law theory 
leads to a moral justification of violence in certain circumstances which flatly 
contradicts the moral meaning of the Christian narrative. Hauerwas can say 
“some kind of natural law assumptions, at least in a qualified form, are 
integral to Christian ethics.” But then he defines natural law not as 
traditional moral theology does (as insights into the right and good through 
human moral reason) but as follows: “For ‘natural law’ really names those 
moral convictions that have been tested by the experiences of the Christian 
community and have been judged essential for sustaining its common life” 
(p. 120). 
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relation more complex? The church’s distinctive witness to God 
revealed through Scripture may correct and supplement moral 
insight, but it may also continue it. The relation between the 
individual’s conscience and the church as locus of moral authority 
may be conjunctive as well as disjunctive. However for Hauerwas and 
John Howard Yoder — the American, Mennonite ethicist who has 
influenced Hauerwas — the relation between them is essentially 
disjunctive. The church, in their view, only presents a radical 
alternative and challenge to moral conscience and human culture. 

The reason for this disjunctive model of the relation between 
natural conscience and the Christian community may lie in the 
failure of the recent ethics of character to integrate a full doctrine of 
creation into their moral theology. Hauerwas, Yoder, McClendon23 
and Gilbert Meilaender say little about human beings as created in 
God’s image. Hence, they have little to say about human moral 
intuition of such goods as justice, health, beauty, and education, 
which bring human existence to moral maturity in honour of God as 
creator. The renewed ethics of virtue is primarily an ethics of the 
second and third articles of the Apostle’s and Nicene Creeds, that is, 
of redemption and sanctification. Taylor’s moral theology, however, is 
more fully grounded in all three articles of the Creed. As we will see, 
it is informed by the doctrine of God as Trinity. 

Insufficient grounding of ethics in the doctrine of God as 
creator and of humans as created in God’s image produces at least 
the three following weaknesses in the contemporary ethics of 
character. One weakness is that, on the basis of its own fundamental 
principles, it can do little justice to the facts of human moral 
development. Moral development, as we have said, comprises those 
processes and stages, inherent in human nature itself but actualized 

                                                 
23 James McClendon, in Ethics, p. 66, does state that viewing humanity as 
“part of the natural order organic beings, bodies in an organic continuum, 
God’s natural creation” is one strand of Christian moral theology. Thus he 
does not wholly ignore what traditional theology calls the doctrine of 
creation. But he ignores the tradition’s teaching about human being created 
in God’s image and what that might mean for human insight into the 
morally right and good. 
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only through relations with the self, others and God, which foster 
moral maturity.24 A moral theology, like the renewed ethics of 
character, which so subordinates human nature as a theological 
category to the biblical narrative, can hardly do justice to the data and 
experiences of moral development. As we will see, Jeremy Taylor’s 
doctrine of the three natural appetites provides a basis for balancing 
this one-sided emphasis on community and narrative. 

A second weakness produced by inattention to the Christian 
doctrine of creation is that the renewed ethics of character has little 
potential for dialogue with communities whose character is informed 
by a different story or vision of the moral good. It does not face the 
possibility that a particular interpretation of the story of Jesus Christ 
may actually distort our perception of reality, or that a non-Christian 
interpretation of reality could rightly require us to revise our received 
understandings of that story. Hauerwas’ version of the ethics of 
character implies that seeking common ground with communities of 
moral endeavour other than the church actually betrays the Christian 
community. This makes it difficult for the renewed ethics of virtue to 
make sense of the de facto common ground which can and does exist 
between the church’s moral vision and that of communities outside 
the church. 

A third weakness flowing from an underdeveloped doctrine of 
creation is the failure to provide any legitimate place for the self-
interest of the moral agent. Of course, if self-interest were simply to 
be equated with original sin, it could easily be dismissed. The moral 
ideal for the Christian would then be to suppress his or her self-
interest in all things in favour of the Christian community’s 
definition of the good.  

                                                 
24 See the excellent essay by Paul J. Philibert in Moral Development 
Foundations, pp. 87-110. Philibert argues that Kohlberg’s formal stages of 
moral development lack any explanation for why persons move from one 
stage to another. He seeks an explanation in ‘marker events,’ interpersonal 
relations and relations to God and finds in H. Richard Niebuhr’s ethics of 
response and responsibility a resource. While faulting Kohlberg for 
providing no explanation of the events which precipitate movement through 
stages of moral development, Philibert accents Kohlberg’s premise that 
cognitive development enables moral development. 
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But can Christian ethics dismiss self-interest so easily?25 The 
moral agent is a centre of needs and desires. These needs and desires 
are grounded, at least in part, in their creaturely finitude. If, indeed, 
God creates us to find our fulfillment in Him alone, then human 
desire for happiness cannot simply be equated with sin. Rather, sin 
should be identified only with the desires of the heart curved in upon 
itself rather than being directed toward God. God’s grace may be 
needed to chasten, discipline and redirect human desire. But the 
human yearning for fulfillment is not essentially evil. Rather, desire 
for God and to find our happiness in the praise of his glory is God’s 
will for the creature. 

Heteronomy means subjection to controls and impositions 
alien to one’s nature. By grounding all moral authority in the 
community, by denying all authority to the self or to perceptions of 
reality outside the Christian community, the renewed ethics of 
character risks a heteronomous Christian ethic. Those who have 
renewed the ethics of character appear in their writings thus far to 
assume that the Christian community is the only place where God 
reveals his will for human life. Does this view correspond to the 
biblical witness? Does it provide protection for the individual member 
of the body of Christ against collective error in the church? These are 
important questions. 

                                                 
25 Even Luther, with his insistence on imputed grace and alien 
righteousness, described faith as claiming the value of Christ’s perfect 
righteousness pro me, pro nobis, (‘for me, for us’). Luther’s discovery of 
Paul’s message of justification, not by works of the law, but through God’s 
gracious imputation of Christ’s perfect righteousness, answered his 
agonized quest for a gracious God. That quest arose from his anxiety about 
his standing with God. Knowing that he was justified by grace through faith 
produced in Luther the peaceful conscience which he desperately sought. 
Therefore, interpretations of Luther which oppose Luther’s theocentrism to 
Augustine’s ‘anthropocentric’ theme of God as the highest good are too 
sharply drawn. An example is Anders Nygren in Agape and Eros 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), pp. 681 ff. 
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4.3. Generating Moral Rules 

One criterion of the adequacy of any moral theology is whether and 
how it generates action-guiding principles and moral rules from its 
theological bases. A third problem with the ethics of character as 
renewed by Hauerwas and others is that it seems to lack any plausible 
and reliable way of deriving specific moral norms from its basic 
perspectives.  

These writers have stressed that Christian ethics should focus 
on character, not decision-making; on virtues, not rules. In doing so 
they have helpfully reemphasized a neglected aspect of modern 
Protestant ethics and reopened perspectives essential to the work of 
moral formation. But Christian ethics also needs a plausible way of 
deriving moral rules and principles. This aspect of Christian ethics is 
less developed by the ethicists of character. In fact, their basic 
assumptions about the nature of Christian ethics may prevent them 
from developing it. 

Hauerwas, for example, asserts that procreation is a moral 
obligation for married couples. The reason he gives for this is that 
bringing new life into the community enables the Christian 
community to honour God the creator, to witness to the world that 
the human story is meaningful, and promote the virtues of sacrificial 
love among its members.26 When, however, Hauerwas actually refers 
to Scripture, he can only point to Paul’s reference to marriage as a 
sign of God’s loyalty to his people. This, however, is a biblical warrant 
for marriage but not for procreation. Indeed, while the New 
Testament refers to children in many places, it nowhere lays down a 
direct rule that Christian parents should procreate. Indeed, it is 
possible that Paul thought that the imminent end of history implied 
the irrelevance of having children. In short, Hauerwas’ deduction of 

                                                 
26 See Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive 
Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 
chapter 11, “Why Abortion is a Religious Issue,” esp. pp. 208-11; and chapter 
12, “Abortion: Why the Arguments Fail,” esp. pp. 221-228. 
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the parental obligation from ‘the biblical story’ seems excessively 
dependent on his personal interpretation of that story.  

The issue is not whether procreation is truly a Christian 
moral obligation given the right circumstances. I agree with 
Hauerwas that it is. The point I make here concerns the basis for 
Hauerwas’ making procreation and the nurturing of children a rule 
for Christians. Does this rule flow in some obvious way from ‘the 
story of Jesus?’ The Gospels portray Jesus as being unmarried and 
not being a parent, as directing attention to membership in the 
kingdom of God and not natural families. From this story it is 
possible, and perhaps more plausible, to derive a rule of celibacy. At 
least in this instance of drawing moral principles from the story of 
Jesus, Hauerwas is not very cogent. 

Another instance is Hauerwas’ insistence that pacifism and 
non-violence are moral demands flowing from the biblical story. For 
him and for Yoder, the meaning of ‘the story of Jesus’ is precisely that 
God is in charge of history; that we, therefore, do not have to force 
history to come out right by violent means; and that Christians can 
bear violence and tragedy because they see God absorbing these 
realities into God’s life in Christ’s death.27 But the majority of 
Christians draw a different principle concerning violent force from 
the Gospels. Not withstanding Jesus’ own example and his teaching 
about not resisting evil, many Christians affirm the moral rightness 
of self-defence and intervening, even with lethal force, to protect 
innocent life; and they base these principles on Jesus’ concern for the 
vulnerable and his command to love the neighbour.  

My claim is not that Hauerwas’ vocational pacifism is not a 
viable Christian view. It is and should remain an honoured moral 
tradition in the church. The point, rather, is that Hauerwas’ version of 
an ethics of character leaves unclear why ‘the story of Jesus’ obviously 
demands only vocational pacifism and rules out employing lethal 
force under any circumstances. Hauerwas claims that rules and 
principles flow from the narrative which displays a vision of the 
moral good. But these two examples show that his position is weak in 
                                                 
27 Hauerwas, “Peacemaking: The Virtue of the Church,” in Christian 
Existence Today, pp. 89-97; and The Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 142-146. 



34 

generating specific moral norms from the biblical narrative alone.   

The recently recovered ethics of character has much to offer 
Christian thinking about moral formation. However, it has 
difficulties which impede its fruitfulness. An ethics grounded only in 
the fact that a historical community champions a particular vision of 
the moral good seems arbitrary. An ethics which says nothing about 
moral development and which anchors moral authority exclusively in 
the community can appear alarmingly heteronomous. An ethics 
which offers no convincing way to generate specific moral norms 
seems of little use for moral formation. Can Anglican tradition, 
specifically Jeremy Taylor, provide resources for repairing these 
flaws? That question we now address. 
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5. Jeremy Taylor: Caroline Moral Divine 

We can secure a better picture of Jeremy Taylor’s potential 
contribution to contemporary Anglican thinking about moral 
formation by first setting him in historical context. 

5.1. The Seventeenth-Century Moralists 

Taylor belongs to a small group of clergy of the Church of England, 
who, during the seventeenth century, devoted much effort to writing 
what was then called ‘practical divinity’ or ‘casuistical divinity.’ The 
most influential among this group were William Perkins (1558-1602), 
William Ames (1576-1633), Joseph Hall (1571-1656), Jeremy Taylor 
(1613-1667), Robert Sanderson (1587-1663), Richard Baxter (1615-
1691), and John Sharp (1645-1714). Perkins, Ames and Baxter were 
the leading Puritan moralists. Hall was sympathetic to Puritanism 
and, though loyal to Laud as Archbishop, was never fully subservient 
to him.28 

Taylor and Sanderson, on the other hand, belonged to the 
Royalist or Anglican (in contrast to the Puritan) group during the 
reign of Charles I. Both served Charles I as chaplains, both had Laud 
as patron, and both were given bishoprics after the Restoration in 
1660. Thus Taylor belongs with Sanderson to that larger group of 
churchmen, sometimes known as the Caroline Divines. Among them 
Taylor and Sanderson stand out for their contribution to Anglican 
moral theology. Thomas Wood says of this whole group that “[t]hey 
conceived their task as one of intensive and extensive moral 
education. It was their aim to educate the individual conscience in the 
way of holiness, and to educate the social conscience in the way of 

                                                 
28 H. Henley Henson provides a nice overview in Studies in English Religion 
in the Seventeenth Century (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1903). See the chapter 
entitled “Casuistry,” pp. 171-210. 
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justice.”29 

Common to these seventeenth-century English casuists was 
an intense interest in ethical questions and moral formation. Never 
since has such a group of gifted Anglican divines devoted so much 
thinking and writing to the moral life. They used several genres to 
convey their views: sermons; learned treatises on law, repentance, 
and conscience; cases of conscience; treatises on the moral duties of 
the Christian; popular sketches of virtue and vice; and courses of 
university lectures. This variety of genre shows that their intended 
audience was not only the clergy but, above all, the laity.  

An admirable feature of all those named above is the intensity 
of their personal holiness. Their lives are marked by a moral 
earnestness which matches the intensity of their concern with moral 
matters in their writings. However we assess their moral theology 
today, these Anglican moral divines serve us as saintly examples of 
Christian moral living which inspire moral growth.  

                                                 
29 Thomas Wood, English Casuistical Divinity During the Seventeenth 
Century: With Special Reference to Jeremy Taylor (London: SPCK, 1952), p. 
x. Other studies of the group include H.R. McAdoo, The Structure of 
Caroline Moral Theology (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1949); Arthur 
William Lindsley, Jr., “Conscience  and Casuistry  in  the  English Puritan  
Concept  of the  Reformation,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1982); 
John New, Anglican and Puritan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1964); Kevin Kelly, Conscience: Dictator or Guide: a Study in Seventeenth 
Century English Protestant Moral Theology (London: G. Chapman, 1967); J. 
Sears McGee, The Godly Man in  Stuart England: Anglicans, Puritans, and 
the Two Tables, 1620-1670 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1976). Two contrasting contemporary assessments of the Caroline Moralists 
are: Timothy F. Sedgwick, “Revising Anglican Moral Theology,” and H.R. 
McAdoo, “Anglican Moral Theology in the Seventeenth Century: An 
Anticipation,” both in The Anglican Moral Choice (ed. Paul Elmen; Wilton, 
Conn.: Morehouse-Barlow, 1983). 
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5.2. Jeremy Taylor  

Jeremy Taylor30 was born in Cambridge in 1617. He attended the 
Perse School, then located in the centre of the city in a building which 
the University now uses as a science museum. His father was a 
‘barber,’ a trade then associated indirectly with medicine as well as 
hair cutting. He studied at Cambridge University (Gonville and Caius 
College, B.A. 1630-31, M.A. 1633-34) on a scholarship, earning tuition 
by working as a servant of affluent students. He was ordained in 1633.  

Acceding to a college friend’s request to substitute for him in 
a preaching assignment at St Paul’s in London, Taylor preached in 
Laud’s hearing. Laud was much impressed with his theological and 
rhetorical skills. Taking Taylor under his wing, and considering him 
too young for parish work, Laud sent him to Oxford. In 1635 Taylor 
earned another M.A., at University College, and Laud procured him a 
fellowship at All Soul’s College. Laud also made him his chaplain and 
secured for him a position as chaplain to Charles I.  

In 1638 Taylor became Rector of Uppingham, Rutland, and, 
in 1639 he married. In 1642, as chaplain to Charles I, he 
accompanied the king and his troops to Oxford at the outbreak of the 
Civil War. He was formally deprived of his living in 1644, although 
he had probably lost his rectorship already in 1642. In 1643 he 
became Rector of Overstone, Northamptonshire.  

In 1644 Taylor was imprisoned by Commonwealth troops. 
Released in 1645, he shared the condition of Joseph Hall and Robert 
Sanderson, being deprived of his living and faced with the need to 
survive on his own. He co-founded and became Principal of a 
secondary school at Newton Hall, Carmarthenshire, in Wales. During 
this time he also became chaplain to the household of Richard 
Vaughan, Earl of Carbery at Golden Grove, an estate in 
Carmarthenshire. His wife, Phoebe, died in 1650, and he remarried 
in 1652. 

                                                 
30 The best biography of Taylor is C.T. Stranks, The Life and Writings of 
Jeremy Taylor (London: S.P.C.K., 1952). 
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During this last period, Taylor wrote a number of works 
which made him famous in his own tine and which have influenced 
Anglicans ever since. In 1646 he wrote Discourse on the Liberty of 
Prophesying, urging greater religious tolerance. He began The Life of 
our Blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, sometimes referred to as 
The Great Exemplar, which we focus on in this study. Scholars have 
called this the first Life of Jesus in English.31 From 1650-1651 he wrote 
the two works which made him known to posterity: The Rule and 
Exercises of Holy Living, and, The Rule and Exercises of Holy Dying.  

Taylor wrote several theoretical works in moral theology. 
Unum Necessarium, or The Doctrine and Practice of Repentance 
(1655), evoked sharp criticism for its views on original sin. In 1660, 
he wrote Ductor Dubitantium, a ponderous treatise on conscience 
and law. This he considered his magnum opus, but it has not served 
posterity well.  

In controversy against Roman Catholic views, he wrote a 
number of more strictly theological works, including The Real 
Presence and Spiritual of Christ… Proved Against   
Transubstantiation (1657), and Dissuasive from Popery, (1664-1667). 

In 1659 he accepted an invitation to lecture weekly at Lisburn, 
County Antrim, Ireland. Receiving papers of protection from 
Cromwell, who admired him, Taylor accepted the invitation. At the 

                                                 
31 This study focuses on Taylor’s moral theology as a model for a 
contemporary theology and ethics of moral formation. My focus is not on the 
sources of Taylor’s own theology. Nevertheless, the more I study Taylor the 
more I sense his indebtedness to English Augustinianism, as mediated by 
Franciscan theological and spiritual writings. Fascinating, from the 
perspective of this question is Patrick Grant, The Transformation of Sin: 
Studies in Donne, Herbert, Vaughan, and Traherne (Montreal and London: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1974). Though not focusing on Taylor, 
Grant’s depiction of Augustinian spirituality mediated by English 
Franciscans illuminates themes in Taylor. He notes for example, that the 
friars preached on aspects of earthly life. Taylor’s The Great Exemplar 
consists of meditations and theological, ethical, and pastoral reflections on 
episodes in Jesus’ life and ministry. 
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Restoration he was appointed, as was Robert Sanderson, to a 
bishopric. Against his wishes he was given the very difficult diocese 
of Down and Connor, in Ireland, to which Dromore was soon added. 
As bishop, Taylor combatted both Presbyterians and Roman 
Catholics. Though respected by his opponents, and serving dutifully 
as bishop and later as Vice-Chancellor of Dublin University, which he 
helped restore to some order, he repeatedly asked to be translated to a 
diocese in England. This was never granted him, and he died in 
Ireland, being buried in the Cathedral at Dromore. 

5.3. Taylor on Repentance 

Our major claim in this study is that several theological principles in 
Taylor’s The Great Exemplar correct weaknesses in the renewed 
ethics of character while also supporting its strengths. In the 
Introduction to this essay, however, I mentioned that in his own day 
Taylor’s colleagues charged his understanding of repentance with 
falling short of the best of Reformation and classical Anglican 
insights; and in recent decades C. F. Allison has criticized Taylor’s 
theology along the same lines, focusing on the theme of 
justification.32 I will now give an account of this problem in Taylor’s 
teaching on this point and relate it to this study. 

Allison charges Taylor with, among other things, failing to 
“emphasize the gratuitous nature of grace.”33 At one point, he 
characterizes Taylor as teaching “almost invariably... that the sinner 
must first endeavour, obey, believe and love and then God will accept, 
forgive, pardon, love and save.”34 Although Allison provides a 
generally accurate, balanced and nuanced account of Taylor’s 
teaching on repentance, he risks distortion when he abstracts 
passages from Taylor’s writings in relation to the theme of his own 
book — justification. Seen in context, Taylor’s understanding of 
repentance appears more biblical and less pastorally cruel than 
Allison charges. 

                                                 
32 C.F. Allison, The Rise of Moralism, and “The Pastoral Cruelty of Jeremy 
Taylor’s Theology,” The Modern Churchman n.s., 15 (January 1972): 123-131. 
33 Allison, The Rise of Moralism, p. 93. 
34 Ibid., p. 81. 
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In his The Great Exemplar, Taylor offers a lengthy theological 
discourse on faith and repentance, which he holds to be the 
substance of Jesus’ proclamation. This was followed in 1655 by Unum 
Necessarium, a long treatise on sin and repentance. Taylor’s teaching 
on repentance is as follows. Christ’s death was a propitiation for 
human sin. Faith and baptism join the believer to Christ’s saving 
death and remove all guilt before God for sins which have been 
committed. Baptism thus places the believer in the covenant of grace, 
God’s gracious forgiveness of human sin on account of Jesus Christ. 
Inevitably, the Christian commits sins after baptism. In The Great 
Exemplar, the work we deal with in this study, Taylor speaks of how 
sins committed after baptism affect the baptized person’s relation to 
God. This is the context for Taylor’s teaching on repentance. God is 
willing to forgive all sins committed after baptism except one kind: 
willful, uncoerced apostasy, or repudiation of faith in Christ as 
Saviour. Apostasy can, Taylor believes, separate one from the 
covenant of grace. In teaching this, Taylor believed the he was only 
repeating the plain teaching of the New Testament.35 All lesser sins 
jeopardize the Christian’s standing in right relation to God. The 
reason is that God’s intention for the believer is a holy life, imaging 
God’s holiness. This was God’s gift of regeneration at baptism and 
was Jesus’ clear teaching as well as that of St Paul. Taylor taught that 
God requires Christians who sin after baptism to repent in order to 
remain within the covenant of grace, i.e. in right relation to God with 
hope of eternal salvation. Repentance means more than feeling sorry 
for sin. True repentance, he insists, referring to New Testament 
teaching, requires both sorrow for sin and amendment of life.  
Moreover it requires more than just the mere intention to amend 
one’s behaviour. Taylor understood the New Testament to teach that 
disciples should not just cry ‘Lord, Lord’ but endeavour to do the will 
of God. Thus, Taylor teaches that repentance involves an active 

                                                 
35 Taylor cites, among other biblical texts, I John 5:16b (“There is sin which is 
mortal; I do not say that one is to pray for that”) and Hebrews 12:14 - 17 
which speaks of Esau who, after he rejected his birthright and desired to 
repent “was rejected, for he found no chance to repent...” See Works, II, p. 
371. Oddly, Taylor does not cite the biblical reference to apostasy which best 
supports his view: Hebrews 6:4-6. 
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repudiation of sin and an active pursuit of righteousness. He does not 
teach that true repentance requires moral perfection. Rather, 
Christians are called in post-baptismal repentance to “the integrity of 
a holy life according to the measures of a man; not perfect, but 
sincere; not faultless but heartily endeavoured…”36 

Taylor also challenges the validity of death-bed confessions, 
when someone who has intentionally delayed all efforts to live a holy 
life in order to follow sinful pursuits expects a formal confession of 
sin on the eve of death to put him right with God. Yet even in such 
cases Taylor affirms that God’s mercy is infinite. Of his criticisms of 
death-bed ‘repentance’, Taylor says, “But this I speak only by way of 
caution: For God’s mercy is infinite and can, if He please, make it 
otherwise; but it is not good to venture unless you have a promise.”37 
And of his teaching about the necessity of an active struggle against 
vice and an active pursuit of virtue as preconditions of staying in the 
covenant of baptismal grace, Taylor writes, 

And yet this discourse is not otherwise to be understood than 
according to the thing itself and the purpose of God; that is, 
that it be a deep engagement and an effectual consideration 
for the necessity of a holy life; but at no hand let it be made an 
instrument of despair nor an argument to lessen the 
influences of the divine mercy.38  

Allison is right, however, to say that in his teaching on repentance 
Taylor does not stress the forgiveness of God which gives the sinner 
confidence despite the fact of his or her sin. In this sense Taylor’s 
teaching does not do justice to God gratuitous readiness to forgive as 
expressed in the New Testament affirmation that “while we were yet 
sinners Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). 

Yet Taylor does not deny or ignore God’s readiness to forgive 
the sinner. His emphasis, which certainly appears in the New 
Testament alongside the emphasis on God’s gracious forgiveness of 

                                                 
36 Taylor, Works, II, p. 359. 
37 Ibid., p. 378. 
38 Ibid., p. 361. 
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sins, is on God’s expectation that in the framework 0f forgiveness the 
believer not mock grace but endeavour heartily to resist vice and 
pursue virtue. Allison acknowledges that in his written prayers, which 
Taylor included in many of his ethical writings, a ‘second’ Taylor 
emerges, one who makes no appeal to human righteousness or holy 
life or works of repentance as a basis of hope that God will forgive 
and receive. Allison surmises, I think correctly, that Taylor’s 
emphasis on the Christian’s moral effort in relation to final salvation 
rests in his intense concern for obedience and holy living.  

Besides this contrast between a ‘first’ and ‘second’ Taylor, also 
relevant to his teaching about repentance is a belief that is stated in 
his ‘Preface to the Clergy of England’ which opens Unum 
Necessarium.39 Taylor thought that the implications of the continental 
Reformation’s doctrines of justification by grace through faith, as well 
as inferences some drew from Calvin’s doctrine of double 
predestination, undermined moral seriousness. In his writing on 
repentance and original sin, Taylor sought to prevent his readers 
from acceding to the sinful propensity to moral laxism.  

Taylor’s beliefs about baptism and repentance are 
immediately relevant to the theme of this study, moral formation. 
Taylor believed that in addition to removing all guilt for original sin 
and past sins, baptism joins a person to Jesus Christ’s death and 
resurrection. It confers a grace which is “like a piece of leaven put 
into a lump of dough, and faith and repentance do in all the periods 
of our life put it into fermentation and activity.”40 Baptism should not, 
therefore, “be estimated as an act transient and effective to a single 
purpose, but it is an entrance to a conjugation and state of blessing.”41 
It strengthens human natural capacities for moral development. 

Taylor’s stress on the believer’s duty within the covenant of 
grace whole-heartedly to resist evil and to pursue good does not give 
his teaching about moral formation a dismal, legalistic cast. On the 
contrary. In his ‘Exhortation to the Imitation of the Life of Christ,’ at 
the beginning of The Great Exemplar, Taylor states that God’s call to 

                                                 
39 See especially Taylor, Works, VII, pp. 9-13. 
40 Taylor, Works, II, pp. 252-253. 
41 Ibid.. 
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live a holy life is a great honour and privilege to participate, in and 
through Christ, in God’s very own holiness. “If anything in the world 
be motive of our affections or satisfactory to our understandings, 
what is there in heaven or earth we can desire or imagine beyond a 
likeness to God, and participation of the divine nature and 
perfections.”42 Thus, for Taylor, the motivation for moral development 
and moral education is essentially positive. God invites us in Jesus 
Christ to participate morally in God’s own holiness. God’s gracious 
gift of himself in Christ is the objective reality which authorizes the 
moral life. 

Oliver O’Donovan has stated very well that any truly 
evangelical view of the moral life must authorize it not by fear but by 
grace-based reality: 

The task of moral theology is to point to “life in the Spirit” 
and to describe it, celebrating it as a gift of God to mankind... 
There is, of course, also an ascetic and disciplinary side to 
moral theology, but it is not primarily an ascetic discipline, 
just as Christian discipleship itself involves participation in 
the cross of Christ but is not primarily a crucifixion but a 
resurrection.43  

O’Donovan could have been describing Jeremy Taylor’s 
understanding of moral formation in The Great Exemplar. 

5.4. The Great Exemplar 

We will focus shortly on two initial sections of Taylor’s major early 
work, The Great Exemplar. But before we turn to these in the next 
chapter, we will now characterize the work as a whole, so that the 
reader may appreciate Taylor’s main purpose in it. 

In the Dedication of The Great Exemplar, Taylor explains to 
Lord Hatton that God intends humankind to imitate his holiness 

                                                 
42 Ibid., p. 41. 
43 Oliver O’Donovan, “How Can Theology be Moral?” The Journal of 
Religious Ethics 17/2 (Fall 1989): 91. 
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more than his wisdom. He notes that many theoretical questions, 
such as the salvation of heathen, Scripture leaves unanswered. Taylor 
concludes that “God was desirous that human nature should be 
perfected with moral not intellectual excellencies, because these only 
are of use and compliance with our present state and conjunction.” 
To this end, he says, “I have chosen to serve the purposes of religion 
by doing assistance to that part of theology which is wholly practical; 
that which makes us wiser therefore because it makes us better.” 

Thus Taylor announces his programme to pursue moral 
theology rather than speculative theology, a programme to which he 
remained true, certainly in The Great Exemplar and in most of his 
other writings. His Dedication offers more than a hint that his turn to 
‘practical divinity’ (i.e. moral theology) was in part a reaction away 
from the divisions in the Christian churches over dogmatic issues. 
“And now, my lord,” he writes,  

I ... shall not be ashamed to say, that I am weary and toiled 
with rowing up and down in the seas of questions, which the 
interests of Christendom have commenced... but I am most 
certain, that by living in the religion and fear of God, in 
obedience to the king, in the charities and duties of 
communion with my spiritual guides, in justice and love with 
all the world... I shall not fail of that end which is perfective, 
of human nature, and which will never be obtained by 
disputing.44  

The Great Exemplar begins with a lengthy Preface (44 paragraphs) in 
which Taylor lays down the fundamental principles of his moral 
theology. For example, he argues that the church’s moral teaching, far 
from contradicting human reason and human nature, leads these to 
their fulfillment. The Preface also identifies love to God, justice to the 
neighbour and ‘sobriety’ i.e. the right use of physical desires, as the 
three basic Christian virtues. Taylor organizes the greater part of The 
Rules and Exercises of Holy Dying around these three virtues. 

After this important Preface follows ‘An Exhortation to the 
Imitation of The Life of Christ.’ Like the Preface, the Exhortation lays 

                                                 
44 Works, II, p. 3. 
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down very basic moral theological principles relevant to a Christian 
perspective on moral formation. In the discussion of Taylor’s basic 
principles of moral theology in the next chapter, we will draw heavily 
from this Preface and Exhortation. 

The body of The Great Exemplar consists of summaries of 
episodes in Jesus’ life and ministry, each episode marked by morally 
edifying meditations and by moral-theological excurses. Taylor 
concludes each unit with one or more prayers, which constitute a 
window for looking into Taylor’s beliefs. 

In the next chapter I select several basic principles of moral 
theology from Taylor’s The Great Exemplar. My purpose is to present 
a picture of his basic beliefs about the moral life in short compass, 
and to select those points which will show how his thinking balances 
and even corrects contemporary ethics of character in relation to 
moral formation. 
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6. Jeremy Taylor on the Objectivity of the Moral 
Order  

6.1. The Three Appetites 

Anyone who reads John Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, Gilbert Meilaender 
and James McClendon, Jr., the contemporary writers most actively 
engaged in recovering the ethics of character, cannot miss their stress 
on the distinctiveness of Christian ethics. Christian moral character is 
decisively shaped by the distinctive Christian story. Hence, the 
Christian’s morality contrasts sharply with that of ‘the world.’ 

Anyone reading Taylor, especially his Preface to The Great 
Exemplar, hears a very different note. Taylor’s purpose here is to 
show that Christian moral teaching should make sense to any 
reasonable person. The Church’s moral teaching, far from 
contradicting human experience and human nature, actually guides 
action toward human happiness and the common good. Indeed, 
Taylor intended his Preface to commend Christian religion to those 
of his seventeenth-century contemporaries who were dismissive of 
the faith as irrelevant to human life in society, contrary to reason, and 
violent of human nature. 

Of course, Taylor does not mean that Christian moral 
teaching confirms any and every person’s views of the moral good 
and of virtue. Rather, it corresponds to human nature as disclosed in 
the Bible and in the broad sweep of human experience of what fulfills 
human life and leads to the common good. But the fallenness and 
sinfullness of human reason and experience must also be taken into 
account. God’s revelation contradicts and corrects these. Taylor does 
think that revelation perfects reason, but reason as intended by God 
in the creation and not as corrupted by sin.  

Thus Taylor, unlike most of the ethicists reviving the ethics of 
character today, does not think that Christian morality generally 
contradicts the moral insights of human reason. Instead, he teaches 
that Sound moral reason and Christian moral teaching have much in 
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common. Taylor thinks this because he believes that all human 
beings are part of an objective moral order into which human reason, 
however distorted and obscured by sin, has some insight. That moral 
order consists of God’s own perfect being and all created beings, 
including human nature; and it exists in spite of the distorted 
understanding human beings may have of it. Ultimately this order is 
grounded in God, who created human nature in a definite way and 
endowed, human reason with the ability to have some knowledge of 
this objective moral order. For Taylor, true morality is simply that 
moral guidance which directs human choices to the whole of reality 
as it truly is. 

Taylor explains this objective moral order of which humans 
are a part in terms of the idea of appetite. Unfortunately, few forms of 
modern Protestant ethics have given much place to this idea; and the 
ethicists of character give it no place at all. Taylor, however, inherited, 
ultimately from St. Augustine, a tradition of understanding human 
nature that gave a central place to human appetites Augustine taught 
that God Creates human nature to desire certain ‘ends’ or ‘goods’. 
One of these ends is the full actualization of human nature itself. But 
the central good or end which humans were created to desire is God 
himself, ‘the highest good.’ Taylor stands in this tradition. 

Modern depth-psychology, especially that derived from 
Sigmund Freud, emphasizes the desiring appetitive aspect of human 
nature. Unfortunately modern Christian ethics, taking its lead from 
rationalist thinkers like Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill, do less 
than justice to this. Those writers who have stressed the ethical role of 
story have recovered the importance of imagination for human life, 
and this is a great advance. But they have little to say about the 
human person as one who hungers, craves and desires. 

Taylor’s key idea, underlying his view of an objective moral 
order, is that God created human nature with specific appetites. “He 
intended man should live well and happily, in proportion to his 
appetites, and in the reasonable doing and enjoying those good things 
which God made him naturally to desire... God gave him proper and 
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peculiar appetites with proportion to his own objects...”45 The first 
appetite which God gave human nature, according to Taylor, is “to be 
as perfect as he could, that is, to be as like the best thing he knew as 
his nature and condition would permit.”46 Since the best that the first 
man and woman could know was God himself, to be like God was the 
first appetite with which human nature was endowed. 

What does Taylor understand as the object of this desire to be 
like God? First, he means that humans desire to actualize their 
human capacities to the fullest possible extent. They desire naturally 
to actualize their own potential and thus to be fully actualized as God 
is, in his own unique way, the most fully actualized Being. Second, 
the appetite to be like God is the desire to love God. By love Taylor 
does not mean mindless desire, which (thanks to romanticism) is the 
predominant modern meaning of love. Taylor and his 
contemporaries thought that humans are capable, unlike lower 
animals, of desiring good things according to their mind’s grasp of 
the being of the thing desired. Human love can be thoughtful, 
objective and considered, because God created humans with minds. 

God has created humans able to apprehend (not comprehend) 
God’s greatness and to love God with a love of gratitude and of sheer 
delight in the glory of God’s own being. Loving God from gratitude 
and for God’s Own sake actually shapes human consciousness. It 
shapes the human mind and heart with something of God’s own 
immensity. This is what Taylor means when he says that by loving 
God we become like God. Taylor writes: “it is naturally certain that 
love is the greatest assimilation of the object and faculty...”47 The first 
humans loved God naturally for two reasons. First, Adam loved God 
for the good which derived to Adam from God as Father and creator, 
the fountain of all his good. Secondly he loved God for the excellency 
of God’s being as such. “…[F]or, we cannot love for any other reason 
but for one or both these [reasons] in their proportion 
apprehended.”48 

                                                 
45 Ibid., p. 4. 
46 Ibid., p. 7. 

47 Ibid.. 
48 Ibid..  
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To love God, therefore, is the ultimate end or goal of human 
life, for loving God makes one as much like him as human nature 
allows. This love includes, as we will see, an obedience which 
honours God for his own sake and seeks to shape moral relations to 
others after the pattern of God’s own love and justice. Also implied in 
the appetite to love God are “the first obligations of religion,” e.g. 
praise, worship, prayer, and the readiness to obey what God 
commands.  

God has also implanted a second appetite in Adam: “to beget 
one like himself.”49 This he has done for the propagation of 
humankind. Accordingly, God gave to man a woman as wife, “for the 
companion of his sorrows, for the instrument of multiplication...” 
Taylor acknowledges permissions of polygamy in the Bible, but he 
states, that “certainly the multiplication of wives is contrariant to that 
design of love and endearment which God intended at first between 
man and wife...”50 

Today, Christian ethics wrestles with moral issues about 
human sexuality. The theological and ethical understanding of 
heterosexuality, for example, is one of them. Readers today, therefore, 
might wish that Taylor had said more about this second, God-given 
appetite “to beget one like himself.” Did Taylor mean that, as God 
confers life on human beings, so humans, seeking to be like God in a 
human way, desire to confer life upon another? Or might he have 
explained this appetite to procreate in terms of the Christian, 
trinitarian view of God? As God is not a static monad but the rich 
union of Father, Son, and Spirit united in love, so human beings, 
created in God’s image, are fully human only in relationship to 
another. The great modern Protestant theologian, Karl Barth, argued 
along these lines. Unfortunately, Taylor does not spell out his 
understanding of the second appetite more fully. He is, however, 
clear about two things. The aim of this appetite is to confer human 
existence to another through sexual procreation; and, it is given by 
God as part of original, unfallen human nature. 

Humanity’s satisfaction of the second appetite leads to family 
                                                 
49 Ibid., p. 9. 
50 Ibid.. 
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and to society. From this, says Taylor, flow the obligations of parents, 
children, and spouses, and the development of social contracts. The 
moral obligations contained in the second Table of the Ten 
Commandments, beginning with the command to honour one’s 
father and mother, are about these.  

Based on the notion of divinely created appetites, Taylor 
speaks of natural laws or the laws of nature. By this he means rules or 
moral principles which direct human behaviour to the satisfaction of 
these two appetites. The laws of nature are simply the two God-given 
appetites in the form of obligations. Thus, he says,  

The laws of nature are very few; they were two at first, and but 
two at last.., the first is, to do duty to God; the second is, to do 
to ourselves and our neighbours, that is, to our neighbours as 
to ourselves, all those actions which naturally, reasonably or 
by institution or emergent necessity are in order to a happy 
life.51  

Taylor thus considers loving God and dealing justly with others as 
human behaviour which conforms to natural laws in the form of 
human appetites create by God. Thus behaviour which conforms to 
natural law is behaviour which functions rightly in the objective 
moral order of which humans are a part.  

 As a Christian ethicist Taylor, of course, relates these two  
laws of nature to Jesus’ teaching about love. Specifically, he relates 
them to Jesus’ teaching of the Double Commandment: love to God 
and love to neighbour as to the self. We are obliged to God in all 
things and to our neighbour as to ourselves, i.e. “in the proportions of 
equality.” Love to neighbour, therefore, is justice “and such 
reasonable proceedings which are in order to our common end of a 
happy life.” Although Jesus taught the Double Commandment, its 
foundation already lies in the moral order which God created. Taylor 
would agree, then, that the Double Commandment is not true simply 
because Jesus taught it; Jesus taught it because it is true to God’s 
moral order. 

Taylor identifies a third natural moral law, “which is part of 
                                                 
51 Ibid., pp. 11-12. 
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love too...”52 This is ‘love of self’ which Taylor understood to be 
implied in the first two natural laws, and therefore not, strictly 
speaking, a third and separate law of nature. By love of self Taylor 
means the self-control of physical appetites for the sake of fulfilling 
the natural laws of loving God and loving the neighbour.  

Taylor usually refers to this virtue and natural moral law by 
the word ‘sobriety.’ He intends, of course, the seventeenth-century 
meaning of that word, i.e. “marked by temperance, moderation and 
seriousness.” This is the meaning intended by the Authorized 
Version’s translation of Titus 2:11-12: “For the grace of God that 
bringeth salvation has appeared to all men, Teaching us that, denying 
ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should love soberly, righteously, 
and godly in this present world...” We grasp Taylor’s use of ‘sobriety’ 
by thinking of the current concern to care for our health. He means 
the right use of our physical desires so that they serve the God-
intended ends of our lives: love of God and neighbour. By ‘love of 
self,’ Taylor means neither a facile self-affirmation found in some 
popular psychology nor the egocentric, individualistic ‘I’ve got to be 
me,’ of a modern popular song. 

In his book, The Cross of Christ, John Stott rejects that 
popular form of ‘self-affirmation’ which is really narcissistic egoism. 
He says that Jesus’ phrase ‘as yourself’ in the Double Commandment 
supplies “a rough and ready, practical guide to neighbour love” since 
as Paul says, “no-one ever hated his own body.” He also points out 
that the New Testament word for love, agape, always refers to other-
directed love, and cannot refer to a self-directed love. Finally, Stott 
observes that self-love in the biblical sense is sin: self-love is being 
curved in upon oneself, as Luther put it.53 

Taylor would agree with all these points. He defines what he 
means by self-love as the desire “to serve the ends of his nature and 
creation, that is, that man demean and use his own body in that 
decorum which is most orderly and proportionate to his perfective 
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end of a happy life.”54  

To the three natural appetites of love to God, to neighbour 
and to self correspond, then, the three natural laws “described in the 
Christian doctrine; that we live godly, soberly and righteously.” 
Taylor, in fact, organizes his later work, Rules and Exercises of Holy 
Living, largely around these three virtues of religion, justice and 
sobriety. By religion Taylor means all the duties and virtues which 
constitute love to God; by justice he means those which constitute 
love of neighbour; and by sobriety, as we have just seen, Taylor 
means virtues which constitute self-discipline for the sake of love to 
God and neighbour. 

6.2. Natural Laws and God’s Commandments 

Taylor views God’s commandments, what moral theology usually 
calls ‘divine law,’ as God’s validation of the natural laws which 
correspond to the three natural appetites. Humans, lamentably, do 
not abide by the laws of their own nature. They disobey God and their 
God-given natures. Their understanding of these laws has become 
distorted and human life has fallen into a morass of disobedience to 
God and self-destructive behaviour. 

As an act of mercy and beneficence, God binds fallen human 
beings to obligations which correspond to the three natural moral 
laws. God’s purpose in commanding what sinless humanity would 
will by nature was that humankind would “arrive at the great end of 
God’s designing,” to live well and happily. 

 The phrase ‘to live well and happily,’ like the idea of appetites, 
is foreign to much modern Christian ethics and especially the 
renewed ethics of character. Let us be clear what Taylor means by this 
phrase. The divine command to love God and neighbour has a two-
fold intention. The first is to guide humankind, which has lost touch 

                                                 
54 Works, II, p. 12. By ‘demean’, Taylor does not intend an anti-body or 
matter-spirit dualism. He uses the word in its older sense of ‘to conduct or 
behave oneself in a proper manner’. This sense is retained in the modern 
use of the noun ‘demeanour.’ 
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with its true needs and the natural moral law, toward the fulfilled or 
happy life intended by God and implied in the natural moral order. 
The second reason for giving moral law is that humankind live ‘well,’ 
i.e. honour God’s own glory by living according to God’s creative 
purposes for humankind. Indeed, Taylor thinks that God’s honour or 
glory is the ultimate rationale for all God’s works and 
commandments, “his [God’s] glory being the very end why He made 
man…”55 

Taylor thought that violation of the natural moral laws of love 
to God, neighbour, and self bring their own inherent punishment. 
Not to love God brings the punishment of deflection from the end for 
which humans were created; not to treat the neighbour justly incurs 
the neighbour’s retribution; and to live immoderately and 
intemperately brings its own pains. Moreover, violation of these 
natural moral laws brings the pain of a guilty conscience, a feeling of 
dissatisfaction that one’s actions are disordered and contrary to the 
objective moral order. When God commands what actually promotes 
good and happy human life, Taylor observes, God “takes more care 
for the good of man than man does for his own.”56 

When God makes these natural moral laws commands, 
moreover, He draws up the duties of love of neighbour and self into 
the realm of love to God. Once commanded by God, the obligations of 
justice and ‘sobriety’ (temperance) become obligations of ‘religion’, 
i.e. duties to honour, obey and live thankfully toward God. They do 
not become any less authorized by human nature and the nature of 
God. But, Taylor thinks, God’s commanding them gives them, at 
least for the believer, added weight. 

Taylor explains the shift from life according to natural moral 
law to life under God’s commandments by recounting what 
theologians today call salvation-history. He recounts in broad strokes 
the biblical story of God’s calling Israel to be His people and God’s 
revelation of the Ten Commandments to Moses; the sending of Jesus, 
“a light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of His people Israel,” to 
instruct the heathen and to perfect God’s teaching to Israel. Thus, 
                                                 
55 Ibid., p. 14. 
56 Ibid., p. 18. 
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Taylor summarizes:  

For certain it is, Christianity is nothing else but the most 
perfect design that ever was to make a man be happy in his 
whole capacity; and as the law was to the Jews, so was 
philosophy to the gentiles, a schoolmaster to bring them to 
Christ...; that when Christ was come, all mankind might 
become perfect; that is to be made regular in their appetites, 
wise in their understandings, assisted in their duties, directed 
to, and instructed in, their great ends.57 

Thus, Taylor thought that neither in the command to love God nor in 
the command to love the neighbour did Jesus change the content of 
the natural moral law. That law is grounded in God’s eternal will, 
reflecting God’s nature and human nature as created by God. In 
Jesus’ moral teaching, God does not change the content; God only 
changes its mode of communication and supplements its 
authorization. To the natural law of ‘sobriety’ (temperance) Taylor 
does acknowledge that Jesus added ‘the doctrine of humility.’ This 
virtue and rule Taylor understands as St. Paul’s call to the 
“reasonableness of wisdom of sobriety,” i.e. the wisdom to think of 
our selves as we really are, without deception. Christ does perfect the 
natural laws of justice mpg sobriety by making them “become of the 
family of religion,”58 i.e. aspects of our love toward God. But Jesus’ 
teaching did not contradict God’s objective moral order in creation. 

6.3. The Reasonableness of Christ’s Moral Teaching 

Nature and grace according to Taylor, therefore, are not opposites, if 
by ‘nature’ we understand God’s original intention for human nature. 
If, however, we mean nature as depraved by “evil habits, by 
ignorance, and ungodly customs,” then of course it is contrary to 
grace. But grace is not opposed to nature, i.e. “to nature restored by 
the gospel, engaged to regular living by new revelations, and assisted 
by the Spirit.” “Yet,” Taylor adds, “it is observable, that the law of 
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nature and the law of grace are never opposed.” 59 The law of charity, 
then, is a law of nature. That is, God’s commandments through Jesus 
Christ to love God and neighbour as oneself correspond fully to 
human nature as God originally intended it. 

God creates humankind to be as much like himself as human 
nature permits. Since God is creative and loving toward human 
beings, the command to love the neighbour as the self is fully in 
keeping with human nature’s first appetite to be as much like God as 
possible. God loves humankind. Therefore humankind’s love of 
neighbour and sobriety concerning self imitates God’s own love of 
humankind. And when we love neighbour and self for God’s sake, i.e. 
because God commands us through Christ, our love of neighbour 
honours God for God’s own sake. 

Moreover, from the perspective of the common good, in 
distinction from imitation of God, justice to others and a temperate 
life are eminently reasonable. The opposites are obviously irrational: 
injustice and intemperance attack the common good and human 
health. Even Christ’s command to forgive injuries done to us by our 
neighbour is reasonable, in Taylor’s sense of conforming to human 
nature and the common good. Forgiveness separates the malice (the 
evil intent of one who injures) from the wrong (the hurt, the evil 
inflicted on the victim of the injury). Forgiveness alleviates the one 
aspect of a malicious injury over which humans have any influence, 
viz. the malice which, when left unforgiven, generates revenge and so 
causes yet another evil. 

6.4. Taylor, Objective Moral Order and Moral Formation 

Stepping back for a moment from the exposition, thus far, of Taylor’s 
principles of moral theology, we can already see a fundamental way in 
which he serves a contemporary ethics of character and of moral 
formation.  

Taylor sets the dynamic process of character-formation within 
a theological vision of an objective moral order. This the 
contemporary ethics of character fails to do. It sets moral formation 
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only in the context of the church. It says that, the church’s vision of 
the good is the final court of appeal, but fails to ground that vision in 
anything more ultimate than church as an historical phenomenon. 
This, we saw, results in several inadequacies.  

Taylor teaches that God and human nature, as God created is 
the objective basis of Christian moral teaching. The moral good, what 
humanity should choose in its moral choices, is grounded in the 
order of being which transcends individual or social construction or 
choice. God should be loved, the neighbour should be treated justly, 
and the self’s needs should be responded to temperately, because of 
God’s inherent goodness and glory, because of human nature itself, 
and because human existence is ordered to these goods. Moral 
existence is set in an; order which comprehends and transcends 
human subjectivity.  

Taylor, we saw, understood clearly that this “beauteous order 
of creatures”60 can be and is misapprehended by “unreasonable...and 
evil persons.” Yet the order itself is ontologically objective, grounded 
in God and God’s will for creation, and not just in distorted human 
perceptions, or willful constructions of reality.  

Therefore, Jesus’ teaching to love God to love the neighbour, 
and to order the self according to these two loves orients human 
being to reality as it truly is. The virtues corresponding to this order 
— religion, justice and sobriety — are not good simply because the 
church says they are or because an individual decides to shape his or 
her life this way. These virtues and those moral commandments are 
right and good because they correspond to reality as it actually is.  

In claiming that God’s moral commandments are 
‘reasonable,’ Taylor means that the wholesomeness of loving God and 
the neighbour as the self is perceptible by all on the basis of human 
experience and developing moral insight, Of course, sin distorts 
human insight into the truth of these natural moral laws and it 
undermines the human ability to obey them. Humans serve idols, not 
the living God; they treat others unjustly and they misdirect their own 
natural desires. They need God’s gracious intervention to correct 
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sinful understanding of the moral order and they need God’s 
empowerment to respond to the objective moral order correctly. 
Nevertheless, despite sin, a moral conscience remains so that some 
insight into the truth of Christian moral teaching is possible for all 
people. Ordinary experience of human life authorizes us to direct our 
love toward God, treat our neighbours as we would be treated, and 
not to be dominated by our physical desires. Humans are not entirely 
dependent on the institutional church for perceiving the truth of 
these moral norms. 

Oliver O’Donovan has argued in a recent book that any 
thinking about morality must decide whether the relations of 
creaturely order in human experience are perceived, i.e. are 
objectively there, or are imposed upon the raw material of experience 
by the “will-to-order of the perceiving mind.”61 O’Donovan’s book, 
Resurrection and the Moral Order is surely the single most important 
contemporary contribution to Anglican moral theology. In it 
O’Donovan, like Taylor, thinks that any Christian understanding of 
the moral life should ground that order in the objective structure of 
creation and ultimately in God. Further, both teach that the 
perception of that order must arise from encounter with the order 
itself, and not issue only from the subjective will-to-order. 

Taylor’s basic principle of an objective moral order is crucial 
to a viable concept of moral formation. We can specify four ways in 
which it can supplement and correct the recent ethics of character in 
respect of this concept. 

First, Taylor corrects the tendency to heteronomy and 
subjectivism. Only if a moral order transcends both the moral learner 
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and the moral teacher does the latter have the moral right to educate 
the former. Otherwise, moral education is indoctrination, the 
imposition of one person’s or group’s values on others. An ethic 
which cannot show how moral norms are grounded in God’s own 
being, in our human nature, and in our relation to God, one another 
and ourselves, risks making the church as an historical institution the 
only authority for Christian moral values. Then, obviously, the church 
becomes vulnerable to rejection on the grounds that it is simply one 
more group seeking to impose its values on others for the sake of its 
own perpetuation. 

Second, Taylor’s principle of objective moral order checks the 
danger of setting the church in simple opposition to other institutions 
of moral formation in the world. The commandments of God are not 
simply alien and contrary to human nature. Christian moral teaching 
redirects human nature to its original ends and purposes; it does not 
only contradict human nature or general moral experience. Thus, 
Taylor’s ethical ‘naturalism’ makes readily intelligible the possibility 
and fact of common moral norms and the possibility of moral 
cooperation between Christians and non-Christians. The norms of 
love for God, justice to the neighbour and proper self-control are not 
irrelevant or inimical to human life in society generally. They do not 
flatly contradict human experience of moral truth. On the contrary 
they are fundamental to the common good as widely experienced. 
Taylor’s point undergirds any common ground between Christian 
and non-Christian concepts of moral formation.  

John Stott helpfully reminds us of the social concern and the 
success of leaders of the eighteenth-century Evangelical Revival.62 
That social concern is an example of the overlap between specifically 
Christian moral norms and more widely conceived norms of justice 
and the common good. Unfortunately, the recent ethicists of 
character generally stress more the contradiction between church 
norms and social norms. This leaves them unable to relate Christian 
moral norms to, for example, society’s quest for justice, or to the 
human pursuit of health. While these writers do not usually repudiate 
the possibility of overlapping moral concerns and the possibility of 
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cooperating with non-Christians in the promotion of common moral 
concerns, recent character ethics fails to make such cooperation and 
overlap theologically intelligible. 

Third, Taylor’s principle that God’s commandments are 
‘reasonable’ allows his ethic to make sense of human moral 
development. His description of the punishment which continually 
rebounds on the sinner for violating the moral law — retribution 
from injured neighbours, suffering from abusing the self, a bad 
conscience — helps to make sense of individuals and groups 
developing morally through experience. Young children, for example, 
learn through suffering that reality is not organized to meet their 
needs instantly. Growing children learn cooperation and rules of 
order, peace and justice, because all are benefitted mutually. Adults 
can see, at least in principle, that justice is good, not just because it 
serves them as individuals, but because it serves the common good. 
Individuals and even social groups mature morally, both inside and 
outside the church. Any Christian view of moral formation must 
make this intelligible. 

Unfortunately, the renewed ethics of character has few 
resources with which to account for moral development. It does make 
good sense, however, within the framework of Taylor’s principles. 
Humans were created to love God, neighbour, and self. If and when 
people develop morally from radical egocentrism through respect for 
conventional norms of justice to more general respect for the 
common good, their behaviour corresponds increasingly to a real 
order in reality. Taylor suggests that people develop morally on the 
basis of their concrete experience. He writes that “this part of wisdom 
[moral insight] is not to be discerned but by experience; the 
propositions of this philosophy being... empirical and best found out 
by observation of real and material events.”63 

Only if, as Taylor teaches, human moral experience happens 
in an objective moral order is moral maturity intelligible at all. We 
can speak meaningfully of moral growth or moral development only 
if an objective standard of the good and the right actually exists. 
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Recent ethics of character offers little to make sense of the concept of 
moral maturation. It speaks eloquently of persons developing the 
‘skills’ of acting in ways which are ‘true to’ the community-borne 
biblical narrative. But, as we have already said, this by itself reduces 
moral development to group conformity, which is a faulty notion of 
moral maturity.  

Finally, Taylor’s theology does better justice than recent 
character ethics to the human experience of self-interest. We are 
selves seeking fulfillment. We are needy and appetitive; we seek self-
actualization. Any adequate theology of moral formation must make 
sense of the human striving for happiness. Recent ethics of character, 
however, says little about human nature as appetitive and as striving 
for happiness. 

We desire happiness because God created us to do so, says 
Taylor. We search for and pursue what promises to fulfill us in our 
needs, including our needs to celebrate the good for its own inherent 
worth. Ultimately God alone can satisfy this quest. God is the highest 
good; humanity’s restless search for happiness itself honours the 
goodness which is God’s own Being. Thus the self as needy becomes 
intelligible in Taylor’s framework.  

In this chapter we have set forth one of Taylor’s basic 
principles for moral theology: an objective moral order exists of which 
humans have some perception. We have identified specific ways in 
which this principle can correct and supplement the recent ethics of 
character to illuminate moral formation. In the next chapter we will 
introduce a second basic principle: the moral life as imitation of 
Christ. We will show how this principle comprehends the rich 
resources of recent character ethics for understanding moral 
formation. 
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7. Participating Morally in God’s life through 
Christ  

Taylor, as we have seen, wishes to commend Christianity to its critics 
by arguing that its teaching does not simply contradict human moral 
reason and experience. His teaching about the three appetites, natural 
law and God’s commandments are intended to commend 
Christianity and Christian ethics to the reasonable person. Yet Taylor 
can also say that these considerations are but the ‘gateway’ to the 
‘recesses of the religion.’64 For at the centre of Christianity stands the 
person of Jesus Christ.  An authentic account of Christian morality 
and moral formation therefore, must centre on him. In the 
‘Exhortation to the Imitation of the Life of Christ,’ which immediately 
follows Taylor’s Preface in The Great Exemplar, he turns to Christ’s 
central role in Christian morality. 

Taylor’s basic theme in the ‘Exhortation’ is that the 
Christian’s moral life is an imitation of Jesus’ life. Since ‘imitation of 
Jesus’ has several meanings in the context of ethics, we must say 
immediately that, for Taylor, ‘imitation’ does not mean an external, 
legalistic copying of Jesus’ example. Rather, Jesus’ life as narrated in 
the Gospels helps those who are baptized into him and who are 
empowered by Christ’s Holy Spirit to mature in love to God and 
justice to neighbour. 

Taylor often uses the word ‘participation’ to describe our 
moral relation to God in Christ and the Spirit. His theme of imitation 
of Christ, therefore, was inspired primarily by St Paul, in, for 
example, Ephesians 5.1-2: “Be therefore imitators of God as beloved 
children. And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for 
us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” Indeed, Taylor’s 
‘Exhortation to the Imitation of the Life of Christ’ could be read as a 

                                                 
64 Ibid., p. 34. 
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commentary on those verses.65 

7.1. The Ethical Significance of Jesus’ Life 

Why did Jesus live a full human life, Taylor asks, observing that God 
could have reconciled sinful humanity “with less effusion of blood 
and a shorter life of merit”?66 His own answer is that it was for our 
sake, that we might see a human life lived fully in conformity to 
God’s will. 

Again, we would seriously misunderstand Taylor, if we were 
to think that he means that in Jesus’ holy life God provides only an 
example external to human life for us to emulate. This is excluded by 
his understanding of Jesus’ identity as the Word of God Incarnate, 
that is, a human life grounded in God’s own eternal life. Jesus, 
therefore, is not a mere moral hero, who with extraordinary human 
effort obeyed God. His humanity was grounded in the Word, the 
second Person of the Trinity. Jesus, therefore, was grounded in and 
formed by God’s own divine life. 

His life of self-giving love is nothing less than a human life 
shaped by God’s own love. Baptized and believing Christians are not 
‘outside’ Christ’s human nature. By faith and baptism, Taylor believes 
with St Paul and traditional teaching, Christians ‘put on’ Jesus Christ. 
Baptized into Christ’s death and resurrection and empowered by the 
Holy Spirit, Christians are permitted and intended by God to 
endeavour to conform their lives to Christ’s love of the Father and to 
His self-giving love toward the neighbour.  

One means of entering more fully into Christ’s true humanity 
is meditation upon the life of Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels. God 
provides in the Gospels a means whereby Christians may be more 
fully formed by Jesus Christ. Taylor’s whole purpose in his 

                                                 
65 A.M. Allchin, in Participation in God: A Forgotten Strand in Anglican 
Tradition (Wilton, Connecticut: Morehouse-Barlow, 1988), explores the 
theme of participation in Anglican theology. He devotes a chapter to Charles 
Wesley. Richard Booker gives participation a central place in Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity, Book V, ch. 56. 
66 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
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commentary and his theological-ethical reflections on episodes in 
Jesus’ life is to promote this. His purpose throughout, as in his 
sermons and in his Holy Living and Holy Dying, is moral formation. 

We will now explore more fully Taylor’s theme of imitation of 
Christ. We will see that he does full justice to the rich theme of story 
in recent ethics of character; and that he comprehends most of the 
rich resources for thinking about Christian moral formation that are 
contained in the renewed ethics of character. First we will explicate 
Taylor’s theme of imitation of Christ; and then we will highlight its 
potential contributions to reflection on moral formation. 

7.2. Christ as Way, Truth and Life 

Jesus’ death on the cross and his being raised from the dead was 
God’s objective atoning action for humankind. The efficacy of 
Christ’s life, however, extends beyond this mystery of reconciliation. 
Beside “redeeming our souls from death to life,” according to Taylor, 
Christ is also the “truth to our under-standing, and the way to our will 
and affections, enlightening that and leading these in the paths of a 
happy eternity.”67 He holds that Christ’s death on the cross objectively 
cancels the barrier of guilt due to original sin and past sins. But in 
addition, Christ’s holy life is God’s means by which our lives can 
morally participate in God’s own holiness.  

Taylor thinks fully within the framework of Nicene 
Orthodoxy. Jesus Christ is the Incarnation of the Second Person of 
the Holy Trinity. In his one person, Jesus is two natures, truly divine 
and truly human. Within this Nicene framework, Taylor holds that 
one of God’s “great purposes was to make His Son like us, that we 
also might be like His holy Son; He, by taking our nature; we, by 
imitating His holiness.”68 Taylor understands this to be St Paul’s 
meaning in Romans 8:29: “God hath predestined us to be 
conformable to the image of His Son.” Thus he can pray: “0 eternal, 
holy and most glorious Jesus, who hast united two natures of distance 
infinite, descending to the lownesses of human nature, that thou 

                                                 
67 Ibid., p. 39. 
68 Ibid..  
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mightest exalt human nature to participation of the divinity... may I 
follow thy light, which recreates and enlightens...”69 Taylor’s ethic of 
imitation of Christ involves a theme of human moral participation in 
God’s being. 

7.3. Imitation of Christ, Imitation of God 

In Christ, the God-given appetite to ‘be like God’ takes on a new 
meaning. Jesus Christ is the love of God expressed in a human life of 
self-giving love. Jesus’ life and death show us God in; human form. 
When Christians ‘put on Christ’, by faith, baptism and loving service 
to the neighbour, they become participants in God’s own life. 
Christian moral effort, as love of God and neighbour as the self, is 
letting God shape us with God’s own self-giving love as displayed in 
Christ. 

Thus Taylor urges the reader to:  

put on Christ, and imitate the whole body of His sanctity, 
conforming to every integral part, and express Him in our 
lives, that God, seeing our impresses, may know whose image 
and superscription we bear, and we may be acknowledged for 
sons, when we have the air, the features and the 
resemblances of our elder brother.70  

This imitation, Taylor says, happens in Christ, the Incarnate Word, 
and so is “a participation of the divine nature and perfections.”71 

Taylor can use the strong language of “participation of the 
divine nature and perfections” because he views Christ as ‘in God’ 
and the believer as ‘in Christ.’ As the Incarnation of the Eternal Word 
and as the empowering Saviour, Jesus Christ engenders in the 
baptized the imitation of his holiness. As God shapes the human life 
of Jesus, so Christ shapes the lives of the baptized. Taylor’s Nicene 
Orthodoxy, affirming Jesus Christ as God’s Son incarnate, is decisive 
for his understanding of imitation of Christ. If Jesus Christ is not 

                                                 
69 Ibid., p. 48. 
70 Ibid., p. 40. 
71 Ibid., p. 41. 
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understood as a human life shaped by God’s own will and being, but 
is seen only as a moral hero, imitation of Christ becomes based 
merely “in human striving toward... [Jesus] as a model of 
perfection.”72 The opening paragraphs of Taylor’s ‘Exhortation’ 
completely rule out this moralistic idea of imitation. 

Taylor’s discussion of baptism and the Holy Spirit73 clarifies 
why he can say that Jesus’ own example is potent to assist us, “and 
obtains of God grace to enable us to its imitation, by way of influence 
and impetration [i.e. entreaty].”74 Christ, through the Holy Spirit, 
shapes those who are baptized and believe in Him. The Christian’s 
life-long moral effort, which Taylor called repentance, is human effort 
within the horizon of God’s gracious conforming of the believer to 
God’s love in Christ.  

To show Christ forth by imitating Him is to glorify Him. In 
Christ the believer intends to love God and the neighbour as the self. 
From the perspective of human intention, this is Christian endeavour 
to conform morally to Jesus Christ’s teaching and example. From the 
perspective of God’s will and grace in Jesus Christ, the moral life is 
God’s shaping human life that it may share in and show forth God’s 
own being as love. Taylor writes that, “we should do glory to Him 
[Christ] as He did to the Father…”75 So, he also prays:  

Holy Jesu, since Thy image is imprinted on our nature by 
creation, let me also express thy image by all the parts of a 
holy life, conforming my will and affections to thy holy 
precepts... imitating... thy conformity to God, ... that heart, 
hand and eyes and all my faculties, may grow up with the 
increase of God, till I come to the full measure of the stature 
of Christ.76 

                                                 
72 See the good discussion of ethics as imitation of Christ in James M. 
Gustafson, Christ and the Moral Life (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1968), Ch. V, ‘Jesus Christ, The Pattern’, esp. p. 180.   
73 See Taylor, Works, II, pp. 199-203, 237-243. 
74 Ibid., p. 43. 
75 Ibid., p. 46. 
76 Ibid., p. 48. 
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7.4. Imitation of Christ and Moral Formation 

Taylor’s vision of the Christian moral life as imitation of Christ has 
rich implications for understanding Christian moral formation.  

 First, he portrays the moral life as a positive response to 
God’s gracious initiative in Jesus Christ. Christian moral formation 
and endeavour (Taylor’s word is ‘repentance’) is not, in the first 
instance, a Christian’s moral striving to obey God’s commandments 
for fear of damnation. For Taylor, following Jesus’ example and 
teaching is not just a burden and a discipline. Nor does the energy for 
such imitation derive chiefly from human effort or striving. 
Nourished by the good news of God’s reconciling work in Christ 
received by grace through faith; aided by the sacraments; and 
supported by reading, meditation and the prayerful appropriation of 
the Gospel stories, Christian moral life is a joyful response to God’s 
gift of himself in Christ.  

Taylor’s Nicene Orthodoxy enables him to see the moral life 
as initiated by God’s gracious will to draw human life back into 
relation and into conformity to His own life. Moral formation and the 
shaping of human life by Christ and the Holy Spirit is in the first 
instance God’s action. It builds on the identity of Christ as the 
Incarnate Word whose death has atoned for human sin and whose 
Spirit empowers amendment of life. Christian moral educators 
should recognize that God in Christ is the primary agent of moral 
formation. All human efforts, both by the learner and by parents, 
clergy or teachers, occur within the framework of God’s gracious 
action of conforming human life to His own. That is a first, 
foundational point for any proper understanding of Christian moral 
formation.  

Unfortunately, recent ethics of character, otherwise so 
promising for moral formation, seldom gets beyond the church as the 
bearer of a narrative vision of moral good. The grounding of the 
church itself in God’s work in Christ, fully possible only with 
reference to the doctrines of God as Trinity and Christ as Incarnate 
Word, is neglected. 

A second helpful implication of Taylor’s theology of imitation 
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of Christ concerns the Christian’s membership in the church. 
Because moral development, education and endeavour are enclosed 
in God’s gracious initiative in Christ, Taylor views all Christian moral 
formation within the framework of the church as Christ’s body. 
Christian moral formation is inseparable and unthinkable apart from 
those practices which constitute Church as the body of Christ. The 
practices of baptism, of corporate worship, of proclamation of the 
Word and of celebration of the eucharist, of fellowship, of service to 
those in need, the pursuit and sustaining of justice, and of mission 
and evangelization are the matrices of moral formation. Hence 
formation in Christ, ‘putting on Christ,’ moral participation in God, 
occurs only through these practices.  

Taylor’s view of Christian moral life as life in Christ and 
participation in God, therefore, incorporates all the rich insights of 
recent ethics of character about the church as a community of moral 
formation. Indeed, Taylor’s moral theology resonates strongly at this 
point with the renewed ethics of character we have discussed above. 
In Chapter Two, we saw how Stanley Hauerwas, John Yoder, Gilbert 
Meilaender and James, McClendon, Jr., all emphasize the church as a 
community of moral formation. What their teaching lacks is Taylor’s 
radical focus on the Christ of the Gospels and his explicit grounding 
in Nicene Orthodoxy. 

 Protestant authors like Hauerwas and Yoder do not deny the 
trinitarian and christological dogmas of Christianity. But they do not 
explicitly relate their teaching about the church as a narrative-formed 
community of virtue to these basic Christian teachings. Hauerwas 
and Yoder imply, therefore, that the church itself is the horizon of the 
Christian moral life rather than Jesus Christ or, better, the triune life 
of God. Taylor’s theological ethic is more radical because it roots the 
Christian moral life beyond the church in God’s own life as Trinity.  

Yet, Taylor’s Nicene Orthodoxy in no way diminishes his 
focus on Jesus’ ministry as witnessed to in the Gospels. On the 
contrary, it undergirds his intense concern with the Gospel stories of 
Jesus. Recall that, for Taylor, the narrative display of Jesus’ holy life 
does not serve only as an external model for the Christian. Jesus’ 
story, his human life as lived in and toward God, is a formative, 
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creative moral force for the Christian’s life. In Taylor’s view, it has, 
not, just morally hortative, but also morally engendering power. 

In one respect, Taylor takes the narrative form of the Gospels 
more seriously than the contemporary ethicists of character. Whereas 
Hauerwas, for example, reduces Jesus’ story to one meaning — 
nonviolence — Taylor would form a Christian’s mind and 
imagination by commentary and reflection on all the specific 
episodes of Jesus’ whole life and ministry. 

The ethics of narrative-shaped character teaches rightly that 
visions of moral good are displayed in the stories which communities 
tell to and about themselves. But why should the church’s story about 
Jesus be more valid than any other story? And how are stories 
grounded in God so that they have such power for moral formation? 
Recent story ethicists say little about these important questions.  

Taylor does not theorize about the significance of story as 
such in human moral formation. But his theology invites the 
following reflection. We were created in the image of the Word of 
God. In Christ Jesus that Word became flesh as a whole life lived. 
Should we not expect the story of that life, by the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, to have formative power for us? Taylor’s Nicene 
Orthodoxy implies grounding the story of Jesus, and the power of 
story as such, in God’s eternal Word.  

Indeed, Taylor’s theology suggests yet a further claim. If, as 
he holds, God’s Word made flesh in the life of Jesus is ultimate truth, 
and if that life is known to us in the form of story, then this fact itself 
illuminates, at least for Christian theology, not only the power of 
Jesus’ story but the power of stories in human life. Such a theological 
reflection, fully in line with Taylor’s theology, could provide a 
theological perspective on story which recent ethics of character 
largely lacks.  

Third, let us observe the rich scope which Taylor’s 
‘Exhortation’ offers us today to incorporate insights from the study of 
moral development. Taylor makes Jesus’ biography the ‘text’ of 
normative human moral development. Jesus’ story is of a human life 
from birth to death. As such, it is the warrant for incorporating into 
Christian theory of moral formation all valid empirical insights into 
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human development, including moral development. Taylor’s 
insistence on Jesus’ true humanity and his making the narrative of 
Jesus’ life central creates a place for ‘natural’ insights about human 
development in Christian thinking about moral formation. 

Yet Taylor’s theology goes beyond just validating modern 
psychology’s dynamic view of human development. For him, Christ’s 
actual life is the means God provides for Christians to be formed by 
God’s own self-giving love. All stages of natural human moral 
development are transformed in Jesus Christ by God’s power of self-
giving love. For Christians, Jesus is not simply human being in 
general. Precisely as God’s Word Incarnate, Jesus Christ is a human 
life shaped from within by God’s divine life as  self-giving love. That 
divine life of self-giving love incorporates and transforms existing 
natural patterns of moral formation.  

Taylor’s moral theology of moral formation allows Christian 
ethicists today, therefore, to incorporate whatever may be observed to 
be patterns of human moral development. But it allows the Christian 
ethicist to set those secular understandings in an ultimate, normative 
framework: true life as discipleship, as obedience to God and self-
sacrificial service of the neighbour.  

For instance, Taylor’s theology can help Christian teachers  
challenge contemporary claims that moral maturity is measured 
merely by the degree to which one can apply freely chosen universal 
principles to specific situations. This view of moral maturity was 
defined in a classic way by Immanuel Kant and has been championed 
in recent psychology by Lawrence Kohlberg. It has the merit of 
teaching that disinterested concern for justice is more humanly 
mature than sheer egocentrism. But Taylor would  want to say more 
about moral maturity than that. With Christ as the standard, justice 
as mere equality and fairness is reinterpreted in the light of Jesus’ 
humility and his sacrificial life for others. 

Christian moral development does not have autonomously 
chosen formal rules as its final standard. Rather, it has the concrete 
life of Jesus. Abstract and formal conceptions of stages of moral 
development can be included, in order to be corrected, within Taylor’s 
conception of the moral life as imitation of Christ. 
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An objective moral order and the moral life as imitation of 
Jesus Christ: Taylor develops these two ideas in the ‘Preface’ and the 
‘Exhortation’ to The Divine Exemplar. Both ideas have rich 
implications for an adequate understanding of Christian moral 
formation. Above all, we have seen how they correct and balance 
deficiencies in the renewed ethics of character, while including the 
latter’s rich potential for understanding moral formation.  
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8. Conclusion 

Our aim in this study has been to make the case that the Anglican 
ethical tradition, as represented by Jeremy Taylor’s The Great 
Exemplar, can contribute to contemporary Christian reflection on 
moral formation. Toward that end we sought to identify the 
controlling themes and strengths of the ethics of character, that 
strand of contemporary ethics so promising for Christian thinking 
about moral formation. We then identified at least three deficiencies 
in that ethic which undercut the capacity of character or story ethics 
to illuminate Christian moral formation. 

Our major claim on behalf of Jeremy Taylor is two-fold. First, 
his conviction that Christian ethics is ‘reasonable’ reflects his view 
that human moral formation occurs within an objective moral order 
of which human reason can discern something. Human nature as 
created by God and God’s own nature constitute the objective 
framework within which moral experience and moral development 
unfold. Human reason, reflecting on concrete moral experience of 
the search for happiness, on relations with the neighbour and on the 
self, has some authentic insight into moral law. Moral conscience 
gives some true perception of the moral good. Our moral life is a 
response to an objective order of the good which can, in some real 
degree, be perceived. Moral life is not merely our willful imposition of 
order upon chaotic experience.  

Thus, Taylor’s theology provides a fundamental correction to 
a major weakness of the renewed ethics of virtue. That weakness is 
the arbitrariness, voluntarism and relativism implicit in claiming that 
the church as the narrative-formed community of virtue is the 
ultimate moral authority.  

The major insight in the renewed ethics of character that the 
story-formed community is a decisive force for moral formation is 
invaluable for understanding moral formation. When, however, 
moral authority is grounded ultimately in the community, the ethics 
of character is vulnerable to rejection as arbitrary and relativistic. 
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Further, grounding moral authority in the story-formed community 
leaves unanswered who decides what the story means and how. 
Unresolved also is how the Christian community relates to other 
moral communities except in simply antagonistic terms; and how the 
leaders of a community move from the biblical story which shapes 
the Christian community to specific moral rules and principles. We 
saw how disputable are Hauerwas assertions about specific moral 
norm, for example.  

Taylor’s theology affirms human rational grasp of natural law 
as a transcendent criterion of the community’s moral  perception and 
as a more universal ground of moral norms than recent story ethics 
permits. Taylor’s moral ‘naturalism’ allows Christian educators to 
adopt a dialogical and cooperative, rather than simply an antagonistic, 
relation to attempts at moral formation outside of the Christian 
church.  

At the same time, Taylor’s Nicene Orthodoxy grounds the life 
and ministry of Jesus in the very life and love of God. Jesus Christ is 
not only a moral hero; he is a human life fully for by God’s divine life 
of self-giving love. Jesus Christ is God’s engendering force of moral 
formation in the life of the church. One way Jesus engenders moral 
formation is as the story of his life is declared, meditated and 
reflected on by Christians in the church. Taylor’s The Great Exemplar 
constitutes such a process. His theology, therefore, includes all the 
richness of recent attempts to relate story to moral formation. Indeed, 
he provides explicit theological foundations for incorporating all the 
rich insights of recent narrative ethics into a contemporary Anglican 
reflection on moral formation. He even surpasses recent story ethics 
because his orthodox understanding of Jesus Christ as the 
Incarnation of the second person of the Divine Trinity offers an 
ultimate theological basis to story as a factor in moral formation.  

 Evangelical Anglicans have been warned of Taylor’s alleged 
moral rigorism. We have seen, however, that his stress on the 
Christian’s obligation for moral endeavour occurs within the 
framework of God’s forgiveness and regeneration through faith and 
baptism. Abstracted from this context, some of Taylor’s statements 
imply that a Christian’s confidence in God’s forgiveness depends on 
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the quality of his or her moral endeavour. But if read in context, his 
stress on repentance as the Christian’s obligation actively to replace 
vice with virtue faithfully reflects the biblical theme that God wills a 
holy life. Taylor, moreover, always stresses repentance as moral 
endeavour within the horizon of Christ’s atoning death on our behalf 
and within the horizon of God’s mercy for the sinner.  

Evangelical Anglicans can look to Taylor’s theology as a basis 
for understanding Christian moral formation. Although he belonged 
to the Royalist and not the Puritan party, Evangelical Anglicans today 
will find in him an evangelical regard for the Holy Scripture, an 
evangelical concern for a personal, loving relation to God who 
reconciles through Jesus Christ, an evangelical concern for living to 
God’s honour and glory by a holy life, and an evangelical concern to 
view the world and the Christian life in a radically theocentric and not 
human-centered way. The seventeenth-century Anglican moralists 
comprise a rich epoch of Anglican theology and spirituality. Among 
them Jeremy Taylor was preeminent. Like every true classic, he can 
be studied with profit today.  
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