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Character Formation
“Most of our character is established early in life.  Adversity can help build it.  Coaches can help mold it.  But in our adult years, the only thing I’ve seen that can radically change a person’s basic character is a relationship with Jesus Christ.” – Tom Landry

1. What are the elements of Character?

2. Are you born with Character, and can you lose your character?

3. How can I build character into my life?
4. Are we just sinners saved by grace?
The Nature of Character
How, then, does one define or describe this reality that is now in the spotlight? First, character is "the sort of person" one is. Someone identified character as operative values. A person values certain realities and internalizes them. They become virtues. In turn, those virtues become operative in one's life. Thus, one has a package of internal moral elements that causes that person to act in certain ways and to make certain decisions consistently in a morally good way. That, then, becomes the sort of person one is.

Consider: We say that a woman is trustworthy. We make that judgment because we have known her for more than twenty years. We have observed her, listened to her words, and watched her actions. We have known her in public and in private. We have watched her deal with individuals and with groups. We have seen her work on a day-to-day basis and we have observed her in stressful and strenuous situations. Through all of that we have seen continuity. Thus, we say, "She is trustworthy", and we are pointing to the sort of person she is.

Second, character is formed. No one comes into the world with character. Persons develop character; it is formed and shaped in individuals and not quickly acquired. Chuck Swindoll observed that "Great character is not a mail-order commodity, shipped by overnight express. We can't expect it to arrive at our doorstep, neatly packaged with no assembly required." Character is formed primarily through habits and practices, through repeated activities that shape the kind of person one becomes. Aristotle said, "We are what we repeatedly do." As persons identify with various social forms that bestow meaning on our society and its participants, those forms shape character.

Furthermore, character is clarified. Character is clarified informally and formally. Character is clarified as one interacts with people in a "casual, everyday" manner. For example, an individual does not decide every morning that he is going to be honest. Rather, in the give-and-take of life, he chooses to be.

Sometimes, one clarifies character because of life situations. Clarification often comes through adversity. Character "is developed and proven in the crucibles of pain and difficulty," declares Chuck Swindoll. "The reason is," he contends, "that hardship, not comfort, tempers strong characters." William Damon agrees in Greater Expectations, a book in which the author describes the difference between growing up easy and growing up hard or in tough times and tough situations. For many, character is clarified in the crucible of adversity. Thus, Goethe wrote, "A talent is formed in stillness, a character in the world's torrent."

Character is also refined through reflection. An individual stops, steps back, and looks at circumstances and situations. Through reflection that person evaluates attitudes, thoughts, reasoning, and actions. During this process, the person reflects, evaluates and clarifies what is important and what kind of person one wants to be.

Likewise, character is lived out. Some would say that character is lived out "naturally," that is one demonstrates character, almost without mental analysis, in the push-and-shove of daily living. When I was a college student a popular piece of wisdom said, "Being a Christian is not a way of doing certain things. It is a certain way of doing everything." One's character shapes the way one sees, molds the way one feels, gives direction to the way one thinks, and all of that becomes his/her "natural" state. Thus, character is the way one negotiates the journey of life faithfully according to the purpose for which he/she has been created and redeemed.

The discipline of Christian Ethics in America during the past three decades has failed to a great degree at one point: it has focused on dilemma ethics to the neglect of character. While everyone faces from time to time significant moral dilemmas, these are relatively few and far between compared to the everyday habits and activities that both form and reflect character and make up the great bulk of one's moral life. The character ethicists have reminded believers that morality is not an isolated part of life, limited to those moments that call for difficult decisions. Rather, ethics concerns the way one lives life as a whole; ethics has to do with character.

Scriptures

Ro 1:16  For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believes; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.

Ro 5:1  Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ:

2  By whom also we have access by faith into this grace wherein we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God.

3  And not only so, but we glory in tribulations also: knowing that tribulation works patience;

4  And patience, experience; and experience, hope:

5 And hope makes not ashamed; because the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is given unto us. (In NIV experience = character)
2Ti 2:15  Study to show yourself approved unto God, a workman that does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.

