
3.7,8 Understanding our context 3:  
The quest for flourishing

TRACK 3 – MISSION: SERVING AND REACHING

The immanent frame
The age of 

self-expression

The explosion of choices All our beliefs are contested Commitment to personal flourishing

The science of 
flourishing

The problem with happiness
Aristotle: everything we do is with the goal of achieving happiness 

Freud: everything we do is with the goal of reducing anxiety



I actually detest the word happiness, which 
is so overused that it has become almost 
meaningless. It is an unworkable term for 
science, or for any practical goal such as 
education, therapy, public policy, or just 
changing your personal life. 

Martin Seligman 2012 
Flourish: A New Understanding of Happiness and 

Wellbeing. p. 9

I used to think that the topic of positive psychology was happiness, that 
the gold standard for measuring happiness was life satisfaction, and 
that the goal of positive psychology was to increase life satisfaction. I 
now think that the topic of positive psychology is well-being, that the 
gold standard for measuring well-being is flourishing, and that the goal 
of positive psychology is to increase flourishing. 

Martin Seligman 2012 
Flourish: A New Understanding of Happiness and Wellbeing. p. 13

Five domains of flourishing

Human Flourishing Program, Harvard University)

happiness and life satisfaction mental and physical health meaning and purpose

character and virtue close social relationships

discuss

1. What do you find helpful or unhelpful in seeing flourishing in 
terms of these five domains? 

2. In what ways does the modern world promote or undermine 
these aspects of flourishing? 

3. How does the gospel speak into the five domains?  

• happiness and life 
satisfaction 

• mental and physical 
health 

• meaning and purpose 
• character and virtue 
• close social 

relationships



Fullness

We all see our lives, and/or the space 
wherein we live our lives, as having a 
certain moral/spiritual shape. Somewhere, 
in some activity, or condition, lies a 
fullness, a richness; that is, in that place 
(activity or condition), life is fuller, richer, 
deeper, more worth while, more admirable, 
more what it should be. . . . 
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Perhaps this sense of fullness is something 
we just catch glimpses of from afar off; we 
have the powerful intuition of what 
fullness would be, were we to be in that 
condition . . . But sometimes there will be 
moments of experienced fullness, of joy 
and fulfillment, where we feel ourselves 
there. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 5
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We say our life has meaning when we have 
a strong sense of what our life is building 
toward and when that sense provides 
adequate moral, aesthetic, and existential 
significance to our actions. A vision of 
fullness is a way of imagining how to give 
our lives meaning and justification. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 68

[W]e can try to cobble together a satisfying 
life of meaning and existential justification 
by pulling imagery from the endless 
narratives that surround us. The vision of 
fullness we follow may not be coherent or 
robust enough to explain the richness of 
existence, but whatever it is lacking can be 
filled in with other beliefs or simply 
ignored. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 80

Modern humanism tends to develop a 
notion of human flourishing which has no 
place for death. Death is simply the 
negation, the ultimate negation, of 
flourishing; it must be combated, and held 
off till the very last moment. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age p. 320

“I still haven’t found what I’m looking for’

© U2start, used under a Creative Commons licence

What makes modern humanism 
unprecedented . . . is the idea that this 
flourishing involves no relation to anything 
higher. 

Charles Taylor 
A Secular Age, p. 151
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Visions of fullness



There is a nearly limitless number of 
images of fullness to choose from, and a 
person can be expected to change their 
ideal of fullness several times over the 
course of their life. So, it may be more 
accurate to talk about someone’s meanings 
of life. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 62

discuss

1. What visions of fullness can you identify in things you have 
recently watched or read? 

2. How do you think your friends conceive of flourishing or 
fullness?

What we intend to be a persuasive proclamation of the gospel may 
instead be interpreted by our neighbour as an expression of our 
identity through argument, just like any other dialogue in modern 
culture. . . . I may try on Christianity like I try on styles of clothes or 
beliefs, but the ultimate focus of this conversation is not an external 
being who loves me but my own search for fullness.  

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 59

Shalom

• the relationship between human beings and their 
creator 

• the relationship between human beings (Adam and 
Eve) with each other before their creator 

• he relationship between human beings with each 
other before their creator in the place (the home) 
into which the creator settled them

Three dimensions of shalom

Mark DeVine 
Shalom Yesterday, Today, and Forever (2019), p. 155

Creation

De-creation
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New creation

The modern quest for authenticity 
assumes that once we find this self, we will 
have a basis from which to navigate the 
treacherous, shifting modern world. But 
we were made to live in community, and 
any atomistic basis for living will 
necessarily be incompatible with human 
flourishing. 

Alan Noble 
Disruptive Witness, p. 72

[T]he creator has not given up on creation and is working to salvage 
and restore the world (human and nonhuman) to the fullness of shalom 
and flourishing intended from the beginning. And redeemed human 
beings, renewed in God’s image, are to work toward and embody this 
vision in their daily lives. 

J. Richard Middleton 
A New Heavens and a New Earth: Reclaiming Biblical Eschatology (2014), p. 26

discuss

1. How can Christian practices such as corporate worship, 
personal prayer, silence, fasting, saying grace, sabbath rest, etc. 
help us to find fulness in God rather than in the things of the 
world? 

2. How might some of these point others to a fullness that they 
have not discovered and (perhaps subconsciously) long for?



• How much do you feel you are flourishing (using the 
Human Flourishing Program’s five domains: 
happiness and life satisfaction, mental and physical 
health, meaning and purpose, character and virtue, 
close social relationships)? 

• To what extent do you think flourishing needs to 
take account of a transcendent dimension of reality?

Case study questions


