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Preface 

Where this paper sits 

This is the fourth and final paper in a series. The first traced formation in the soul of the leader; 

the second, in the institution they steward; the third, in the marketplace within which they decide. 

Each moved one ring outward from the last, and each found the same thing at its own scale: an 

order that forms the persons within it, received rather than made, and deformed when those 

entrusted with it mistake it for their own. 

This paper completes the figure. It moves outward a final time, to the society — the widest 

order, the slowest, the one no leader governs — and asks what forms a society’s moral life, what is 

happening to it now, and what it asks of those who would tend it. Because this is the last ring, the 

paper also closes the work. It does not summarise the rings behind it; it assumes them lightly and 

carries them forward, and at the end it hands the whole of the four-ring argument to the reader. 

A note at the back, A Note on the Text, records how this paper sits within the series. 
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Executive Summary 

A society holds, beneath its institutions, a moral order — a load-bearing arrangement of 

recognitions, loves, and obligations that gives its laws, markets, and procedures their meaning, 

limit, and direction. This paper calls that order a society’s moral architecture, and its governing 

claim is simple and uncomfortable: a society does not lose its institutions first; it loses 

the moral order through which its institutions hold meaning, limit, and direction. 

The forms can stand for a long time after the order beneath them has thinned. A society can live, 

for a generation or more, on moral capital whose source it can no longer name — until the day the 

forms must be not merely kept but renewed, and the order that once did the renewing has been 

forgotten. 

The paper makes its case in four movements. The first diagnoses what is now visible across 

Western societies — the loss of public trust, the thinning of social bonds, the deformation of work 

and place, the strain on the body, the weakening of generational continuity, the receding of the 

moral source — and argues that these are not separate crises but symptoms of one deeper change. 

The second turns from symptom to structure, recovering the oldest account of what a moral order 

is — an ordering of loves, which goes wrong not by loving evil but by loving real goods out of their 

place — and showing that public authority, like the soul the first ring described, cannot legitimate 

itself: legitimacy is received, not self-made. The third draws the consequence: if a society’s moral 

order is received and not manufactured, the work of renewing it cannot be finished within any 

leader’s life. It is contribution without completion — tended across generations, tested by the 

temptations of urgency, scale, position, and despair, and sustained, when it is sustained, by a 

patience that does not require to see the end. The fourth asks what such tending looks like when 

it becomes concrete: a society that prepares, in its ordinary times, the structures of protection and 

due process its crises will demand — that keeps the road to refuge open before anyone needs it — 

and it reads one worked instance of generational renewal before closing the four rings and 

handing the work on. 

The paper is written for those who carry public responsibility — senior leaders, office-holders, 

trustees, and the citizens to whom a society’s moral order is finally entrusted — and for theological 

readers asking what the older tradition has to say to the public order. The paper’s deepest 

grammar is Christian. It does not ask the reader to share that grammar as confession. It asks only 

that the reader reckon with what becomes of a society’s moral forms after the order that once 

taught it how to receive them has gone unnamed. 
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Introduction 

There is a question that every account of leadership formation eventually reaches and most 

decline to ask. It is the question of scale. One can form a leader’s soul; one can reform the 

institution they steward; one can sharpen the decisions they make in the market. But the soul, the 

institution, and the market are themselves held within something larger — a society, with its own 

moral order, its own habits of recognition, its own slow currents of formation and deformation 

running beneath every individual life. And that larger order is not neutral ground on which 

formation happens. It is itself a formative power, shaping what the leader takes to be obvious, 

defensible, and real, long before any deliberate formation begins. To stop at the soul, the 

institution, and the market is to leave the widest formative order of all unexamined — and to leave 

the leader formed, at the deepest level, by a society whose forming they never thought to question. 

This is why the series cannot end at the third ring. Formation does not stop at the edges of the 

firm. It runs outward into the society, and the society runs back inward into the leader, and a work 

that traced formation through soul, institution, and marketplace without finally turning to the 

society itself would have stopped one ring short of the truth it was pursuing. This paper takes that 

final step. It asks what forms a society’s moral life, what is now happening to it across the 

developed world, and what it asks of those who hold responsibility within it — not in order to add 

a chapter, but because the argument was always heading here, and could not honestly stop before 

it arrived. 

It is worth being clear at the outset about what this paper is not, because the territory it enters 

is crowded with louder things it could be mistaken for. It is not a work of party politics; it takes 

no side in the contests that organise public life, and where it touches political forms it does so at 

the level beneath the contests — the level of what any politics presupposes and none can produce. 

It is not a programme for a Christian social order, nor a call to restore one; it proposes no 

settlement, no policy, no return. It is not a lament for a lost past, and it refuses the nostalgia that 

mistakes the memory of an order for the order itself. And it is not a contribution to the culture’s 

quarrels about religion in public life, which it regards as often generating more heat than light. It 

is something quieter and, in its own way, more demanding: an attempt to see clearly what a 

society’s moral order actually is, what is happening to it, and what faithfulness to it requires from 

those who did not make it and cannot complete it. 

That attempt has a particular grammar, and honesty requires naming it. The deepest 

categories this paper reasons with — that persons are received and not merely produced, that an 

order can be inherited and forgotten, that what is most real is most often what is least measured 

— come from the Christian tradition, and the paper does not disguise the fact or pretend to a 

neutrality it does not have. But naming the grammar is not the same as requiring it, and here the 

paper means exactly what it says. It does not ask the reader to share the confession from which 

its deepest grammar comes; it asks whether a society can inhabit moral forms after forgetting 

the source that once taught it how to receive them. That second question is a public one. It can 

be examined, contested, and answered by a reader of any conviction or none, and the paper’s 
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argument stands or falls on it, not on the grammar beneath it. The reader who shares the tradition 

will hear more in these pages than the reader who does not; but the reader who does not is not a 

guest here, tolerated until the real audience arrives. They are among those the paper was written 

for, and the question it ends on is as much theirs to answer as anyone’s. 

So the reader is asked for only one thing at the threshold: not assent to a creed, but willingness 

to take seriously a possibility that the modern public imagination is structured to dismiss — that 

a society’s moral order might be something it receives rather than constructs, something it can 

spend without replenishing and forget without noticing, until the day it reaches for the renewing 

power it assumed it would always have and finds the source unnamed. Whether that possibility is 

true is the burden of what follows. The paper only asks that it not be ruled out before it has been 

looked at. 

◆ 

 



S O C I E T Y  A S  M O R A L  A R C H I T E C T U R E  

7 

A Note on Terms 

A few words carry more weight in this paper than their everyday use suggests, and naming them 

once, plainly, prevents confusion later. None of these is argued here; each is only fixed, so that the 

chapters can use it without stopping to explain. 

Formation. As in the prior rings, formation names the shaping of a person — or here, of a society 

— by what it is repeatedly exposed to: the loves, habits, recognitions, and structures within which 

a life is actually lived. It is not, first, a matter of deliberate effort or stated belief. A society forms 

its members through what it consistently rewards, teaches, and hands on, and through what it has 

quietly ceased to reward, teach, and hand on. Formation is therefore always happening, whether 

or not anyone intends it, which is why the question is never whether a society forms its people but 

toward what. 

Moral architecture. The term names what a society holds beneath its institutions: the load-

bearing order of recognitions, loves, and obligations that gives its laws, markets, and procedures 

their meaning, limit, and direction. It is called an architecture because it is structural rather than 

decorative — it bears weight, it is mostly invisible, and it is noticed chiefly when it fails. A society’s 

institutions rest upon its moral architecture; they do not produce it. When the architecture thins, 

the institutions stand for a time on a load it has stopped bearing. 

Ordo amoris (ordering of loves). The phrase, received from Augustine, names the 

recognition that a person or a society is defined less by what it believes than by what it loves, and 

in what order. On this account nearly all objects of love are genuine goods; disorder arises not 

from loving evil but from loving a real good out of its proper place — giving to a lesser good the 

weight that belongs to a greater. A society’s moral order is, at bottom, an ordering of its loves, and 

its deformation is their disordering. 

Moral capital. The term names the inherited stock of moral conviction a society can draw on 

without, for a time, replenishing it — the recognitions it still holds and still spends, but no longer 

actively renews. A society can live on moral capital for a generation or more, affirming dignity, 

conscience, mercy, and justice while the order that grounded them recedes from memory. The 

difficulty arrives not when the capital is being spent but when it must be replenished, and the 

source of replenishment has gone unnamed. 

Legitimacy. Throughout this paper legitimacy names the standing of authority as something 

received and held in trust toward those it serves, rather than generated by the competence, 

performance, or expertise of those who hold it. Authority can be entirely competent and still 

illegitimate, if it grounds itself in its own performance and answers only to its own standards. 

Legitimacy, in this sense, cannot be self-made — at the scale of the soul or the scale of a society. 

The witnesses. In the prior rings the witnesses to a leader’s formation were, in principle, 

encounterable — the colleague, the supplier, the worker who carried the cost of a decision. At the 

scale of a society the witnesses are generational: the citizens who will inherit, decades on, a moral 
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order made more or less honest, more or less just, by contributions whose authors they will never 

know. The witnesses at this scale are, for the most part, not yet born — which is why the work 

done toward them is contribution without completion. 

Refuge (pre-emptive justice). The term draws on the ancient institution of the city of refuge 

and names a society’s preparation, in advance of crisis, of the structures of protection and due 

process its passions will later resist. Pre-emptive justice is justice built before it is needed — the 

road kept open before anyone must run for it. It is the public and institutional form of the patient, 

generational work this paper describes: not the perfection of a society, but the keeping-open of 

the way. 

◆ 
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A Note on the Text 

This paper is the fourth in a series, and the last. The first three rings — on the soul, the institution, 

and the marketplace — were each published as they were completed; this one closes the work, and 

a word about what it is, and is not, may help the reader hold it rightly. 

It is the closing ring of a single corpus, not a freestanding monograph. It assumes the three 

rings before it rather than rehearsing them, and it ends not only its own argument but the whole 

four-ring movement, handing the work to the reader at the last. It can be read alone; it was not 

written to be. 

And it is a work of formation theology, not academic social science or political theory, though 

it draws on both. Its sources serve the argument; they do not govern its register. Where it cites a 

survey, a historian, or a philosopher, it does so to let a recognition be seen, not to settle a scholarly 

dispute, and the reader who comes looking for the comprehensiveness of a monograph will find 

instead the selectiveness of an essay that knows what it is after. The deepest grammar beneath the 

argument is named in the Introduction and not disguised; the paper asks the reader to reckon 

with its central question, not to share the tradition from which that question comes. 

With this ring the series is complete. The four rings — soul, institution, marketplace, society 

— now stand together, a single figure traced from the centre outward, and the work they describe 

is handed on to those who will live it. 

◆ 
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C H A P T E R  O N E  

The Streams That Have Been Carrying 
Us 

Moral capital under conditions of forgetting 

◆ 

Opening movement 

The three rings that precede this one each traced a formation order the reader could, in principle, 

act upon. Ring 1 traced the soul, which the leader can attend to. Ring 2 traced the institution, 

which the leader can steward. Ring 3 traced the marketplace, in which the leader can hold each 

decision under weights the apparatus does not supply. At each scale the leader had something to 

do, and the doing, sustained across years, was the formation. 

This ring traces an order the leader cannot govern in the way they can attend to a soul, steward 

an institution, or hold a decision. The society within which persons are raised, institutions are 

chartered, and markets are conducted is itself a formation order — the widest one, the slowest 

one, and the one no single actor governs. It forms the persons inside it not occasionally but 

continuously, through what it repeatedly recognises, rewards, teaches, and hands on, and through 

what it has quietly ceased to recognise, reward, teach, and hand on. The society is doing formation 

work whether or not anyone has named the work it is doing. The difficulty is that, at this scale, 

the water is harder to see, because it is the water within which institutional and market life is 

already being lived. 

This chapter asks what that formation work has become. It does not ask the question the way 

a social report would. The standard instruments — the survey, the index, the mortality table, the 

fertility curve — can show that something has shifted, and several of them will be used here. But 

the data is not the diagnosis. The data lights up the symptoms; it does not name the condition. A 

society can be measured in a hundred ways and still not be understood, because the thing that has 

changed is not finally a measurable quantity. It is an order — the moral order through which a 

society’s institutions, markets, and persons once received meaning, limit, and direction. That 

order is not registered on any dashboard. Its erosion shows up only indirectly, in symptoms that 

the instruments can see but cannot connect. 

The connection is the chapter’s work. The argument is that the symptoms now visible across 

Western societies — the loss of public trust, the thinning of social bonds, the deformation of work 

and place, the exhaustion of the body, the weakening of generational continuity, the forgetting of 

the moral source — are not six separate crises to be addressed by six separate policies. They are 

symptoms of one deeper change: a society that has continued to inhabit moral forms after the 
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order from which it received them has thinned. The forms remain. The institutions still stand. The 

vocabulary still circulates — dignity, person, conscience, responsibility, mercy, right. What has 

thinned is the shared order of recognition that once gave those forms their force, and a society 

does not always notice, while the forms still hold, how much of what it still values it has stopped 

knowing how to renew. 

A society can live for a time on moral capital whose source it can no longer 
name. 

This is not a verdict of decline, and it is emphatically not a verdict on the persons who live 

inside the change. The diagnosis that follows should not be heard as a complaint that people have 

become worse — less disciplined, less faithful, less willing. That reading is both false and cruel, 

and it is precisely the reading this chapter refuses. The older tradition has a more accurate 

category. What forms a person is not, first, the strength of their will but the order of what they are 

repeatedly exposed to — the loves, habits, recognitions, and environments within which a life is 

actually lived. When those environments shift, the persons inside them are formed differently, 

not because they have chosen worse but because the order forming them has changed. Augustine 

would not have described a society’s condition as a failure of individual effort. He would have 

described it as a disordering of loves — a change in what a whole people has been taught, by 

everything around it, to want, to honour, and to receive. The chapter holds to that register 

throughout. The symptoms are real. The persons are not to blame for them. The order has 

changed, and the order is what the chapter is trying to name. 

The chapter proceeds in three movements. The first follows the marketplace forces of Ring 3 

out of the firm and into the society they have reshaped. The second traces the crisis of public trust 

and the thinning of the bonds in which trust is learned. The third names the deeper forgetting — 

of the body, of generational continuity, and of the moral source — toward which all the symptoms 

point. It closes by gathering the symptoms into the single recognition the rest of Ring 4 will build 

upon. 

◆ 

Section A · The marketplace, arrived at the scale of society 

The forces Ring 3 named did not stay inside the firm. 

Ring 3 traced three of them — proximity stretched beyond memory, time compressed beyond 

patience, recognition mediated beyond encounter — as conditions operating on the senior leader’s 

decisions. It traced them inside the room where the sourcing decision is made, the capital is 

allocated, the facility is closed. But the decisions made in those rooms land somewhere. The 

supplier moved offshore is a town’s largest employer. The facility closed on a defensible margin 

calculation is a region’s economic centre. The labour-cost arbitrage that reads, on the dashboard, 
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as a unit-cost improvement reads, in a place, as the disappearance of the work around which a 

community had organised its life. What Ring 3 examined as a pressure on the leader’s interior, 

Ring 4 must examine as a pressure on the social order the leader’s decisions, aggregated across 

thousands of firms and three decades, have helped reshape. 

The clearest documented case is the one economists have studied most carefully. When 

Chinese import competition rose sharply through the 1990s and 2000s, the consumer benefits 

were real and widely shared — lower prices, wider availability, the diffusion of goods that lifted 

living standards. But the adjustment costs were not shared in the same way. They fell on particular 

places, and they did not lift. The economists who studied this most closely found that adjustment 

in the affected local labour markets was remarkably slow, with wages and labour-force 

participation depressed and unemployment elevated for at least a full decade after the shock 

began. The standard model had predicted that workers would move, retrain, and re-equilibrate. 

They largely did not move. The places absorbed the shock and stayed absorbed. And the most 

recent work by the same researchers sharpens the point in a way that matters for this chapter: the 

affected places, measured by total employment, eventually recover — but the deeper measures do 

not. The ratio of employment to population stays depressed; the manufacturing work atrophies 

further; the recovery on paper is not a recovery of the thing that was lost. The place comes back 

as a statistic before it comes back as a community, and in many cases it does not come back as a 

community at all. 

This is the shape of the marketplace forces at the social scale. The aggregate is positive — the 

consumer gains are real, the efficiency is real, the diffusion of goods is real, and the diagnosis that 

follows is not a complaint against trade or a wish for a smaller, slower economy. The aggregate is 

also not where formation happens. Formation happens in places, on persons, over time, and the 

same structural distance that let the sourcing decision be made without the affected persons in 

the room let the cost be carried by persons the aggregate never had to encounter. Proximity 

stretched beyond memory, in Ring 3, meant the supplier became a line item. At the scale of Ring 

4 it means the town becomes a data point in a recovery that has not reached it. 

What this does to the persons in those places is not, primarily, a fall in income, though the 

income falls. It is something the standard economic categories were not built to register. The 

researchers who have traced the human cost most closely give it a name that is deliberately not 

an economic one. They call the rising mortality among working-age adults in the hollowed-out 

regions — from drink, from drugs, from suicide — deaths of despair, and they are precise about 

what despair is made of. It is not, they argue, mainly the loss of money. It is the loss of the structure 

of meaning that steady work had carried: the marriage that the work made possible, the 

community the work had organised, the dignity and self-respect that came with having a place in 

a working order. Destroy the work, they conclude, and in the end the working-class life around it 

cannot survive — not because money vanished, but because the order that gave the work its 

meaning came apart, and the persons formed inside that order were left holding forms that no 

longer held. 
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That is the recognition this section is after, and it is worth stating in the chapter’s own register 

before moving on. A society can remain productive while becoming bond-poor. Its output can 

hold, or even rise, while the orders within which work carried belonging, vocation, and mutual 

recognition thin beneath it. The marketplace forces did not merely move jobs; they moved them 

faster than places could form new meaning around new work, and the gap between the speed of 

the capital and the slowness of the place is a gap that persons fall into. Capital moves faster than 

places recover. Work disappears faster than dignity can be re-formed around it. And political 

responsibility remains stubbornly local — attached to the town, the region, the national 

government that can be voted out — while the economic causes have become transnational, 

attached to no one the affected persons can reach. The result is a particular and corrosive 

mismatch, which the next section takes up directly: responsibility comes to rest where power no 

longer suffices, and power comes to rest where responsibility can no longer be assigned. 

◆ 

Section B · The crisis of trust and the spaces where trust is learned 

The mismatch the previous section ended on — responsibility resting where power no longer 

suffices, power resting where responsibility can no longer be assigned — is felt, by most citizens, 

as a loss of trust. The instruments confirm the feeling. Across the developed democracies, trust in 

public institutions has settled at levels the institutions themselves treat as a problem to be 

managed; in the OECD’s cross-national survey, more people report low or no trust in their 

national government than report high trust, and the single strongest driver of the difference is 

whether a person believes the political system gives people like them a say — a belief held, on 

average, by fewer than a third. Surveys of satisfaction with how democracy actually functions, as 

distinct from democracy as an ideal, find widespread dissatisfaction across high-income 

democracies, with dissatisfaction rising in several of them. The detail that matters for this chapter 

is the one about having a say. The complaint is not, mostly, that democracy is the wrong 

arrangement. It is that the persons inside the arrangement no longer recognise themselves in it — 

that the procedures persist while the sense of being represented by them has thinned. 

This is the political form of the chapter’s governing recognition. The institutions still stand. 

What has thinned is the order of recognition through which a citizen once experienced the 

institution as theirs — answerable to them, formed partly by them, carrying their standing into 

rooms they would never enter. When that recognition thins, the institution does not fall. It 

continues to function, to legislate, to deliver. But it is increasingly experienced as something done 

to the citizen rather than through them, and a procedure that is only ever experienced from the 

outside loses, over time, the one thing no procedure can manufacture for itself: the consent that 

comes from being recognised in it. 

The standard response treats this as a problem of communication, transparency, or 

institutional design — better consultation, clearer reporting, more responsive process. Each does 
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real work. None reaches what has actually thinned, because the thing that has thinned is not 

finally located in the institutions at all. It is located in the spaces between them — the spaces where 

a citizen first learns what it is to be answerable to others and recognised by them, long before any 

encounter with the state. Trust in large institutions is not generated by large institutions. It is 

carried into them, by persons who learned it somewhere smaller. 

Those smaller spaces are the ones that have thinned most. The associations through which a 

society once taught its members the ordinary disciplines of common life — the club, the 

congregation, the union hall, the neighbourhood institution, the voluntary body that met on 

weekday evenings and asked something of those who joined — have, across the same decades, 

weakened as a class. The sociologist who documented this most influentially traced the long 

decline of exactly this kind of participation, the membership that requires showing up, taking a 

turn, being known. The measurable symptom that now travels under the name of loneliness is the 

inner face of the same change: across the developed world, surveys of working adults find a 

substantial share reporting significant loneliness — in Gallup’s global workplace data, about one 

in five employees — and they report it not because they have become less likeable but because the 

structures within which connection was once routine have thinned around them. 

A society does not lose its trust in institutions all at once, from the top. It 
loses, first, the small places in which trust was learned. 

This is why the crisis of public trust cannot be repaired at the level where it is measured. The 

poll registers the loss at the scale of the state, and the temptation is to address it there — with a 

reform, a commission, a communications strategy. But the order that produced trust was never 

primarily the state. It was the dense layer of intermediate bonds in which persons were formed 

into the kind of citizens who could trust, be trusted, and recognise themselves in a common life 

larger than their own. When that layer thins, the state is asked to carry, directly, what the 

intermediate bonds once carried on its behalf — and the state, however well-administered, cannot 

manufacture from above the recognition that was only ever grown from below. The forms of public 

life remain. What has thinned is the order beneath them in which a citizen was made. 

◆ 

Section C · The body, the generation, and the thinning of formation 

The change reaches further down than trust. A society’s moral order is not held only in its 

institutions and its arguments; it is held, finally, in bodies, households, and habits — in the daily 

shape of lives. And it is here, in the least argued-about places, that the thinning shows most 

plainly, because the body keeps a record that opinion does not. 

Consider first the body itself. A large and rising share of adults no longer move enough to meet 

the minimum thresholds for health — close to a third of adults worldwide by recent estimates, a 
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figure trending upward, not down, and high enough across the wealthier societies to count as 

ordinary rather than exceptional. It would be easy, and wrong, to read this as a verdict on 

individual discipline. The older tradition reads it differently. The body is where a social order is 

registered before it is noticed — where the environment a person actually inhabits, its defaults 

and conveniences and constant low-grade stimulation, leaves its mark whether or not the person 

ever consented to it. A society that has organised itself around seated work, screen-mediated 

attention, frictionless consumption, and the engineering of appetite will produce bodies shaped 

to that order, not because the persons in them have grown weak-willed but because formation 

runs through environments, and the environment is doing its work continuously. The exhausted, 

sedentary, over-stimulated body is not a moral failure. It is a faithful record of what the 

surrounding order has normalised. 

Consider next the generation. The same societies are ageing, and the share of children being 

born has fallen, across much of the developed world, below the level that would sustain the 

population — with the social consequence that an ever-smaller working generation is asked to 

carry an ever-larger dependent one. The temptation here is to moralise, to read falling birth rates 

as a failure of will or seriousness, and the temptation must be refused, because it is both untrue 

and unkind. The deeper question is not why people have stopped wanting children. It is whether 

a society still holds the forms within which a person can receive the future as a gift rather than 

calculate it as a risk — the household stable enough, the bonds dense enough, the sense of a 

continuous world worth handing on secure enough, that bringing a new life into it reads as trust 

rather than exposure. When those forms thin, the future stops being something a person receives 

and becomes something a person assesses, and a future that can only be assessed is one that fewer 

and fewer will choose. The falling number is a symptom. The thinned form beneath it is the 

condition. 

Consider, last, the institutions through which a society once formed its members in a shared 

moral life — the family, the school, the association, and among them the churches, which occupy 

a particular place in the Western story. These have not, for the most part, disappeared. In many 

Western societies the churches in particular remain present as providers of care, education, ritual, 

heritage, and social service. What has changed is their formative capacity. The institutions that 

once carried public moral formation — that taught, across a whole society and not merely to 

volunteers, what a person is, what is owed to others, what may be hoped for — increasingly carry 

function without formation: they deliver services, preserve heritage, administer rites, while the 

shared moral imagination they once transmitted has thinned beneath the activity. The point here 

is strictly diagnostic. It is not that any institution failed its vocation, nor that the change was 

anyone’s design. It is only that the bearers of public moral formation have weakened as a class, 

and that a society whose formative institutions have become service institutions is one in which 

the moral order is no longer being actively handed on, even where its forms are faithfully 

maintained. 

These three — the body, the generation, the formative institutions — complete the inventory. 

And the inventory was never the point. The trust that has thinned, the bonds that have weakened, 
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the work and place that have come apart, the body that bears the marks of its environment, the 

generation that has grown smaller, the formation that has quietly stopped being transmitted: 

these are not six crises but one. They are the symptoms of a society that has gone on inhabiting 

moral forms after the order from which it received them has thinned — that still values dignity, 

person, conscience, responsibility, mercy, and right, but no longer reliably remembers where 

these were learned or how they are renewed. A society can live for a long time on such inheritance. 

It can preserve the forms, maintain the institutions, and circulate the vocabulary, and for a 

generation or two the forgetting need not even be felt. The difficulty comes when the forms must 

be not merely preserved but renewed — taught afresh, grounded again, handed to those who did 

not inherit them — and the order that once did the teaching, grounding, and handing on is no 

longer recognised, or named, or known. That is the condition Ring 4 is written to address, and the 

next chapter turns from naming the symptoms to asking what, beneath them, has actually been 

lost. 

◆ 
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C H A P T E R  T W O  

Society as Moral Architecture 

Ordo amoris and the legitimacy of public authority 

◆ 

Opening movement 

The previous chapter named what has thinned. This one asks what it is that thins. 

To say that a society loses its moral order before it loses its institutions is to assume that a 

society has a moral order — something more than the sum of its laws, its markets, and its 

administrative procedures, something the institutions rest upon rather than create. The claim is 

easy to state and surprisingly hard to hold, because the moral order is precisely the thing that does 

not appear in the institutional inventory. One can list a society’s laws, audit its agencies, model its 

economy, and map its demographics, and still not have named the order this chapter is after — 

the order through which all of those acquire meaning, limit, and direction in the first place. A 

constitution does not tell you why the people under it believe a person may not be bought and 

sold. A market does not tell you why some things are kept out of it. A court does not generate the 

sense, prior to any verdict, that the weak have a claim the strong are bound to honour. These 

convictions are carried into the institutions. They are not manufactured by them. 

A society does not lose its institutions first. It loses the moral order through 
which its institutions hold meaning, limit, and direction. 

That order forms a structure — load-bearing, mostly invisible, noticed chiefly when it fails — 

which is why this chapter calls a society’s moral order its architecture. 

The word is exact, and it is worth pressing. An architecture is not a decoration added to a 

building once the structure stands; it is the structure, the arrangement of loads and supports that 

lets the building hold weight and enclose a space. A society’s moral architecture is load-bearing in 

the same way. It is what allows a people to trust strangers, honour contracts, restrain the strong, 

protect the weak, tell the truth under oath, and hand on to their children a world they did not have 

to defend by force every morning. None of that is produced by procedure. All of it rests on a shared 

sense of what persons are, what is owed to them, and what may be hoped for — a sense that has 

to be held in common, taught, and renewed, or it thins. When it thins, the building does not fall 

at once. The walls stand, the procedures run, the institutions persist. But they are now carrying a 

load the architecture beneath them has quietly stopped bearing, and the strain shows up exactly 

where the previous chapter found it: in the symptoms that no single institution can explain, 

because the thing under strain is not in any institution but beneath all of them. 
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This chapter makes three moves. It begins with the oldest and most precise account of what a 

moral order actually is — not a code, not a consensus, but an ordering of loves — and with the 

analysis of how such an order goes wrong, which the Western tradition received most fully from 

Augustine. It then turns to what this account reveals about public authority: why legitimacy, at 

the scale of a society, turns out to obey the same logic the first ring found in the single soul, and 

cannot finally be self-made. And it asks, at the end, what has actually been forgotten when a 

society forgets the source of its moral architecture — the question Chapter 1 raised and deferred, 

and the one this chapter is built to face. 

◆ 

Section 1 · The disordering of loves 

The most searching account of what a moral order is does not begin with rules. It begins with love 

— not in the sentimental sense, but in the older and harder sense of what a person, or a people, is 

actually drawn toward, attaches weight to, and arranges a life around. On this account, every 

person already has an order of loves, whether or not they have ever examined it: things they treat 

as ends and things they treat as means, goods they would sacrifice others for and goods they would 

sacrifice. The order is not optional. The only question is whether it is well ordered or badly ordered 

— whether the weight a person gives to each good actually matches the good’s worth. 

This is the account the Western moral tradition received, in its most influential form, from 

Augustine, who compressed it into a definition: virtue, he wrote, is rightly ordered love. The 

formula is deceptively plain, and its force is in what it refuses. It does not say that virtue is wanting 

the right things and vice wanting wrong ones, as though the world divided into good objects and 

evil ones. Augustine’s claim is subtler and more unsettling: the objects are nearly all good, and the 

disorder is in the loving. His own example is the miser and his gold. The fault, Augustine says, is 

not in the gold — gold is a real good — but in the man who has come to love it out of its proper 

place, who gives to a lesser good the weight that belongs to a greater one. Disorder is rarely the 

love of something evil. It is far more often a good thing loved in the wrong order, at the wrong 

scale, in place of something it was never meant to displace. 

That single move is what makes the account so exact a tool for reading a society, and it can be 

put to work here without requiring the reader to share the theology that gave rise to it. One need 

not accept Augustine’s God to recognise the structure he is describing — that a person, or a people, 

can want only good things and still be deformed by the arrangement of those wants; that the 

disorder of a life, or a society, is usually not a matter of evil ends but of goods pursued out of 

proportion, each defensible in isolation, ruinous in their ranking. A society that has come to love 

security more than justice, or efficiency more than dignity, or growth more than the persons 

growth was meant to serve, has not chosen evil. It has disordered its loves. And because each of 

the loves is, taken alone, a genuine good, the disorder is almost impossible to see from the inside, 
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where every individual preference looks reasonable and only the ordering — invisible, unstated, 

never put to a vote — has gone wrong. 

This is why Augustine would not have described the condition of a faltering society as a 

political problem, or an economic one, or a failure of institutional design. He would have called it 

a disordering of loves. The distinction is not a piece of rhetoric; it changes what one is looking for. 

A political reading of a society’s troubles looks for the wrong policy, the wrong party, the wrong 

arrangement of power, and reaches for a political remedy. An economic reading looks for the 

wrong incentive and reaches for a better one. Each can be right about its level and still miss the 

architecture, because the architecture is not at the level of policy or incentive. It is at the level of 

what the whole society has been taught, by everything around it, to love and in what order — and 

that ordering is upstream of every policy, every incentive, every institution that the politics and 

the economics can reach. A society can reform its institutions indefinitely and leave its disordered 

loves largely untouched, because the institutions were never where the disorder lived. 

Two consequences follow, and the rest of the chapter turns on them. The first is that a society’s 

moral architecture is not self-correcting through its procedures. If the disorder is in the ordering 

of loves, then no rearrangement of institutions reaches it; what is required is the harder and 

slower work of re-ordering what a people loves and in what proportion — work that institutions 

can serve but cannot perform, and that no society can outsource to its administrative machinery. 

The second consequence is the one the next section takes up: if a society’s deepest order is an 

order of loves, then the authority that governs the society is answerable to that order, and not its 

author. The institutions did not create the moral architecture; they inherited it. And an authority 

that inherits an order it did not make stands in a particular relation to it — a relation that turns 

out to be the same one the first ring found at the scale of the single soul, and that public authority 

forgets at its peril. 

◆ 

Section 2 · Three insufficient readings of society 

If a society’s deepest order is an order of loves, then the leader who would act within it faces a 

prior question, usually unasked: what is this society, in relation to which I hold whatever authority 

I hold? The question is prior because the answer, mostly unstated, already governs how the 

authority gets used. And there are three answers ready to hand, each widespread, each capturing 

something real, and each — in the precise way Augustine described — a good thing loved out of 

its proper order. 

The first reading is society as a battle to be won. On this account the public order is a field 

of contest between rival visions, and the leader’s task is to ensure the right side prevails — to win 

the argument, the election, the cultural ground, the institutional high place, so that the society is 

shaped by the better forces rather than the worse. There is something real here. Societies are 

contested; not every vision of the human good is equal; and a refusal to contend at all is often just 
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a refusal to take responsibility dressed as humility. But the reading, held alone, disorders a 

genuine good. It makes the society into an object to be captured, and the persons within it into 

allies or obstacles. It loves victory — a real good, since some things genuinely must prevail — out 

of its proper place, until the winning becomes the point and the society that was to be served 

becomes merely the terrain on which the winning happens. A leader formed by this reading can 

win every contest and leave the moral architecture more disordered than they found it, because 

contest, however necessary, does not build the order it is fought over; at most it defends or seizes 

ground, and ground held is not the same as a people formed. 

The second reading is society as a machine to be engineered. On this account the public 

order is a system of incentives, levers, and feedback loops, and the leader’s task is to design the 

arrangement that produces the desired outputs — to fix the policy, correct the incentive, re-

architect the institution so that good behaviour follows from good design. This reading, too, 

captures something true, and in a technical age it captures more than the others: societies do have 

system properties, design does shape behaviour, and the contempt for competent institutional 

engineering that sometimes passes for moral seriousness is itself a kind of negligence. But the 

engineering reading loves a real good — effective design — out of its proper order, and the disorder 

is specific. It treats the moral architecture as though it were itself a machine, producible by the 

right arrangement of parts. And the one thing the machine cannot manufacture is the thing the 

previous section located beneath all machinery: the ordering of loves, which is formed and not 

engineered, and which every well-designed system presupposes without being able to generate. A 

society can be engineered indefinitely and remain a society whose loves are disordered, because 

the engineering operates at the level of behaviour and the disorder lives at the level of love. 

The third reading is society as a platform for impact. On this account the public order is 

the stage on which a leader makes their difference — the scale at which a life’s significance is 

finally measured, in lives touched, problems solved, legacies left. This is the most flattering of the 

three, and the most current, and it captures a real truth that the others can miss: that 

responsibility at scale is genuine, that a leader who could act for the common good and declines 

has failed in something, and that indifference to one’s public effect is not a virtue. But the platform 

reading loves a real good — significant contribution — out of its proper order, and the disorder is 

the subtlest of the three because it hides inside the language of service. It makes the society into 

the measure of the self: the public order becomes the place where I become significant, and the 

persons within it become, however unconsciously, the material of my impact. A leader formed by 

this reading may do enormous visible good and remain, at the centre, disordered — because the 

love that organises the work is finally a love of one’s own significance, a real good given a weight 

that belongs only to the good of the persons served. 

Three readings, three real goods — victory, design, significance — each disordered by being 

loved out of its place. And the pattern is now familiar, because it is the same pattern the three 

prior rings each found at their own scale. Ring 2 set the institution as mechanism, threat, and 

platform against the institution received as entrusted domain. Ring 3 set the marketplace as 

mechanism, threat, and platform against the marketplace received as calling. Ring 4 completes 
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the figure at the widest scale: society is moral architecture, and the leader’s relation to it is 

reception — society received as entrusted order, neither seized, nor engineered, nor stood upon, 

but received as an order one did not author, cannot complete, and holds in trust on a timescale 

longer than one’s own life. What that reception requires, and why it returns the leader to the very 

lesson the first ring taught the single soul, is the work of the section that follows. 

◆ 

Section 3 · The legitimacy of public authority 

The reception the last section named has a consequence for authority that the first ring already 

taught at a smaller scale, and it is the hinge on which this chapter turns. 

Ring 1 made a claim about the soul of the leader that seemed, at the time, to concern only the 

interior life: that a leader who legitimates themselves — who grounds their authority in their own 

performance, their record, their demonstrated competence — has built that authority on the one 

foundation that cannot finally bear it, because authority so grounded must be perpetually re-

earned and is never actually possessed. The called leader, Ring 1 argued, holds an authority they 

did not generate and cannot lose by underperforming, because it was received rather than 

achieved. What looked like a point about a single person’s inner security turns out to be a 

structural law, and it operates at every scale on which authority is exercised — including the 

widest. 

For public authority obeys the same logic. A society’s leadership — those who hold office, 

steward institutions, shape the common life — possesses a legitimacy that is, at bottom, of the 

same kind as the soul’s. It is received, not generated. It is held in trust toward those it serves, not 

produced by the qualifications of those who hold it. And it can be forfeited in precisely the way 

Ring 1 described: not by losing an election or failing a metric, but by coming to rest on the wrong 

foundation. When a leadership class grounds its standing in its performance — its expertise, its 

procedural correctness, its demonstrable competence — and no longer in responsibility received 

toward the persons it serves, it has done, at the scale of a society, exactly what the self-made soul 

did at the scale of a life. It has made its authority self-referential. And self-referential authority, 

however competent, has cut itself off from the only source that could legitimate it. 

Authority loses its legitimacy when it is drawn only from performance, 
procedure, and expertise, and no longer understood as responsibility 

received toward those it serves. 

This is the deeper diagnosis beneath the crisis of trust that Chapter 1 measured. The surveys 

found citizens who no longer believe the system gives people like them a say — who experience 

public authority as something exercised over them by a class that does not answer to them. The 

standard reading treats this as a problem of perception, to be managed by better communication. 
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The reading offered here is structural. A leadership that legitimates itself by competence will, over 

time, be what the citizens perceive: an authority answerable to its own standards of performance 

rather than to the persons in whose trust it holds whatever it holds. The expertise may be entirely 

real. The procedures may be impeccable. And the legitimacy can still drain away, because 

legitimacy was never a function of competence in the first place. It was a function of received 

responsibility — and an authority that has forgotten this can be flawless in its administration and 

hollow in its standing at the same time. 

The remedy this implies is not anti-expertise, and the point must be guarded against that 

misreading, which is the populist one. Competence is a real good; procedure is a real good; 

expertise is a real good — and the disorder is not their presence but their promotion to the place 

of the source. The good of competence loved out of its order becomes the counterfeit of legitimacy: 

it produces authority that performs well and answers to no one. What re-orders it is not less 

competence but the recovery of what competence was always meant to serve — responsibility 

received toward actual persons, held in trust, answerable beyond the leader’s own standards. This 

is the same re-ordering the first ring asked of the single soul, arrived now at the scale of a society. 

What was true of the soul is true, at another scale, of public authority: legitimacy cannot be self-

made. 

Ring 1 named this same need, at the scale of the soul, through an older image: the North Star 

— a fixed point beyond the self by which the self could be oriented and without which it could only 

turn in on itself. The image returns here at the scale of a society. A society, like a soul, cannot 

navigate by treating itself as its own fixed point. One that makes its procedures, its majorities, its 

expertise, or its outcomes the final reference has not escaped the problem of legitimacy; it has 

only enlarged it, raising self-reference from the scale of a person to the scale of a people. The 

public order, like the person, requires an orientation beyond itself if it is to know what its powers 

are for and where their limits lie. 

◆ 

Section 4 · The forgotten source 

Moral architecture is inherited before it is argued. 

A society does not invent, each generation, the deepest recognitions by which it lives. It 

receives them. The conviction that a person may not be owned, that the weak have a claim on the 

strong, that conscience must not be coerced, that mercy is owed even to those who could be 

destroyed with impunity, that every person carries a dignity no status confers and no failure 

forfeits — these are not conclusions a society reasons its way to afresh in each era. They arrive 

already formed, carried by traditions that taught them long enough and deeply enough that they 

came to seem self-evident, which is precisely what an inherited moral architecture feels like from 

the inside: not a doctrine one holds but a floor one stands on, so obvious it hardly seems to have 

a history at all. 
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But it does have a history. The modern Western moral vocabulary — dignity, person, 

conscience, the equal and inviolable worth of each human being — did not arrive as a neutral 

abstraction discovered by reason in general. It was formed, over a very long time, through a 

particular tradition, and in that history the Christian inheritance is not incidental. The historian 

Tom Holland has put this case most vividly: that intuitions which now present themselves as 

simply humane — the priority of the victim over the victor, the dignity of the weak, the suspicion 

of mere power, the conviction that the strong owe something to those they could simply crush — 

are not the timeless deliverances of reason but bear the impress of a specific religious revolution 

in the ancient world. Other historians and philosophers have traced the same inheritance by other 

routes: some following how the very idea of the individual person, bearer of an interior worth all 

its own, was shaped within Christian theology before it was ever secularised; others how the 

conditions of belief and unbelief themselves were formed. The tracings differ. What they share is 

the recognition that the West’s moral architecture was not built on neutral ground. It was received 

from somewhere, and the somewhere is nameable. 

But a genealogy is not a confession. To trace where a moral form historically came from is not 

yet to say what the tradition it came from understands its origin to be — and at this point the two 

part company, because the question changes from one a historian can settle to one only the 

tradition can answer in its own voice. For the Christian tradition whose grammar this paper has 

not disguised, the source of this moral architecture is not, finally, an idea, a civilisational memory, 

or a stock of inherited values. It is a person: Christ, the one before whom every authority is held 

accountable. In Him, the dignity of the person, the mercy owed to the weak, the judgment of 

power, the reconciliation of enemies, and the hope of a final city are not moral ideals proposed for 

admiration, but realities given shape in God’s own action. To forget the source, on this 

understanding, is not merely to forget a genealogy of concepts. It is to forget the one from whom 

every lesser order received its measure and its limit. 

Some readers of this history draw a stronger conclusion: that the West has not merely lost a 

shared moral vocabulary but has forgotten the Christian source from which much of that 

vocabulary was historically received, and that no later structure — no procedure, no consensus, 

no institutional design — can permanently replace a source it has ceased to name. This paper does 

not require the reader to accept that conclusion as confession. A reader may hold that the moral 

inheritance can be fully detached from its origin and sustained on other grounds, and the 

argument of this chapter does not stand or fall on the question. But the paper does require the 

reader to reckon with the public consequence of the forgetting, and that consequence is the same 

whether or not one accepts the stronger thesis. 

Here the paper’s own claim is narrower, and it is a public one. A society can continue to use 

inherited moral forms after it has ceased to name the order that taught them. It can affirm dignity 

without the account of the person that made dignity intelligible, insist on conscience without the 

conviction that once told it why conscience was inviolable, demand mercy and justice and 

restraint while the source that grounded them recedes from memory. It can do this for a long time, 

because moral capital, once accumulated, is not spent at once. What it cannot do is renew the 
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forms indefinitely under conditions of forgetting. The first generation keeps the conviction and 

forgets the reason. The next keeps the form and forgets the conviction. And somewhere down the 

line a society finds itself holding moral commitments it can no longer ground, defending them 

with increasing volume and decreasing confidence, unable to say to a genuine challenger why 

dignity should outrank power, or why the weak should be protected when protecting them costs 

the strong — not because the commitments are wrong, but because the order that made them 

intelligible has gone unnamed for so long that the society has lost the capacity to teach it. The 

forms remain. The power to renew them has thinned. And a moral architecture that cannot be 

renewed is one already living on a fixed inheritance, however imposing its remaining structures 

look. 

This is why the question of the source is not antiquarian. It bears directly on whether a 

society’s moral architecture can be handed on — and handing on, not merely holding, is what a 

moral order requires to survive a generation. If that architecture is inherited rather than 

manufactured, then its renewal cannot be a project of immediate mastery, achievable within a 

single tenure by the right reform. It is the slow work of teaching, grounding, and transmission 

across generations — which is the work the next chapter takes up, and the discipline it demands 

of any leader who would contribute to an order they did not build and will not live to see 

completed. 

◆ 

Closing transition 

This chapter set out to name what thins when a society loses its moral order, and the answer has 

come in four movements. Beneath its institutions a society holds a moral architecture — a load-

bearing order of loves that lets a people trust, restrain, protect, and hand on, and that no 

procedure produces. That order goes wrong not by loving evil but by loving real goods out of their 

proper place, which is why a society can pursue only good things — security, efficiency, growth, 

competence, significance — and still be deformed by their arrangement. The same disorder 

reaches public authority, whose legitimacy turns out to obey the law the first ring found in the 

single soul: it is received, not generated, and an authority that grounds itself in its own 

performance has cut itself off from the only source that could legitimate it. And the architecture 

itself is inherited rather than manufactured — carried by traditions, nameable in their origin, 

sustainable for a time on accumulated capital but not renewable indefinitely once the order that 

taught them has gone unnamed. 

Each of these returns to the same recognition. A society’s moral order is not something its 

leaders make. It is something they receive, hold in trust, and are answerable to — and the work 

that order requires is therefore not the work of construction but of renewal, which is slower, less 

visible, and never finished within a single life. 
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That is the difficulty the next chapter must face directly. If the moral architecture of a society 

is received rather than manufactured, then the leader’s task is not to rebuild the city within their 

own lifetime. It is to contribute faithfully to an order whose renewal will require witnesses they 

may never meet — and to do so under temptations that press hardest precisely because the work 

is slow, the scale is vast, and the result lies beyond the horizon of any one tenure. What that 

patience asks, and what it costs, is the subject of the chapter that follows. 

◆ 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

The Patience of Unfinished Work 

Public formation across generations 

◆ 

Opening movement 

Each of the prior rings gave the leader something to do. 

Ring 1 gave the soul to attend to. Ring 2 gave the institution to steward. Ring 3 gave the 

decision to hold under weights the apparatus could not supply. At each scale the leader could act, 

and the acting, sustained over time, was the formation. The reader who has come this far has been 

able, at every stage, to close the book and begin — to take up a practice, reform a structure, weigh 

a choice differently the next morning. 

This chapter offers less, and the offering of less is the point. If the moral architecture of a 

society is received rather than manufactured, inherited rather than engineered, then the work it 

asks of any single leader is not work that can be finished. A soul can be formed within a life. An 

institution can be re-stewarded within a tenure. A society’s moral order cannot be renewed within 

either, because it runs on a clock longer than both — longer than a career, longer often than a life, 

sometimes longer than the institutions through which the renewal is attempted. The leader who 

would contribute to it must therefore make a kind of peace the prior rings did not require: peace 

with the fact that the most important work they do at this scale they will not see completed, and 

may not see bear fruit at all. 

This is the hardest discipline in the book, and it is hard in a particular way. It is not hard 

because it demands more effort; in one sense it demands less, since it forecloses the satisfaction 

of completion that effort usually seeks. It is hard because it runs against the deepest instinct of 

the formed and capable leader — the instinct to act, to fix, to bring the matter to resolution within 

reach of one’s own hands. At the scale of a society that instinct, however good, becomes the chief 

temptation, because the work at this scale cannot be brought to resolution within reach of 

anyone’s hands, and a leader who insists that it must will either break themselves against the 

attempt or, more often, mistake some smaller, completable thing for the work and pour their life 

into that instead. 

So this chapter is shorter than the two before it, and quieter, and it argues less. It has three 

movements. The first names what contribution without completion actually is, and why it is not 

resignation. The second names the four temptations that test a leader who has accepted such work 

— the pressures that make patience nearly impossible to hold — and shows that they share a single 

root. The third names what no political order can supply for itself, and why even the most durable 

public structures rest on a renewal they cannot generate. Together they describe a discipline 
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rather than a programme: not a thing to be done, but a way of standing within work that will 

outlast the one who does it. 

◆ 

Section 1 · Contribution without completion 

Begin with the difference between building and tending. 

A builder works toward a finished thing. The building is designed, begun, and completed; 

there is a day when the work is done and the builder steps back from it. Most of what a capable 

leader is trained to do has this shape — the project shipped, the institution reformed, the 

turnaround achieved, the problem closed. Achievement, in the register the leader knows best, 

means bringing something to a state where it stands finished and can be handed over. 

The renewal of a moral order does not have this shape. It is not built but tended, and tending 

has no completion. A tradition of honesty, a habit of protecting the weak, a shared sense that 

conscience may not be coerced — these are not constructed once and then maintained; they are 

kept alive only by being practised, taught, and handed on, continuously, by each generation to the 

next, with no point at which the keeping is finished and the tenders may step back. The work is 

more like the keeping of a fire, or the cultivation of soil, than the raising of a wall. The fire does 

not stay lit because it was once built well. The soil does not stay fertile because it was once 

cultivated. Both require attention that does not end, from people who will not be there to see what 

the fire warms or the soil finally grows. 

This is why contribution at the scale of a society is contribution without completion — and 

why that phrase is not a counsel of despair but a description of the actual shape of the work. The 

leader who accepts it is not lowering their ambition; they are correcting their picture of what the 

work is. They are not building a thing they will finish. They are adding their tending to a tending 

that began before them and will continue after them, contributing to an order whose renewal 

depends on contributions like theirs precisely because no one contribution can complete it. To 

insist on completion here is not higher seriousness. It is a category error — treating a fire as though 

it were a wall, and then despairing, or overreaching, when it will not stay built. 

And the witnesses to such work are, for the most part, not yet present. The leader who tends 

a society’s moral order will rarely meet the people in whom their contribution finally tells. Ring 3 

had living witnesses — the supplier, the worker, the regulator, the executive who carried the cost 

of a decision and could, in principle, be encountered. The witnesses at the scale of a society are 

generational. They are the citizens who will inherit, decades on, a public order made slightly more 

honest or slightly more just, or slightly less so, by contributions whose authors they will never 

know and could not thank. The witnesses at this scale are not yet born. A leader who needs to see 

the fruit of their work, who needs the satisfaction of completion or the gratitude of the served, will 

not be able to do this work for long, because this work withholds, by its nature, exactly those 
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returns. What it offers instead is narrower and harder and, in the end, more durable: the 

knowledge that one has added one’s faithfulness to an order one did not begin and will not finish, 

and that this — not the seeing, not the finishing — is what contribution at this scale has always 

meant. 

◆ 

Section 2 · The four temptations of public work 

The refusal of contribution without completion takes four familiar forms. None of them looks like 

a refusal. Each looks like seriousness, or realism, or conscience — which is why they are 

temptations and not merely errors, and why a formed and capable leader is more exposed to them, 

not less. 

Urgency asks the leader to act now; scale, to act big; position, to act from 
their platform; despair, to stop. Each is a real good turned into the 

measure of the work. 

Urgency. There are moments that genuinely demand action, and a leader unable to recognise 

them is not patient but negligent. But urgency, made the measure of faithfulness, insists that what 

cannot be done now is not worth doing — that immediacy is the test of seriousness. It cannot bear 

generational work, because generational work is, by definition, not urgent in the only sense 

urgency can register. A leader ruled by it will pour their life into whatever can be resolved this 

quarter and neglect the slow tending on which the moral order actually depends, not because they 

chose the lesser work but because the greater work never registered as real. 

Scale. Work at the level of a society really is large, and to pretend otherwise is a false modesty. 

But scale, made the proof of seriousness, teaches the leader to despise the small — to measure a 

contribution by its visible magnitude and to overlook the modest, local, unglamorous fidelity 

through which a moral order is in fact mostly carried. It forgets that an order is renewed less by 

grand interventions than by ten thousand small acts of keeping faith, most of them too small to 

be counted, and that a leader who will only do large things has disqualified themselves from most 

of the work that matters. 

Position. Platforms and offices are real, and the standing they confer can be spent for 

genuine good. But position, made the centre of the work, persuades the leader that renewal 

happens chiefly where they are visible — that the contribution that counts is the one made from 

the platform, under one’s own name, in one’s own tenure. It forgets that the formation of a society 

travels mostly through hidden fidelity: through people who taught, kept, and handed on without 

office or audience, whose names the renewed order does not record. A leader who can only act 

from their platform has made their own visibility a condition of their service, and most of the real 

work does not meet that condition. 
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Despair. This last temptation is the most honest of the four, and the most dangerous for that 

reason. It sees the scale truly, grasps that completion is impossible, and concludes that 

contribution is therefore futile — that since the work cannot be finished, and its fruit cannot be 

seen, there is no point in adding one’s small portion to it. Despair does not overreach. It 

withdraws. And it withdraws on what looks like clear-sighted grounds, which is why it persuades 

exactly the leaders clear-sighted enough to see how little they can finish. It treats incompletion as 

futility, and in doing so it refuses the only form the work was ever going to take. 

Set side by side, the four look like opposites — three of them ways of doing too much, one of 

them a way of doing nothing. But they share a root, and naming it is the point of the section. 

Despair and the will to master are the same refusal wearing two faces — 
both deny that the work was ever the leader’s to complete. 

Urgency, scale, and position are the will to master: each insists, in its own register, that the 

work must be brought to completion within reach of the leader’s own hands — now, or big, or 

here. Despair is the same insistence, inverted: having seen that completion is impossible, it 

concludes that the work is therefore not worth doing. Both begin from the same false premise — 

that the work was the leader’s to finish — and differ only in what they do when the premise fails. 

The overreacher refuses the premise’s failure and breaks against it. The despairer accepts the 

failure and withdraws. Neither can do the actual work, because the actual work begins precisely 

where that premise is surrendered: in the recognition that the order was never one’s to complete, 

and that one’s task is to contribute to it faithfully anyway. 

This is why patience, in the sense this chapter means, is not passivity. The patient leader is 

not the one who does less; they are the one who acts without requiring that their action complete 

the work. Patience is the ordered form of action under the condition of unfinishability — action 

freed from the demand for completion, and therefore able to be sustained across the long horizon 

the work actually occupies. It does the urgent thing when the moment truly demands it, and the 

small thing when the small thing is what fidelity asks, and the hidden thing when no platform is 

available, and it keeps doing them after the satisfactions of urgency, scale, and position have all 

been refused — because it was never working for those. It was tending an order it did not begin, 

and will not finish, and contributes to all the same. 

◆ 

Section 3 · What no political order can supply for itself 

The patience this chapter has described is not only a virtue in the leader. It is also a recognition 

about the thing the leader serves — and the recognition completes the argument the second 

chapter began. 
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That chapter found that public authority cannot legitimate itself: an authority grounded in its 

own performance has cut itself off from the only source that could legitimate it. The same is true, 

it turns out, of public order as such — of the political forms through which a society governs itself. 

Just as no authority is self-legitimating, no political form is self-sustaining. Each lives on 

conditions it depends upon but cannot itself produce. 

No political form sustains itself. Even freedom lives on conditions it cannot 
produce by procedure, majority, or institutional design alone. 

The point is easiest to see in the forms a free society most depends on. Procedures depend on 

truthfulness: a constitution full of fair processes is worth nothing among people who lie under 

oath, and no procedure can manufacture the honesty that makes procedure work. Freedom 

depends on self-limitation: a free society is one whose members restrain themselves where the 

law does not reach, and no grant of liberty can produce the restraint that keeps liberty from 

collapsing into mere appetite. Rights depend on a culture that recognises the other as a bearer of 

dignity: a charter of rights is only as real as the shared conviction that the person across from me 

has a claim I am bound to honour, and no charter can generate that conviction where it has 

thinned. The rule of law depends on people who love justice more than victory — who would rather 

lose lawfully than win outside the law — and no court can create that love, though every court 

depends on it. Even democracy, the form most confident of its own sufficiency, rests on citizens 

who can bear to lose: who accept an unfavourable outcome because they value the shared order 

above their own side’s success, a disposition no election produces and every election presupposes. 

In each case the form supplies the structure and depends, for its life, on something the 

structure cannot supply — a disposition, a love, a restraint that has to be formed in people before 

any procedure can rely on it. And here the second chapter’s diagnosis returns at the scale of the 

order itself. Political forms, like the authority that operates them, become hollow when they try to 

live from themselves — when a society imagines that its procedures, majorities, and institutional 

designs are self-sufficient, that the structure alone will hold, that nothing needs to be formed in 

the people because the system will carry the weight. A form that forgets its dependence does not 

announce the forgetting. It runs on, impressively, on the moral capital of dispositions it is no 

longer forming — until the day a challenge arrives that the structure cannot meet without the 

disposition it stopped cultivating, and the form discovers, too late, that it was never self-sustaining 

at all. 

This is what turns the patience of the previous sections from a private discipline into a public 

necessity. If political forms live on conditions they cannot produce, then someone must tend the 

conditions — must form, in each generation, the truthfulness, the self-limitation, the recognition 

of the other, the love of justice over victory, the capacity to lose well, on which the forms silently 

depend. That tending is exactly the unfinishable work this chapter has described: not the building 

of institutions, which can be done within a tenure, but the renewal of the dispositions beneath 

them, which cannot. And it cannot be improvised in the crisis. The dispositions a society will need 
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when the challenge comes must be formed long before it arrives, in the ordinary times when the 

need is not yet visible — which raises the question the final chapter takes up, and which this 

chapter can only pose. Not merely: what institutions does a society require? But: what ways, what 

practices, what places of protection and formation, what habits and laws and witnesses, prepare 

a society’s moral conditions before the day they are needed — so that when the crisis comes, the 

road is already open? 

◆ 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R  

Preparing the Road to Refuge 

Witness, renewal, and the society that remembers 

◆ 

Opening movement 

The previous chapter ended with a road and a question. If the dispositions a society needs cannot 

be improvised in the crisis but must be formed long before it arrives, then the question is no longer 

what a society believes or even what it builds, but what it prepares — and prepares while the need 

is not yet visible, so that the road is already open when the day comes that someone must travel 

it. 

This final chapter answers in three movements, and they gather the whole work as they go. 

The first takes a single image of what it looks like for a society to prepare its moral conditions in 

advance — one of the oldest images the Western tradition has for it — and reads it not as devotion 

but as public architecture. The second turns to history, to a society that was in fact renewed across 

generations, and asks what that renewal actually required: not one thing, but the convergence of 

many, none of them sufficient alone. And the third closes the four rings, following the formation 

that began in a single soul outward through the institution and the marketplace to the society, and 

naming what holds across all four scales — and what, having held, the work now hands to the 

reader. 

The tone of this chapter is the tone of an ending, which in a work about unfinished things is a 

particular kind of ending: not the satisfaction of completion, since the argument has spent three 

chapters refusing it, but the quieter close of a contribution laid down for others to take up. The 

book does not finish the work. It hands it on. 

◆ 

Part I · Refuge opens 

The image the Western tradition holds for a society preparing its moral conditions in advance is 

also one of its strangest, and it is worth recovering precisely because it is not where a modern 

reader would think to look. It comes from the legal codes of ancient Israel, and it concerns the 

building of roads. 

The institution is the city of refuge. The ancient law required that a society, on entering its 

land, set aside six cities, evenly distributed, to which a person who had killed someone 

unintentionally could flee. The danger such a person faced was not the law but its absence — the 
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avenger of blood, the dead person’s kinsman, who in the heat of grief might pursue and kill before 

any question of intent had been asked. The city of refuge existed to interrupt that sequence. It 

gave the manslayer a place to reach where they could not be cut down on sight, where they would 

be held safe until they could stand before the assembly for judgment — until a public body could 

weigh the evidence, determine whether the killing was accidental or malicious, and render a 

verdict that vengeance, acting alone, would never have paused to seek. The refuge did not exempt 

anyone from justice. If the assembly found the killing deliberate, the protection was withdrawn. 

What the refuge prevented was not judgment but its pre-emption — the killing that happens 

before judgment can occur. 

Read as public architecture rather than devotion, the institution is remarkably precise, and 

three features carry the weight. The first is that the refuge was prepared in advance. The cities 

were designated, and the law was explicit that the roads to them had to be built and kept clear, 

before any particular killing had happened — because a refuge reachable only after the crisis is no 

refuge at all. A society that waits until the avenger is already in pursuit to ask where the wronged 

might flee has waited too long; the road has to be open before anyone needs it. The second feature 

is that the refuge interrupted vengeance in favour of judgment — it inserted, between the wrong 

and the response, a structure that held back the immediate, passionate, personal reprisal long 

enough for a public determination of the truth. And the third is whom it protected: not the 

innocent in general but the one most exposed, the person who would otherwise be cut down before 

anyone asked whether they deserved it — the case at the margin, where the pressure to skip the 

process is highest and the protection therefore matters most. 

These three together describe something a society does for itself before it knows it will need 

to: it builds, in its ordinary times, the structures of protection and due process that its crises will 

demand and its passions will resist. The point translates directly out of its ancient setting and into 

the public register this chapter has been building toward. A just society prepares the road to 

refuge before vengeance arrives. It establishes the protections, the access to a fair hearing, the 

limits on retribution, the standing of the most exposed, while the matter is still abstract and the 

cost of establishing them is low — because once the crisis is present, the passions it raises are 

exactly the passions that will refuse to build them. Due process is cheap to defend in the calm and 

nearly impossible to install in the fury. The recognition of the stranger’s dignity is easy to affirm 

before the stranger is feared and very hard to affirm after. The road must be open before the day 

it is needed, because on that day no one will be in any condition to open it. 

This is the form that the previous chapter’s tending of conditions takes when it becomes 

concrete. A society tends its moral order not only by forming dispositions in persons but by 

building, in advance, the public structures that protect those dispositions when they come under 

pressure — the courts, the protections, the due processes, the limits on power and vengeance, the 

standing extended to those who would otherwise have none. None of it can be improvised in the 

emergency. All of it is the patient, unfinished, generational work the third chapter described, given 

a public and institutional body. The image of the refuge names what that work is for: not the 

perfection of a society, which lies beyond any generation’s reach, but the keeping-open of the road 
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— so that when the day comes, and it always comes, the one who must run for refuge finds the 

way prepared. 

◆ 

Part II · Clapham embodies 

It is one thing to say that a society can prepare its moral conditions across generations. It is 

another to watch it happen, and the watching corrects a temptation the saying invites — the 

temptation to imagine the preparation as a single heroic act. One of the clearest worked examples 

the modern West offers shows something less dramatic and more instructive: not one force 

changing a nation, but several distinct forces, over the better part of a century, beginning to 

reinforce one another. 

The example is the long moral transformation of Britain across the late eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, and the mistake to avoid in reading it is to compress it into a single cause. 

It is sometimes told as though a religious revival simply changed a nation — as though awakening 

alone did the work. That telling is false to the history and useless as a model, because it hides 

exactly the thing worth seeing: that the transformation was not one thing but a convergence of 

several, no one of which would have sufficed alone. 

There was, first, a stream of spiritual and moral renewal — the evangelical awakenings 

associated with figures such as Wesley and Whitefield, which reached large numbers of ordinary 

people and altered, over decades, what a society took to be obvious about the worth of a human 

being. This stream formed persons. It did not, by itself, reform a single institution or pass a single 

law. What it did was slower and prior: it changed what numbers of people loved and recognised, 

which is where, the second chapter argued, all the rest begins. 

There was, second, a stream of the formation of the young — most visibly the Sunday 

school movement associated with Raikes, which set out to teach children, including the poorest, 

to read and to reckon with a moral world. This was formation in the most literal sense: the 

deliberate handing-on, to those who had inherited nothing, of the dispositions a society needs its 

next generation to carry. It built no monuments. Its results appeared, if they appeared at all, a 

generation later, in adults who had been shaped as children by people who would never see what 

those children became. 

There was, third, a stream of moral imagination translated into parliamentary 

endurance — the work most associated with Wilberforce and the circle around Clapham, who 

took a conviction about the dignity of the enslaved and bent the slow machinery of law toward it 

across a span that defeats every heroic compression. Wilberforce brought his first parliamentary 

motion against the slave trade in 1789. The trade was not abolished until 1807 — nearly twenty 

years. And the slave trade was not slavery; full emancipation across the empire did not come until 

the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, passed three days before Wilberforce died. He gave the cause 
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the whole of his public life and did not live to see it finished. The work was generational in the 

most exact sense the third chapter could have asked for: its central figure was, at the end, one of 

its own not-yet-arrived witnesses, carried across the line by hands that took the cause up after his. 

And there was, fourth, a stream of institutional and protective reform — the later 

nineteenth-century social legislation associated with figures such as Shaftesbury, which built into 

law the protection of those most exposed by the new industrial order: limits on the labour of 

children, conditions in factories and mines, the standing of those who had no standing. This was 

the cities of refuge in modern dress: the patient construction, in ordinary legislative time, of public 

structures that protected the vulnerable before the vulnerable could protect themselves — the road 

kept open by law. 

Four streams: renewal, the formation of the young, parliamentary moral endurance, and 

institutional protection. The renewal of a society was not one thing. It was a convergence. No 

single stream would have been enough. Awakening without parliamentary endurance would have 

changed hearts and left the law untouched. Parliamentary skill without the prior change in what 

people loved would have had nothing to bend the law toward. The teaching of children without 

the institutions to protect them would have formed a generation a harsh order could still grind 

down. What changed the society was not any one of these but their slow reinforcement of one 

another across decades, each doing what the others could not, none sufficient alone — exactly the 

pattern a moral architecture, received and tended rather than built and finished, would predict. 

And read against the four rings, the convergence is more than a historical curiosity, because it 

is the whole work in a single instance. There were formed persons, changed in what they loved 

before they changed anything else — Ring 1. There were stewarded institutions, the societies and 

committees and schools through which the formed persons acted — Ring 2. There were public 

and economic decisions, the votes and laws and the long parliamentary patience that bent 

commerce and empire against their immediate interest — Ring 3. And there was a society 

renewed across generations, slowly, by the convergence of all of it, on a timescale no single 

participant commanded — Ring 4. The example does not prove the argument; histories do not 

prove arguments, and this one has been told too triumphantly too often to be trusted as proof. 

What it does is let the argument be seen — to show, in one worked instance, what it looks like 

when formed persons, stewarding institutions, making public decisions, contribute to the renewal 

of a society’s moral order across a span longer than any of their lives. This is what preparing the 

road to refuge looks like when it is done. It looks like a convergence no one of them could have 

engineered, tended by people most of whom did not live to see it open. 

◆ 
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Part III · The corpus closes 

Four rings, and they are one figure. 

This work began at the centre, in the soul of a single leader, and asked what forms a person 

before anything they do becomes visible. It moved outward to the institution, and found that 

institutions form the persons inside them through what they repeatedly do, and deform them in 

the places no review reaches. It moved outward again to the marketplace, and found an order that 

forms the leaders who decide within it, continuously, through conditions they did not choose. And 

it has moved outward a final time to the society, the widest order, which forms persons, 

institutions, and markets alike through a moral architecture older and slower than any of them — 

and which thins, when it thins, beneath forms that go on standing after the order that held them 

has been forgotten. 

The rings are concentric, and the movement through them has been a single movement: 

formation flowing from the soul outward, through stewardship, marketplace, and society, without 

ever leaving the world. At no scale was the leader the author of the order they served. At every 

scale the order was received — the soul’s life received before it was exercised, the institution’s trust 

received before it was stewarded, the marketplace’s calling received before it was answered, the 

society’s moral architecture received before it was tended. And at every scale the same temptation 

appeared in the form proper to that scale: to ground the thing in oneself, to make oneself its 

source, to treat as self-made what was in fact received. The first ring named this in the soul. The 

last ring has found it again at the scale of a whole society, in authority that legitimates itself and 

in political forms that imagine they sustain themselves. What was true of the soul is true, at 

another scale, of public authority: legitimacy cannot be self-made. It could not be made by the 

self at the centre, and it cannot be made by the society at the rim. It is received, held in trust, and 

answered for — at every scale, or at none. 

The four rings are not only an outward movement. At the edge, they turn back. When a 

society’s moral architecture thins, the loss does not stay public. It returns inward — through 

institutions that form their people a little less truthfully, through markets that make a little more 

invisible, into the souls of those raised within the thinned order. The drift completes the circle. 

And so, if renewal comes, must its reversal. A society does not repent as a person repents; it has 

no single soul to turn. But it is turned, when it is turned at all, through persons and institutions 

that recognise the drift, name it truthfully, and return to the order they had been spending without 

renewing — and whose returning, beginning in the soul, takes form again in the institution, the 

marketplace, and the public realm. The first ring is not left behind at the fourth. It is recovered 

there. 

This is why the work cannot end in a programme, and does not try to. A programme would be 

a way of making the renewal one’s own to complete, and the whole argument has been that it is 

not. What the work offers instead is a recognition, and a question, and the recognition has to come 

first, because the question is unbearable without it. The recognition is that a society’s moral order 
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is not a possession to be secured but an inheritance to be received, tended, and handed on — and 

that no generation completes it, each one only keeps the road open, or fails to, for the next. The 

leaders this work was written for stand somewhere on that road. They did not lay it. They will not 

see its end. What is given to them is the stretch of it that runs through their own lives, and the 

choice of whether to keep it open. 

At the outermost ring, the first ring’s inner discipline has not disappeared. It has become 

quieter and more severe: to carry what one did not author, to receive the limits of one’s own 

agency, to return the work to God, and to yield the desire to complete what was only ever given to 

be tended. 

So the work ends not with an answer but with the question it has been moving toward from 

the first ring, now able to be asked plainly. It is not the question a tired culture expects, and it is 

worth being clear about what is not being asked. The question is not whether a society can be 

forced back into belief. It cannot, and the attempt would be both futile and a betrayal of the very 

dignity the tradition taught it to honour. The question is something else, and harder. It is whether 

a society can sustain truth, dignity, restraint, mercy, justice, and responsibility after severing 

these goods from the order of love that once taught it how to receive them. Whether the forms 

can be renewed once the source has gone unnamed. Whether moral capital, no longer replenished, 

can be spent forever. Whether a people can keep the fruit after forgetting the root. 

The work does not answer the question, because the answer is not the work’s to give. It belongs 

to those who will live it — to the persons, in soul and institution and marketplace and society, who 

will either tend the order they received or consume it, hand it on or let it thin. To them the four 

rings are now given. The leader cannot build the city, and was never asked to. The leader is asked 

only to receive what they did not make, to tend it faithfully through the stretch of road that is 

theirs, and to keep it open for the witnesses they will not meet — and then to hand on, to hands 

they will never see, a road still worth walking. 

◆ 

 לֵב
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Notes on Sources 

A general note 

The sources named here are used selectively, and in a particular spirit. This is a work of formation 

theology, not a survey of literatures, and its references are chosen to let a recognition be seen 

rather than to establish a claim by weight of citation. Where the paper draws on empirical 

research, it does so to show that a diagnosis has visible symptoms, not to rest the diagnosis on the 

data; where it draws on a historian, a philosopher, or a scriptural text, it does so to bring a 

structure into view, not to adjudicate a scholarly dispute. The reader who wishes to follow any 

thread further will find the principal works named below, but the apparatus is deliberately light: 

it is meant to support the argument’s recognitions, not to convert the essay into a monograph. 

The three rings before this one carry their own notes, and the shared theological and philosophical 

foundations established there — the Willardian anthropology of the first ring above all — are 

assumed in what follows rather than restated. 

On renewal, return, and the public weight of moral capital 

The language of repentance and return in the closing pages belongs first to Scripture’s own 

account of renewal, not to social theory. For Israel it is covenantal and direct: a people that turns 

is forgiven, restored, and given life again — the logic held together in Deuteronomy 30, in the 

prophetic calls to return, and in the concrete social shape that return takes in Isaiah 58 and Micah 

6:8, where fasting and worship are tested by justice for the poor, the oppressed, and the stranger. 

This paper does not transfer that covenant to any modern nation as though a society could secure 

blessing by moral technique, nor read national prosperity as the measure of a people’s 

faithfulness. It draws the line more carefully: the goods Scripture binds to righteousness — 

truthfulness, justice, mercy, honest measures, restraint of power, care for the weak — are not 

private virtues only. They are conditions of common life. Where they are honoured, a people is 

ordered toward peace; where they are spent without renewal, the social order begins to consume 

itself. Even in exile, the instruction is not withdrawal but to seek the welfare of the city (Jeremiah 

29:7). 

This paper does not argue that empirical research can prove the promise of God. It notes only 

that the public goods Scripture associates with a rightly ordered common life are also goods whose 

absence modern societies and markets recognise as costly. The World Bank’s Worldwide 

Governance Indicators track six dimensions of governance across more than two hundred 

economies — among them rule of law, government effectiveness, and control of corruption — and 

governance quality of this kind is a recognised predictor of income levels and growth. The 

International Monetary Fund states plainly that corruption “undermines the public’s trust in its 

government,” and that it “threatens market integrity, distorts competition, and endangers 

economic development.” Older work in the economics of trust points the same way: Knack and 

Keefer found that trust and civic norms — though not mere membership in groups — are 
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associated with measurable economic performance across market economies, and La Porta and 

colleagues argued that trust is especially important for the performance of large organisations. 

None of this is offered as proof of theology. It is offered as public evidence, in the register markets 

themselves speak, that moral architecture is not a soft ornament on common life. It bears weight, 

and its absence is felt — counted, priced, and paid for — long after the source that taught a society 

to honour it has been forgotten. 

Chapter 1 · The Streams That Have Been Carrying Us 

The first chapter reads a range of empirical findings, and the single most important thing to say 

about them is the thing the chapter says of itself: the data lights up the symptoms; it does not 

name the condition. Every figure cited is used as a symptom of a deeper change in a society’s 

moral order, never as the diagnosis itself, and a reader who took the numbers as the argument 

would have mistaken the chapter’s method. 

On public trust and legitimacy, the chapter draws on the OECD’s Survey on Drivers of Trust 

in Public Institutions (2024 results, from data gathered across thirty member countries in late 

2023), which found more respondents reporting low or no trust in their national government than 

high trust, and identified the sense of having a say in what government does as among the 

strongest drivers of the difference — a sense held, on average, by roughly a third. On satisfaction 

with democracy, it draws on the Pew Research Center’s 2024 work across thirty-one nations, 

which found widespread dissatisfaction with how democracy functions in practice, rising in 

several high-income democracies, alongside a continued majority preference for representative 

democracy as an ideal — the precise pattern the chapter needs, of forms still valued while the 

experience of being represented by them thins. 

On the thinning of intermediate bonds, the chapter assumes the long argument associated 

with Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, and on loneliness it draws on Gallup’s State of the Global 

Workplace: 2024 Report, which found that one in five employees worldwide reported significant 

loneliness the previous day. That figure concerns employed adults at work, not the general 

population, and is used here as one visible face of a wider thinning, not as a population-level 

measure. On work and place, the chapter relies on the body of research by David Autor, David 

Dorn, and Gordon Hanson on the “China shock,” including their more recent work distinguishing 

the recovery of places from the recovery of persons — the finding that affected localities can regain 

total employment while the deeper measures of participation remain depressed; and on Anne 

Case and Angus Deaton’s Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism, whose account of 

despair as the loss of meaning, dignity, and community rather than primarily of money the 

chapter follows closely. 

On the body, the chapter cites the WHO and Lancet Global Health estimate that roughly a 

third of adults worldwide — about 1.8 billion people — did not meet recommended activity levels 

in 2022, a figure up some five percentage points since 2010; this is a global estimate, and inactivity 

in the high-income West runs somewhat below it. On generational continuity, the demographic 
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claims are of the familiar kind documented by the UN’s World Population Prospects, the OECD 

Family Database, and Eurostat, and the chapter deliberately keeps these in the apparatus rather 

than the main text, to avoid the tone of demographic alarm. On the moral source, the language of 

inheritance and forgetting stands in the background of work by Charles Taylor, Tom Holland, 

Larry Siedentop, and Brad Gregory; in this chapter that source is named only as a symptom that 

is thinning, the fuller treatment being reserved for the second. 

Chapter 2 · Society as Moral Architecture 

The conceptual centre of the paper rests on a single classical source used architecturally rather 

than decoratively. The account of a moral order as an ordering of loves, and of disorder as a real 

good loved out of its proper place, is Augustine’s, drawn from the City of God (the definition of 

virtue as rightly ordered love, and the example of the miser and his gold, are at XV.22). The 

chapter is careful to present this as a structure a reader can recognise without sharing the theology 

that produced it, and the apparatus makes the same point: Augustine is cited here as a 

diagnostician of moral order, not as an authority whose conclusions the reader is asked to accept. 

The triad of insufficient readings — society as battle, machine, and platform — deliberately 

mirrors the mechanism/threat/platform triads of the second and third rings, and is assumed from 

them rather than re-derived. The legitimacy argument likewise lifts a recognition established in 

the first ring — that authority grounded in its own performance cannot finally bear its own weight 

— to the scale of a society, and depends on that prior ring rather than re-arguing it. 

The historical claim of the fourth section, that the modern Western moral vocabulary bears 

the impress of a particular religious inheritance, stands in the background of several works that 

trace it in different ways: Tom Holland, named in the main text, has put the case most vividly and 

most accessibly; Larry Siedentop traces the formation of the idea of the individual person; Charles 

Taylor, the conditions of belief and unbelief. Holland is given the foreground because his account 

is the most vivid, but the same vividness makes it the most contested: the strongest form of the 

thesis — that the whole of modern moral sensibility is finally Christian — is disputed among 

professional historians, and the chapter deliberately leans only on the weaker, widely shared claim 

that the West’s moral intuitions bear a recognisable Christian impress, not on the maximal 

version. Brad Gregory’s account belongs here too, and should be flagged as a stronger and more 

contested genealogy still — the paper’s referred “stronger conclusion” is closer to his register than 

to the baseline claim the chapter makes in its own voice. The Christological naming that follows 

in the main text is of a different order from all of these: it is not offered as historical genealogy but 

as the Christian tradition’s account of its own source, marked as such, and not as a premise the 

argument requires the reader to share. The distinction matters: the chapter’s own thesis is the 

narrower, public one, and the stronger theses — historical and theological alike — are named as 

held by the tradition or by some readers, not asserted in the paper’s own voice. 
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Chapter 3 · The Patience of Unfinished Work 

This chapter rests less on cited sources than the two before it, by design; its substance is a 

discipline drawn out of the paper’s own argument rather than imported from a literature. Where 

Augustine stands behind it, it is through the recognition that the will to master — the libido 

dominandi — and its inverse, despair, share a single refusal; this is used as background, not 

expounded. The claim that no political form sustains itself, and that even freedom lives on 

conditions it cannot itself produce, is the recognition often associated with Ernst-Wolfgang 

Böckenförde, and is taken up here indirectly and in the paper’s own register, without narrowing 

the argument to the constitutional debate in which his formulation arose. The chapter’s distinctive 

contribution — the generational character of public formation’s witnesses, and the idea of 

contribution without completion — is the paper’s own, and is offered as such rather than as a 

borrowing. 

Chapter 4 · Preparing the Road to Refuge 

The final chapter draws on two bodies of material, one scriptural and one historical, and reads 

both in a particular way that the apparatus should make explicit. 

The cities of refuge are described in Numbers 35, Deuteronomy 19, and Joshua 20. The 

chapter reads them strictly as a public legal institution — designated cities, roads built and kept 

clear in advance, protection of the accused until a public body could determine intent, the 

interruption of private vengeance by due process — and not as a type or figure of anything else. 

The older homiletic tradition that reads the cities of refuge typologically is deliberately set aside; 

the chapter’s interest is in what the institution shows about a society preparing the structures of 

justice before the crisis that will demand them. 

The historical example is the long moral transformation of Britain across the late eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, and it is treated throughout as a worked instance, not a proof — a way 

of letting the argument be seen in lived history, not evidence that establishes it. The chapter 

distinguishes four streams that converged rather than one cause that prevailed: the evangelical 

awakenings associated with Wesley and Whitefield; the Sunday school movement associated with 

Robert Raikes, who began the work at Gloucester in 1780 and gave it wide currency through his 

newspaper in the years following; the parliamentary endurance of Wilberforce and the Clapham 

circle, whose campaign ran from the first abolition motion of 1789 through the Slave Trade Act of 

1807 to the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, passed three days before Wilberforce died; and the later 

protective legislation associated with Lord Shaftesbury, including the Mines and Collieries Act of 

1842 and the Factories (Ten Hours) Act of 1847. The reading is deliberately non-causal and non-

triumphal: the claim is not that revival changed a nation, but that renewal, the formation of the 

young, parliamentary moral endurance, and institutional protection slowly reinforced one 

another across generations, no one of them sufficient alone. The historiography of this period is 

contested — some accounts weight economic causes more heavily than moral ones — and the 
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chapter does not need to resolve that contest, because it uses the convergence to illustrate a 

structure rather than to settle a historical argument. 

◆ 


