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Grant Macaskill’s book on intellectual humility and the New Testament serves as a contribution to two different fields. Firstly, the new interdisciplinary field of intellectual humility which is itself occasioned by the renewed academic interest in virtue ethics in recent decades; secondly, the growing interest of theological readings of Scripture. This book seeks to bridge those two fields. Macaskill affirms the particularity of the Christian contributions to the field of intellectual humility; however, he sees a deficit in that these contributions have primarily been concerned with accounts of intellectual humility found in the tradition – most notably Aquinas and Augustine. On this basis Macaskill seeks to give a theological reading of the New Testament’s witness on intellectual humility. The book has two parts: the first half reviews the biblical witness to intellectual humility; the second focuses on formational practices which enact this humility within an individual as part of a moral community shaped by the witness of Scripture. 

After an introductory chapter situating the discussion in the wider field of virtue ethics and introducing some of the concepts of autonomy, selfhood, virtue and moral communities, Macaskill moves on to outline the Old Testament background. Within the Old Testament material he draws out several themes: humility and humbling oneself as characteristic divine friendship; the linguistic overlap between humility and poverty; and the focus in the Wisdom literature on divine presence, and the way that this is represented in conceptual terms as ‘gift’. He then moves into the New Testament proper, looking at the believers’ identity being fundamentally transformed by virtue of their union with Christ. He tempers what he sees as some of the excesses of apocalyptic readings of the New Testament by pointing out where there are continuities with the Old Testament witness – continuing importance of the Wisdom material to the New Testament’s concern with moral formation, the fundamental goodness of creation, the common theme of divine presence in enacting a common salvation. He then focuses specifically on the Incarnation of the Humble One: the New Testament isn’t just concerned with humbling oneself and acceptance of limitations, but, following the example of Christ (Macaskill sees Philippians 2:5-11 as being a key passage) it is also characterised by a transformed attitude towards status out of divine plenitude rather than divine limitation.

The second section on formational practices begins with an account of intellectual humility focussed around the related virtues of patience and thanksgiving. These virtues bring about noetic transformation in the moral agent as the individual is aware of their state not as an autonomous thinker, but as one who is reoriented towards God, event whilst being in a state of eschatological incompleteness. Macaskill also considers the community in which the individual finds themselves: the sacraments are an embodied participation of not just the individual in God’s divine economy, but in the body of Christ. Finally, this community is formed as it reads Scripture – by virtue of its role in the divine economy of revelation and salvation, the act of reading the New Testament is itself generative of the virtues that it recommends. Macaskill gives a theological account of the community's reading of whereby Scripture is not approached 'nakedly' (p. 233), or just technically with tools such as historical criticism, but shaped and informed by the promises of the gospel.

Macaskill finishes his account by suggesting possibilities for a contribution to the wider interdisciplinary field of intellectual humility. On the one hand, he is candid about the difficulties: it is precisely the theological nature of the New Testament witness that means that it resists against abstraction into general categories. On the other hand, he raises some profitable avenues for discussion: a renewed focus on the identity of the knower, complementing accounts of their virtues; language of ‘faith’ and ‘trust’ have a real capacity to inform the wider fields of social and virtue epistemology; and a transformation of the attitude to status can be helpful over against concerns that intellectual humility enables abusive power relations.

Some interesting issues are raised by this book. Firstly, this is a very Protestant theological reading of scripture: some of the core conceptual arguments that Macaskill makes are those of Reformed theology (union with Christ, moral improvement in some sense being over-against the acting subject, his ontology of Scripture). The interlocutors who Macaskill sees as being worried about virtue ethics and the possibility of growing in virtue are likewise mostly drawn from the Magisterial Reformation. Macaskill is aware of this and in the conclusion suggests a focus on Aquinas’ use of the Scripture in his account of intellectual humility as a possible way of moving towards more ecumenical readings of the New Testament. Nevertheless, it raises the question as to how far theological readings of scripture can move beyond theological traditions laid down at the Reformation; if we take Macaskill’s plea for discussion out of our particularity seriously, it also raises the question as to how desirable such a project would be. 

Secondly, Macaskill is right in underlining that this particularity of tradition means that interdisciplinary discussion between particular faith and moral communities can at the most be translational in nature. However, it would be interesting to see what such a conversation would look like; Macaskill is, I think, right to argue that the New Testament concept of ‘witness’ does some helpful conceptual work here, not least in delineating what kind of conversation isn’t included in the virtue of intellectual humility. Nonetheless, I found some of his remarks in this area tantalizingly sparse. It would be interesting to see how such a discussion between different moral communities might be facilitated, especially given the way in which public discourse has become more polarized since Macaskill was presumably writing this book. Put simply: is it possible to move from translation to true understanding?

Finally, I appreciated the way in which Macaskill was alert to questions around intellectual humility and abusive power relations. This is an aspect of the book I would have liked to have seen brought a bit more into the foreground: I think a more extended discussion on James 2 (the issue of partiality) with regards to relations of economic power and status, and the also motifs of humiliation in the New Testament (the crucifixion of Jesus, the Canaanite woman in Matthew 15 and the believer’s identification with Christ’s unjust sufferings in 1 Peter) would have been beneficial. Conceptually, I think this would have nicely complemented Macaskill’s sustained argument for an intellectual humility informed by Christ’s self-humbling out of his plenitude and would have more strongly undergirded his insistence that an account of intellectual humility does not have to perpetuate abuses of power.

This is an important contribution to two different discussions. To the interdisciplinary discussion of intellectual humility, Macaskill’s book serves as a reminder about the importance of particularity and speaking out of particular moral communities, even as we engage in inter-community discussions. To the theological academy, it serves as a model of how profitable theological readings of Scripture can be: he draws attention to the way in which the Christian language of virtues and specifically the virtue of intellectual humility find their home in the wider matrix of the scriptural witness. Finally, as outlined above, this book is suggestive of some helpful avenues of further thought and research, both for ecumenical readings of Scripture, and theological readings of Scripture related to questions of power and status.
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