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How do we be good? Philosophers have been asking this question for millennia and 

there’s no amazing, enlightening answer. Part of the reason is because there’s two 

separate aspects to being good: the knowing, and the doing.  

The knowing is easy. We’re raised with a concept of right and wrong. Our schools 

and churches reinforce or expound on this concept of right and wrong. Our nation 

and laws give of a structure of right and wrong. And in the Western world, though 

we have subtle differences with one another, we basically all think the same things.  

We cannot grow up without knowing our common morality. Even those who grow 

up in bad situations, with poor role-models, and turn to crime or become abusers, 

and cite endless rationalities for why they’re the true victim, and that demonstrates 

the knowledge of right and wrong. The knowing is unavoidable, and having morals is 

easy. Find someone who seems to have them, usually an authority figure of some 

kind, see what they think about right and wrong, and then you think those things 

too. Done. 

The doing is hard. 

Doing the right thing takes effort, and doing it consistently is very hard for many 

people. Sometimes we can’t put our selfish needs aside and do the thing we know is 

right. Sometimes we do the right thing, but brood and feel terrible about it because 

even the right thing meant hurting someone we love. Entire industries, religions, 

and freemasonry itself, have been created to assist man in the doing of good.  

 

How is this different than ethics? 

It’s not an easy distinction because philosophically they mean the same thing, but 

colloquially ethics are about the horizontal standards of right and wrong of a peer 

group, while morals are a vertical transmission of right and wrong handed to you by 

an authority figure: your parents, your country, church, or God.  
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The best ways to develop ethics involve reflection, reason, and surrounding 

yourself with like minded people.  

Living morally, however, is very different and much more difficult because it 

involves doing the right things when you don’t actually want to, which means 

that to be moral you have to have character. 

 

What is character? 

The word “character” is used both in a moral sense of one’s personal charac-

ter, and a literary sense, as in the main character of a story. This is because 

they are essentially the same thing: that which defines you as an individual. 

Those things that define us, in much the same manner as a story character, 

are experiences, our reaction to those experiences, and our response to that 

reaction.  

As babies we are, aside from our genetic proclivities, a tabula rasa of charac-

ter. We immediately (and I mean immediately) begin processing experiences, 

and reacting to those experiences. Were we held? Were we left alone? When 

we were hungry, were we fed, or were we scolded? Etc.  

As we grew older we underwent experience with our family, and then friends, 

and sometimes enemies. For each experience, we react. Reaction, in this 

sense, is our immediate, driven answer to something we perceive as a chal-

lenge or threat. In this early part of our character formation, nearly every-

thing is defined by our experience and our reaction to our experience, be-

cause as children we have very little agency and very few options. But these 

things are not what ultimately defines our character, they are our backstory.  

Developing character means forming the battle scars of putting your morality 

to the test, and as we get older we are then able to meet these tests through 

response.  

Response is the process of examining both an experience, and our reaction to 

it, judging whether that reaction was right or wrong, and moving forward 

with a new plan. A response can be either conscious—the process of thinking 

“did I do the right thing, and what might I have done differently?” or uncon-

scious—internalizing that experience/reaction as some sort of belief about 

yourself or others, and moving forward as if that belief was totally true.  

 

What is good character? 

In a book a good character is considered to be a character which is well-

defined. They have motivations which drive them to act, and their actions are 

in proportion to their abilities and motivations. This doesn’t mean they’re 

predictable, but when they do something that seems out of character, the 

action is justified through the reveal of a heretofore unknown aspect of their 

personality or background that, while perhaps the reader didn’t see coming, 

they should have seen coming, or at the very least, fits.  

Read This Book! 

No More Mr. Nice 
Guy 
By Dr. Robert Glover 

 

Have you ever met a nice guy? 

“Five decades of dramatic social change 

and monumental shifts in the traditional 

family have created a breed of men who 

have been conditioned to seek the ap-

proval of others. 

These men are called Nice Guys. 

Nice guys are concerned about looking 

good and doing it “right.” They are hap-

piest when they are making others hap-

py. Nice Guys avoid conflict like the 

plague and will go to great lengths to 

avoid upsetting anyone. In general, Nice 

Guys are peaceful and generous. Nice 

Guys are especially concerned about 

pleasing women and being different 

from other men. In a nutshell, Nice Guys 

believe that if they are good, giving, and 

caring, they will in return be happy, 

loved, and fulfilled.  

Sound too good to be true? 

It is.” 

 Dr. Robert Glover 

...continued 



Human beings are not book characters and are not designed so neatly, but 

many of the same rules apply. A man of good character acts in manner pro-

portionate to their abilities and motivations. Others can count on their pre-

dictable response, and should they act in any way contrary to that, it is ex-

pected that such a variance will be accounted for so those around them can 

feel safe in knowing their friend is not erratic and dangerous.  

In books a bad guy can be a good character, which in this case means a well

-written one. In human beings, good character means that they are a well-

defined man who shares our common morality of right and wrong, and 

sides firmly with the right. But it is not in how he defines goodness that 

gives him good character; it’s the well-defined bit.  

A well-defined man of moral character is a man who has clear opinions on 

right and wrong, is willing to state them, and when tested is willing to stand 

behind them. We build character in the same way as we build muscle; we 

strain to do good, which forms tears in the flesh of our beliefs, which scar 

and grow larger and stronger. We build character through the scars of our 

daily moral tests.  

 

How to build character 

We react to our experiences. We can’t help it. And even as adults, our reac-

tions are often based on those lizard-brained reactions we formed as chil-

dren. It’s just what we have the most practice in, and it worked for us well 

enough as kids, but as adults those reactions are often negative. We build 

good character by responding in ways that let us replace bad reactions with 

good reactions, through analysis, practice, internalization, and accountabil-

ity.  

Here are some things to practice, in order to build character. 

Suffer 
Okay, it’s not everyone’s favorite, but how many times have we experi-

enced hardship only to be told “it builds character?” That’s because it’s 

true. When we endure the physical or emotional wreckage of our bad deci-

sions, it imprints itself more firmly upon our minds. Its flaw is that it’s far 

too easy to take the wrong lessons from our suffering. But since we can’t 

completely avoid suffering in our lives, it provides us with an opportunity to 

try new things. Reflect on the bad times with silence and circumspection. 

Enjoy 
In that same vein, when you’re happy and joyful, reflect on that too. Take 

time to fully experience your emotions, identifying exactly what about the 

situation is making you glad or proud. Connecting real emotions with real 

experiences is like connecting circuits in the brain. You are laying new neu-

ral pathways for new, more positive reactions. 

As with both the good and the bad, as was inscribed on Solomon’s magic 

ring: This too shall pass. 

The Men’s Group 
A group within a lodge for 

direct self-work 
 

Many will find this redundant with 

the concept of a lodge, and to be 

sure, there are lodges that already 

do this in one form or another, but 

frankly, not nearly enough.  

A lodge is many things: school, a 

business, a charity, a supper club, 

and a bar. Some lodges are one or 

two of these things; some very few 

are all of these things. But while a 

support group is hinted at in all our 

rituals and literature, the idea of 

having a formalized support group 

in a lodge fills many men with 

dread, because the question “how 

have you been?” is nearly always 

meant rhetorically, even among 

brothers.  

One reason is because while every 

brother knows they can bring their 

problems to their lodge, no one re-

ally knows that it’s actually okay to 

do it. It’s merely theoretically okay. 

So formalize it by setting up a men’s 

Steal This Idea! 



Awareness 
Whenever you’re in a situation when you’re feeling upset or having a bad 

reaction, it’s important to get some distance from the issue, and be fully 

aware of what’s going on. What really happened? How did it really make 

you feel, and why? What are others involved most likely feeling? And speak 

with a safe, trusted person, like your lodge brothers, to get some objective 

perspective. 

Acceptance  
Loss, including hardship, always comes with stages of grief. And that’s fine. 

Experience them. But the goal is not to feel happy at the bright end of the 

tunnel. The goal is acceptance. Things don’t always go the way we think 

they should go, or worse yet, need them to go. Denying realities will only 

prolong the troubles. If Solomon commissioned a second magic ring I think 

it would say: It is what it is. 

Volunteer 
What with all this self-reflection above, it’s important to practice humility 

and take the focus off you, and on to others who may be deserving. As 

you’ve aged you have amassed a collection of skills that are very valuable to 

other people. Putting them to use, and watching how your actual actions  

Turning negative reactions into positive reactions consistently to the point 

where you become a dependable, reliable man of good character can be a 

lifelong journey, one in which you travel West, going to the East. It’s our 

greatest charge as freemasons, and as you travel that road, help your 

brethren along the way. 

 

Matt Gallagher 

Practical Freemasonry 

 

 

No More Mr Nice Guy does, in many 

ways, what freemasonry does: bring 

men together to improve themselves. 

Because nice guys are not necessarily 

good guys. If you found even some of 

yourself in Glover’s introduction above, 

take a look. NMMNG offers not only a 

comprehensive expose of how many 

men act, and why, but gives specific, 

practical plans to break these negative 

habits and get what we want out of life. 

Read This Book continued... 

support group in your lodge.  

Men’s support doesn’t require a 

licensed therapist. It just requires 

a stated intent to do it, a regular 

night, a hot pot of coffee and a 

few rules: 

1. It’s a judgement-free group. It 

doesn’t matter what a broth-

er’s problem is, or how far 

out of your experience it is. 

Treat it with the respect it 

deserves and the seriousness 

with which the brother gives 

it. 

2. What happens in group stays 

in the group, and on the five 

points. 

3. Don’t interrupt.  

That and anyone who would 

make a decent moderator/

facilitator, and you’ve got some-

thing real. 

Steal This Idea continued... 



Coffee talk 

 What do you think defines good personal charac-

ter? 

 How do you recognize good character in others? 

 What, in freemasonry, most directly helps a 

brother build good character? 

 Where do you get your moral values from? 

 Do you believe morality is objective or relative? 

And does it matter to a freemason? 

 Describe a positive event in your life that you 

think helped you build good moral character. 

 Describe a positive event in your life that you 

think helped you build good moral character. 

 Looking back, do you think you took the right les-

sons from these events? 
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AND IF YOU'RE NOT WILLING TO MAINTAIN YOUR HONOR, WHAT ARE YOU EVEN DOING HERE? 


