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Not only am I handicapped by ignorance, but also frequently—indeed too frequently—I make false statements, or maintain the truth with arrogance and pride, until reproved and corrected by God. Hence it is that I earnestly beseech my reader and listener to remember me in his prayers to the Most High, and to petition God to grant me pardon for my past offenses, security against future falls, knowledge of the truth, love of what is good, and devotion to Himself, as well as that we may accomplish, in thought, word, and action, what is pleasing to His divine will.
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INTRODUCTION

Can the Soul of the University Be Saved?

▪▪▪


What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul?

MATTHEW 16:26





BY MOST MEASURES, AMERICAN UNIVERSITIES appear to have gained virtually the whole academic world. According to certain rankings, America hosts seventeen of the top twenty-five universities in the world,1 boasts anywhere from 84 to 90 percent of the world’s wealthiest universities,2 and is home to sixty-two of the one hundred universities that produce the most millionaires.3 Moreover, scholars experience an amount of academic freedom unparalleled to the rest of the world.4 In terms of money, prestige, power, and freedom, American universities outrank every other country. Professors and students from all over the world hope to become part of these institutions, and according to these measures, American universities appear to be a definite success story.

Despite all of this success, over the past few decades, various critics of American higher education have used prophetic, even apocalyptic language to describe the loss of something they believe should be or was there among these universities but no longer exists. They describe American universities as being “in crisis,” “ruins,” “decline,” and “collapsing,” often referring to some sort of moral or spiritual core the university has lost.5 One writer aptly called this body of higher education critique the “funeral dirge” genre.6 The metaphor is quite appropriate since most of these authors claim something, perhaps the most important part, has died inside the body of the American university. One writer even goes so far as to claim that that the top American universities are producing “excellence without a soul.”7 In other words, certain critics wonder whether American universities gained the whole world but lost their soul in the process.

One important first question to ask, though, is what exactly it means for a university to have a soul. The author of Excellence Without a Soul, Harvard University’s Harry Lewis, provides a helpful example of the common way the term is used. For Lewis, when a university loses its soul, it neglects its core mission or missions.8 More specifically, Lewis laments that while universities “succeed, better than ever, at being creators and repositories of knowledge,” one part of their mission, they “have forgotten that the fundamental job of undergraduate education is to turn eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds into twenty-one and twenty-two-year olds, to help them grow up, to learn who they are, to search for a larger purpose for their lives, and to leave college as better human beings”—what Lewis appears to believe is the soul of their mission.9 What is interesting about Lewis’s formulation is that he suggests universities should not only expose students to different views of the good life but also actually form or change students into better human beings. This task requires that the university possess some understanding of core human identity and a moral ideal about what makes a better human being.

Lewis’s talk about soul, a substantive view of the good life, and the competing goals of the contemporary research university are not new. Indeed, although universities have been around for centuries, we appear increasingly confused about the soul of the university. As a result, we find ourselves always asking the question: what are universities for?10 Not surprisingly, then, over a half century ago, the one-time head of the University of California system Clark Kerr discussed the soul of a university in a similar way. The difference is that Kerr wondered whether the contemporary research university could really have a singular soul. He claimed:

The university started as a single community—a community of masters and students. It may even be said to have had a soul in the sense of a central animating principle. Today the large American university is, rather, a whole series of communities and activities held together by a common name, a common governing board, and related purposes.11


Kerr called this new type of university with multiple purposes something unique, a multiversity. Kerr was not as hopeful as Lewis is that the many purposes of the multiversity could be reconciled, due to the competing purposes. He thought it important to recognize that the contemporary research university—the multiversity—“is an inconsistent institution.”12 Kerr recognized the freedom, growth, and prosperity the research university enjoyed brought with it the possibility, and even the reality, that a university would lose its singular soul. The reason was that it consisted of several communities with diverse purposes. He therefore identified “the community of the undergraduate and the community of the graduate; the community of the humanist, the community of the social scientist, and the community of the scientist; the communities of the professional schools; the community of all the nonacademic personnel; the community of the administrators.”13 Today we would likely add the athletic department. In addition, external constituencies, such as alumni, government agencies, foundations, and more have unique concerns with all of these different parts. The outcome, Kerr recognized, resulted in fragmentation and conflict. The multiversity, he then went on to contend, “is so many things to so many different people that it must, of necessity, be partially at war with itself.”14 Ultimately this war tears the purpose, or the soul, of the university into pieces. He thus claimed:

A community, like the medieval communities of masters and students, should have common interests; in the multiversity, they are quite varied, even conflicting. A community should have a soul, a single animating principle; the multiversity has several—some of them quite good, although there is much debate on which souls really deserve salvation.15


For Kerr, the singular soul of the university could not be saved. In contrast, it must end up multiplied. He believed we must recognize that the university and the university’s soul are now fragmented by this multiplicity, and we can only talk about which aspects are worth saving.

Although Kerr wrote about the university having multiple souls, he perhaps reinforced the image of the soulless university by suggesting that we should not consider the multiversity a living organism where head, arms, and legs are inextricably bound together, in which any attempt to remove one part would cause bloodshed and perhaps kill the organism.16 In contrast, the multiversity, he argued, is more like a machine or mechanism held together by a common budget, administrative procedures, and a name. As a machine, different parts can be added or subtracted without necessarily harming the entity. Similarly, a multiversity might add or discard different parts.

Perhaps not surprisingly, academic leaders do not appreciate these impersonal metaphors, nor a bodily metaphor that talks about fragmenting or dividing souls. They view multiplying souls as almost akin to dividing one’s soul as something evil, the activity of malevolent, fictional characters such as Voldemort in the Harry Potter series. They want to save all that gives the university prestige, those things that make it a multiversity, and yet they also want to keep their singular soul as well. For instance, the president of Emory University James Wagner wrote about trying to preserve a singular soul within the institution. He noted in a discussion about his university’s strategic plan that the term multiversity described

the opposite of what we believe Emory truly is, and what it should remain—a UNIversity—with the emphasis on oneness of community, oneness of vision, oneness of purpose and aspiration, oneness of enterprise. We do not want to be multi in the sense of being divided, having schools and programs that work at cross purposes, or assuming a zero-sum game in which the advantage of one part necessarily disadvantages all the others.17


Yet Wagner also admitted his university was now a multiversity as Kerr understood the term. Emory now sought to be a “knowledge factory,” which means it is now seeking to be “a major research institution to which policy wonks turn for expertise, industrialists turn for research, government agencies turn for funding proposals, and donors turn for leveraging their philanthropy into the greatest impact on America and the world.”18

Such advances in scholarship require increased specialization, and lead both to a “diminished concentration on educating undergraduates as the core mission of the university” and to the “fragmentation of learning.”19 Wagner still hoped that something transcendent could supply the soul to their emerging university. For Wagner what appeared to replace it seemed to be some sort of broad value for “community.”

Indeed, Wagner saw the major problem with the multiversity as its “anti-communitarian” vices. How he suggested his institution attempt to address this danger, however, seemed oddly shallow. It largely consisted of vague desires. He wanted their faculty to place some of their energy and focus in the university and not merely the national academy. He mentioned “regretting that a cadre of student-life professionals has had to replace the faculty in mentoring and caring for students” and hoped to maintain their informal community despite the “increased administrative scale and complexity.” Want, lament, and hope were his suggested means of battling back the fragmenting forces of the multiversity. Wagner concluded by setting out the hope that they were attempting to create an institutional organism, “a unique institution that has the muscle and energy and creative intelligence of Kerr’s multiversity, while retaining the spirit, the soul, of the university.”20 Unlike Wagner, however, we remain doubtful that regrets, longings, and hopes alone can save the soul of today’s university. We need something more.


Can the Soul of the University Be Saved?

The aim of this book is to explore what it means for the soul of the university to be saved. Saving the soul of the university requires, we believe, understanding that the soul of the research university is not merely a purpose. It also includes its central identity and the story that connects that identity to the transcendent story of the universe and its Author. This identity and its story provide the source for the university’s ultimate moral ideals and various purposes, such as the moral ideal about what it means to be human that Lewis hoped the university would pass on to students.

We believe this understanding proves particularly at home in the ecclesial university. The church, similar to the Christian university, seeks to be a body and not a soulless knowledge or doctrine factory. Moreover, the church can and should remain unafraid of the university’s growing into a multiversity with many parts, since the church itself, as Christ’s body, has this characteristic. As 1 Corinthians 12:12-14 states:

Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. Even so the body is not made up of one part but of many.


As this passage indicates, individuals are also divided. One way individuals are divided is in their various identities and their associated moral practices. Individuals are often trying to be excellent in various identities that may sometimes be in conflict. We, in particular, are trying to be good Christians, spouses, parents, friends, professors/students, neighbors, citizens, and more.

The question, then, is not whether these identities will sometimes compete against each other. They will. The real question is how one orders these identities and the associated loves. To order one’s identities and loves, one needs an overarching identity and story with a substantive vision of the good, the true, and the beautiful that allows one to prioritize multiple, competing purposes. Individuals have this need and, we believe, so do universities. Robert Maynard Hutchins captured this need for prioritization when he wrote, “Real unity can be achieved only by a hierarchy of truths which shows us which are fundamental and which subsidiary, which significant and which not.”21 We would merely specify that the truths have to do with one’s fundamental identity or story.

Almost every university tries to find such an identity or story, whether they admit it or not. Like Wagner, most university leaders do not want the university to simply be a knowledge machine or factory with interchangeable parts and no soul. They want the university to be experienced as an organic whole like a body. Yet if one continues to have this vision of the university as an organic whole, it is important to have a soul that holds everything together and that provides a source of spiritual, moral, and intellectual virtues. To lose one’s soul speaks to a loss of a core identity, story, and source of moral insight and inspiration. When an entity loses its core identity, fragmentation abounds and the negative implications of a split personality then become a possibility. The university at times may end up at war, trying to hold together its fragmented selves.

Part of our argument in this book is that the advent of the contemporary research university, or what Kerr calls the multiversity, did not suddenly introduce this problem. We think Christians and certain other scholars may too easily blame the development of the secular research university or the multiversity for the problems with the university’s soul. We think the problems with the soul of the university started much earlier.

We address this issue in part one. According to the common telling of the history of the university, the early universities in Europe and then in America supposedly always had a singular soul—an identity and story that held them together and gave a coherent unity. In fact, scholars discussing what it would mean for a university to have singular soul usually refer to the older medieval universities as an example.22 In this view, God supplied the soul, or more particularly, the study of God—theology—supplied it. In contrast, we argue that the mistake of many Christians is the belief that since universities in Europe and colleges in America began in a dominant Christian era that the early structures of how the soul of theology informed the university were somehow closer to the ideal of what a university should be. We wonder if the recent growth of classical education seems to reflect this assumption.23 We thus contend that Christians need to think critically about past educational structures and institutions they helped to build and perhaps where they went wrong.

We, in turn, contend that the particular habits of thinking and building the curricular body of the early university actually contributed to the problem. In other words, the inability to sustain the soul of the university started much earlier than the multiversity. This problem had its origins in the structure of the first universities and later the early American colleges. University leaders picked up the habit of reducing the vital discipline that nourished the soul and body of the university, which we identify as a certain way of understanding theology, into a particular professional discipline long before the multiversity. We need to recognize that Christians in both Europe and North America played a role in the sequestering and marginalization of Christian theology within most of Christian higher education. In early European universities, there was a fear of bringing theology to the masses. In America, educators feared theology was too distinct and too sectarian to nourish the soul of universities that needed to serve the needs of a new nation with significant religious pluralism, particularly its need for some sort of moral foundation. Of course, there have been those who have tried to keep theology circulating throughout the whole university—this volume highlights some of those innovators, who, to date, have lost.

Part one also seeks to help us understand the additional historical trends that led to the multiversity and the possibility for even greater fragmentation of the university’s soul. The emerging secular multiversity, of course, did not look to theology to nourish its soul. As Hutchins wrote in 1936, “To look to theology to unify the modern university is futile and vain.”24 The leaders of the new multiversity abandoned the university’s traditional Christian identity and narrative to gain the freedom to independently pursue different identities and stories. Since university leaders still wanted the university to have a soul, however, they still sought to find unity in other sources, such as national identity or the story of nature as understood through science.25 These developments also helped cultivate the origins of the multiversity.

The advent of the research university and the development of the multiversity merely magnified the already existing problems with the university’s soul. The parts and identities of research universities multiplied, and the areas in which it sought to be excellent expanded. Part two then examines the sources of and reasons for this fragmentation in the range of university communities: professors, the curriculum, students, administrators, athletics, and ultimately the bodily location of the university itself. Ultimately this fragmentation brought the various communities of the university a sort of freedom and also allowed the university to embrace pluralism and diversity. American higher education not only hosts what might be called a tournament of narratives26 but has also fragmented into multiple competing factions. This fragmentation divided the university’s soul.

Consequently, despite the celebration and support of pluralism and freedom in the university, the leaders of the multiversity still have good reasons to fear the tournament of identities and narratives. One reason is that the demise of a singular soul results in a loss of coherence and unity. Educational leaders still appear to hold the view articulated by Christian Smith: “The commitment to coherent knowledge about what is true and real is a good to prize. Fragmentation and schizophrenia are not.”27 Consequently its leaders have continued to look for other sources of transcendent unity for the different components of the university. Most of them seek to identify what Burton Clark terms an “organizational saga”28 and not a coherent vision of goodness, truth, and beauty. The saga is a quasi-religious story that provides an identity and purpose for the university, but it is not simply a story. It also has a cadre of believers who view the story not simply as history but as a source of pride, moral ideals, and identity. The saga remains fairly narrow though. It does not encompass the entirety of the universe, but it only refers to a particular narrow human or organizational identity (i.e., professional, national, or institutional). When educational leaders create this type of saga it produces “an emotional loading, which places their conception between the coolness of rational purpose and the warmth of sentiment found in religion.”29 This quasi-religious saga often helps participants and outsiders avoid envisioning the university as a soulless machine.

Usually, as Wagner’s appeal to the saga of university community indicates, educational leaders want the saga to point students, faculty, and alumni to something beyond themselves. For instance, they expect universities to help students with life beyond self-focused purposes, such as personal competence and success in a particular career. They fear the university becoming merely a business that provides services to meet the needs of individual students instead of an institution with some kind of larger beyond-the-self moral ideal.30 They expect higher education to be a certain kind of broad, missional community, although they disagree about what the mission should be. They may believe the purpose of higher education should be the interpretation, advancement, and transmission of a national culture31 or that it should provide “the knowledge to be a reasonably informed citizen in a democracy.”32 Others claim that higher education’s “original and enduring purpose” is “to challenge the minds and imaginations of this nation’s young people, to expand their understanding of the world, and thus of themselves.”33 Despite these disagreements about the exact purpose, the critics are united in that they want a university to still have a quasi-religious soul—a broad identity, story, and purpose that transcends the individual.

In addition, most of these critics agree that this broad mission should also provide some sort of overall coherence to the curriculum and help both students and faculty move beyond self-centered reductionism and fragmentation. To judge from critics, though, the success of this quest has questionable results. Many still lament the reduction of higher education to higher training, the focus on self-oriented goals, and the university’s continual fragmentation.34 As one scholar recently complained:

The growing number of college and university faculty members focused on their research and publishing careers has led to a conflict between the preoccupations of professors and the needs of students. As the interests of these faculty members become more specialized and the subjects of their publications more esoteric, the curriculum becomes increasingly fragmented and the educational process loses its coherence as well as its relevance for the broader society.35


Although critics believe a relevant, beyond-the-self purpose goes together with a coherent curriculum and that they need some sort of unifying story, they do not believe they have yet found something that can save the university’s soul.

In part three, we set forth an argument for how the Christian university can perhaps save the university’s soul while also freeing it to embrace the different communities and complexity found in an expanding university. The temptation of Christian universities is to follow the pattern of secular multiversities. If they want to do something different, though, they need to understand the fragmenting dangers of certain aspects of the multiversity described in part two and develop different models. Unfortunately Christians sometimes have their own nostalgia problem. While looking for help from the early medieval universities or the early American institutions is perhaps helpful in some ways, as part one reveals, it is problematic in many others. We should also note that we can learn quite a bit from current colleges and universities that exhibit “quality with soul,” as the title of Robert Benne’s book so helpfully puts it.36 Yet we also believe that even these colleges and universities need help regarding how to think in a visionary manner in our post-Christian times.

Redeeming the Christian university’s soul starts by recognizing that if we are made in God’s image and the world is made by God, we must first know God if we are to truly know who we are and what the world is. This is the first and foremost liberating art. Christian theology, which we define as the worship, love, and study of God, becomes central to the university’s attempt to gain knowledge and wisdom. It is the lifeblood of the university body. Since it is the lifeblood, it must flow into every area of the university in some way. In this respect, we need to rethink how theology can serve and nourish the university. In particular, we must recognize that what makes theology unique is that it is the only field of study that can properly worship the subject that it studies—God. Every other discipline and every other part of the university must learn how to seek excellence without idolatry, and it can only do this with the help of theology.

A focus on the worship, love, and study of God results in an emphasis on wholeness and coherence, whether vested in an understanding of whole persons or an appreciation for the whole body of knowledge about God’s world. As the lifeblood of the university, this type of Christian theology can sustain and hold together the university’s disparate parts by nourishing the whole body (curricular and cocurricular) that is the dwelling place of the university’s soul—our shared identity, story, and purpose. Worshiping, thinking, and loving in the light of God and God’s story can foster the integration of professors’ practicing teaching, scholarship, and service as well as their identity and life purpose. As image bearers of God, they can faithfully pursue a coinherence reflected in the Trinity. In the curriculum, this means Christians must recognize that there is nothing magical about a liberal arts education. Indeed, a liberal arts education can be quite corrupting. Although we must not abandon the liberal arts for a narrowly specialized education, we must realize that teaching the liberal arts must be preceded by the liberating arts of worship and the imitative practice of God’s creativity and virtue in order to be truly liberating.

By talking about recovering and integrating the practice of the liberating arts throughout the university, such as theology and creativity guided by the practice of God’s virtue, we do not mean that past universities actually ever fully practiced them in the manner we will describe. We are thus not calling for a return to some golden age of the medieval or Reformation university, as if during those times a grand Christian idea of the university was ever fully incarnated. Nonetheless, we do argue the idea that the Christians university should be governed by ideals and practices of a story-formed community engaged in the liberating arts of worship, confession, theological reflection, mutual love, and humble service partially existed at times in the past and continually needs to be resurrected and practiced today. In this regard, even past and present arguments from Christians who rightly practiced theology that deserves a place in the university curriculum often prove to be too small. In contrast, we argue that God himself, along with the liberating arts that give us a deeper understanding of God, must nourish the soul of the Christian university if it hopes to demonstrate virtues such as coherence, unity, and a concern with overall human flourishing. It needs God and the liberating arts to sustain its soul.




Audiences

This book is written with at least two audiences in mind. First, it is written for Christians in the multiversity. Only by understanding its fragmentation and the distorted ways the multiversity tries to overcome this challenge through quasi-religious forms of coherence can one free oneself to create a different kind of coherent learning experience. One can then encourage secular multiversities to stop being quasi-religious and embrace the fact that they are arenas for the tournament of narratives in America. Their job is to attempt to maintain some semblance of justice in this tournament. It is not to take over the tournament by enforcing some substitute religious narrative.

Second, it is also written for those seeking to nurture and build coherent Christian universities. The problem today is that secular multiversities are the model to follow. Our message to faith-based universities is to be aware of the fragmenting influences of secular multiversities and chart their own path forward. Despite the rich Christian past, Christian educators do not have a singular model to follow that can illumine a different path than the one offered by the multiversity. Today there is talk of Benedictine or Augustinian options,37 but the challenge today is that Benedictine and Augustinian universities, while embodying many positive qualities, may still practice some of the dangerous habits that led to the loss of the university’s Christian soul in the first place.38 If Christian universities are truly to survive and prosper in non-Christian societies, we need to think in radical new ways about the practices of the contemporary university.




A Final Note About University Metaphors

Before we continue with the core of our argument, we want to say a final word about the metaphors we use to talk about the university. We believe these metaphors are vital to our deepest longings and our imaginative vision of what the university can and should become. In their book about metaphors for education, David Smith and Susan Felch observe, “The visions we adopt will help shape the kinds of teachers and learners that we become. . . . The renewing of our minds is about visions as well as beliefs.”39 In their book, they discuss three important metaphors used in Scripture and often applied to education: journeys, gardens, and buildings. This last one in particular was applied to the early university, and we will draw on it in this book at times, especially in part one. Indeed, the concern about a lack of unity in the university has often been expressed using a building metaphor. For example, one constantly hears concerns about the dangers of disciplinary silos in the university. Underneath this talk lies a concern that a complex entity is actually breaking apart into something that is no longer held together by something in common. It reveals a longing for a unified university structure with a common foundation and pinnacle—an image continually used in the first five hundred years of the university, which we discuss in part one.

As the title and argument of this book reveal, we will prioritize the use of the metaphor of the university as a living organism with a soul. This metaphor also draws on Scripture and has historical precedent.40 We should note that we must be careful not overextend the metaphor and thus cheapen the idea of a “soul.” We realize that institutions do not literally have souls. Metaphors are helpful, but we need to keep their limits in mind. Thus we want to remind readers once again that we use the term soul as merely shorthand for a university’s core identity, story, and mission. Moreover, we contend that for the soul to be healthy, it cannot and should not simply be an organizational saga. This central identity, story, and purpose must connect to the transcendent story of the universe and its Author—the triune God.










PART ONE

BUILDING THE
UNIVERSITY

▪▪▪


IN PART ONE, WE ADDRESS how educational leaders of the past built universities with soul. The mixing of metaphors in this phrase is purposeful. The metaphor of the university as a body with a soul was less dominant during the medieval period. Instead, one of the dominant metaphors scholars drew on during the first half millennium was the idea of learning as a structure—such as a castle, tower, palace, or house for the queen of wisdom.1 This metaphor was especially appropriate when the university was yet in the initial “construction” phase. During this period, early thinkers were particularly interested in ways that curricular structures and institutions could help organize and further a person’s learning. This building was to occur inside the student and provide a place for God (often described as Wisdom) to dwell.

We think both metaphors, the university as a structure and the university as an organic body with a soul, are legitimate and helpful ways to think about the university (although we will focus on the latter in the second part of this book). As we will demonstrate in part one, however, picturing the university as some kind of structure means that it is vitally important to establish the proper foundation (akin to the importance of the soul for the body). Unfortunately, the early blueprint of the academic building resulted in a particular weakness with regard to how it approached theology and what today we might describe as the role of faith in animating learning. Theology only implicitly and not explicitly served as the foundation of the university. The discipline of theology itself served more as the palace or peak of the structure. This approach had important consequences for the university, particularly when the unified theology of the Roman Catholic Church broke further apart during the Reformation. As a result, the foundation of the university, which had never been firmly established in its dependence on God and the study of God, was replaced by other foundations. This first part tells this important story, a story that is somewhat different from the common secularization story.
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CREATING THE
ORIGINAL BLUEPRINT OF A UNIVERSITY

▪▪▪



Let no man excuse himself. Let no man say, “I am not able to build a house for the Lord; my poverty does suffice for such an expensive project; I have no place in which to build it.” . . . You shall build a house for the Lord out of your own self. He himself will be the builder; your heart will be the place; your thoughts will supply the material.

HUGH OF ST. VICTOR





The more we are conformed to the divine nature, the more do we possess Wisdom. . . . We find many who study but few who are wise.

HUGH OF ST. VICTOR










FEW HUMAN CREATIONS LAST for any significant period of time. Universities, however, have proved to be an exception. The oldest universities in Europe, North and South America, and Asia have lasted longer than the governments of the nations in which they reside and virtually every other institution minus the church.2 Interestingly, among the many purposes suggested for a university education today is that it is essential for defending liberal democracy.3 While understandable, the fact that many older universities preceded the rise of liberal democracies raises the question of what universities were for in the thirteenth century when they began.

The thinkers who provided the intellectual scaffolding on which the earliest universities were built did not compose mission statements. Nevertheless, these scholars still offered rationales for the unique project in which they were engaged. Within these justifications one finds a unique way of thinking that departed from earlier Greek and Roman justifications for what today we call a liberal arts education. This distinctive vision, we contend, is crucial for understanding the larger identity, story, and purposes that nurtured the creation of the university and the development of its soul.


Hugh of St. Victor

We begin our story with Hugh of St. Victor, who died in 1141. Unfortunately, we actually know very little about Hugh’s life, including his birth date. He described himself as an earthly resident alien (“From boyhood . . . I have dwelt on foreign soil”4). He later came to Paris, France, where he studied and began to teach and write. Eventually he became a master and head of the school at St. Victor from 1120 to 1141. Hugh’s position at this school proved important for a number of reasons. As European cities grew during this time, centers of education began moving from monasteries to cathedral schools in the cities. A tension soon developed, however, between the monastics and those teachers now educating in the cities. The strain arose because monastics believed that educators in the new city-based schools placed too much emphasis on the nuggets of intellectual gold acquired through the pagan writings independent of faith in God and downplayed the importance of both orthodox belief and virtuous living for gaining wisdom.5

The School of St. Victor, overseen by Hugh, became one of the schools that addressed this tension. It existed just outside the city walls, less than a mile from the royal residence. In the words of Jim Halverson, the school did not represent “the flight to the desert by a weary ecclesiastic.”6 Its founders played a central role in the political and ecclesiastical life of the city. They opened the school to the wider public in the hopes of attracting some of the top minds coming to the city. The priests who ran the school were not monks but a group known as canons regular. They combined the disciplines of a monk with the active ministerial life of priests in urban churches. They saw their educational work of preparing students for various worldly callings as part of their ministerial work.7 This unusual combination of monastic spiritual disciplines and leading academic work built on previous educational approaches, but it also proved groundbreaking in important ways.

Both the continuities and the distinctives can be found in Hugh’s Didascalicon, which contains his ideas about how to justify and organize education. Although earlier Christian thinkers such as Augustine, Boethius, Varro, Cassiodorus, and Isidore had also created classification schemes for knowledge, these types of organizational schemes started to blossom during Hugh’s time.8 In the century preceding the rise of the university, the fields of academic knowledge began to expand rapidly. As a result, systematizers such as Hugh arose within the various types of monastic and cathedral schools and tried to organize both old and new forms of knowledge. These scholars began writing manuscripts known as didascalicons, which sought to introduce students to the various writings they should read to be educated.9 These documents were basically instruction manuals for building the substantive content of what they called the academic house or palace for wisdom.

Although Hugh’s Didascalicon was clearly influenced by early Christian scholars in how he thought about education, particularly Augustine of Hippo, his blueprint for learning departed from previous approaches in one important way.10 Previous Christian classifications had often been written as a critical response to pagan systems of knowledge. For instance, in On Christian Doctrine, Augustine created a classification of knowledge in order to help Christians discern which pagan liberal arts were suitable for Christians and which arts were not (e.g., medicine—yes, magic—no). In contrast, Hugh created a positive vision and classification of learning that, while taking pagan knowledge into account, focused more on the creative endeavor of placing the whole educational enterprise within the expansive Christian narrative.11 In other words, he set forth a comprehensive blueprint of how to build the academic structure that answered questions about who we are, why we should learn, what we should learn, and how we should learn it.




The Foundation: A Grand Reason to Discover Wisdom

As with any building, the foundation remains vitally important. During Hugh’s time, two foundational concepts were used. Some organizers simply classified their system under the word scientia (knowledge), but others used the term philosophia (which in Greek means the love of wisdom).12 The latter term drew on both Greek thought as well as Hebrew Wisdom literature such as Proverbs. Philosophia, or philosophy, would be the term that won the day at the time when universities began. For example, for Hugh philosophy served as the overarching category on which to build the academic house since he considered it “the art of arts and the discipline of disciplines.”13 In contrast to contemporary conceptions of philosophy, this wide-ranging view of philosophy included what today we would consider theological questions. “Philosophy” was an all-encompassing term. For example, Hugh believed that “philosophy is the discipline which investigates demonstratively the causes of all things, human and divine.”14 This comprehensive use of philosophy still persists as part of contemporary universities. The highest level of graduate students in the fields of arts and sciences receive a doctorate of philosophy, or PhD. Most students, and even many professors, do not understand why someone receiving the most advanced degree in chemistry should receive a doctorate in philosophy. This language points to the earlier means of conceiving and constructing knowledge that developed during the time leading up to the establishment of the universities.

Yet we have completely lost two important understandings of philosophy that proved central to Hugh’s blueprint for education. First, according to Hugh (as well as other early Christian thinkers), philosophy involved the pursuit of wisdom and not merely the pursuit of certain technical skills such as the use of logic. Echoing Proverbs he opened his first chapter with the claim, “Of all things to be sought, the first is that Wisdom in which the Form of the Perfect Good stands fixed.”15 A second important point is that wisdom for Hugh was found in the ultimate perfect Good—the persons of the Trinity. Consequently Hugh spoke in relational terms about philosophy (i.e., wisdom), since it involved pursuing and getting to know a Being and not simply abstract truths.

Philosophy, then, is the love and pursuit of Wisdom, and in a certain way, a friendship with it; not, however, of that “wisdom” which is concerned with certain tools and with knowledge and skill in some craft, but of that Wisdom which, wanting in nothing, is a living Mind and the sole primordial Idea or Pattern of things. This love of Wisdom, moreover, is an illumination of the apprehending mind by that pure Wisdom and, in a certain way, a drawing and a calling back to itself of man’s mind, so that the pursuit of Wisdom appears like friendship with that Divinity.16


In other words, just as friendship involves getting to know the thoughts of another person and drawing closer to each other in the process, Hugh believed the study of philosophy required developing an intellectual friendship with God. Only by getting to know God could one then begin to understand the causes and “Pattern of things.” Indeed, this belief that through friendship with God one could understand the cause and pattern of all things in a systematic way, God’s ordering of the world, became instrumental in the building of the first universities.17

For Hugh, humans also needed to seek God’s wisdom for another important reason related to our fundamental identity and the story we tell about our identity. Hugh understood human identity according to the basic outlines of the Christian narrative. We are all made in God’s image, but the fall marred this image. Thus, he claimed, “This is our entire task—the restoration of our nature and the removal of our deficiency.”18 Since Christ is “the image of the divine Wisdom, the second person of the Trinitarian Godhead, through whom . . . the Father has established the universe and through whose mysteries, from the fall to the end of time, he accomplishes the work of redemption,” we need Christ (i.e., Wisdom) to be reconciled with God.19 While contemporary Protestants often emphasize Christ’s role in atoning for our sin to accomplish “the removal of our deficiency,” Hugh also focused on what would involve “the restoration of our nature,” or to use language more familiar to Christians today, to become like Christ, the human incarnation of divine wisdom.

Whereas writing about being an imitator of God (Eph 5:1) or becoming like Christ today usually focuses on the ethical ways we are to imitate Christ’s virtue, such as sacrificial love, humility, forgiveness, and service,20 for Hugh the way students can participate in God’s restoration of our divine image is through both “the contemplation of truth and the practice of virtue.”21 Contemplating truth involves becoming reconciled to God and then learning God’s wisdom through an intimate, loving friendship. In the process, the student joins with the triune God, the ultimate builder, to build in one’s heart and mind a place for the divine wisdom.22 While contemporary thinkers may talk about constructing knowledge or making meaning without reference to some final ideal, Hugh wrote about the need for all humans to discover and construct a place for wisdom in their hearts and minds that adhered to a blueprint provided by God.

Let no man excuse himself. Let no man say, “I am not able to build a house for the Lord; my poverty does suffice for such an expensive project; I have no place in which to build it.” . . . You shall build a house for the Lord out of your own self. He himself will be the builder; your heart will be the place; your thoughts will supply the material.23


Hugh believed this motivation for education could apply to all Christians. For Hugh, an educational institution should assist with this majestic endeavor by being God’s instrument for helping rebuild the image of Christ in humanity.

In light of the importance of discovering and knowing the wisdom (i.e., Christ) necessary for restoring the divine image, learning proves essential not only for the elite but for all humanity. Everyone’s flourishing is aided by growing in wisdom and virtue. In this regard, Hugh had a wider audience in mind than many earlier Christian writers. Previous Christian thinkers often wrote guides about how to organize and think about various forms of knowledge for clergy, clerks, and monastics. A few sought to set forth “an impersonal digest of universal knowledge, an encyclopedic source book.”24 Hugh believed restoring the image of God entailed establishing a friendship with God that supplies us with wisdom—“a living Mind and the sole primordial Idea or Pattern of things.”25 Moreover, this pursuit is meant to be undertaken by the whole of humanity and not merely a chosen few.

Hugh’s answers to the who are we? and why learn? questions provided a rich theological foundation for all of learning. As Ian Wei notes, “It was above all Hugh of St. Victor who fully articulated the monastic view of the proper relationship between life and learning, but also established a place for scholarship practiced on its own terms.”26 Humans, as image bearers of God, Hugh believed, should seek to understand and discover God’s ideas through natural and special revelation, especially through Christ, the incarnation of wisdom. Hugh recognized that since humans are made in God’s image, they can only more fully bear that image by acquiring the wisdom and character qualities of God we are made to reflect. If Christ is the ultimate incarnation of wisdom, it changes one’s whole understanding of philosophy.




Designing the Academic Castle:
Creating and Organizing the Curriculum

How does one get to know the triune God, the source of wisdom and the one who can restore our full humanity? For Hugh the liberal arts supply the tools to illuminate both special and natural revelation, which gives us insight into the triune God’s living Mind. This wisdom then helps us develop and rebuild our marred image of God. As Hugh contends, “This, then, is what the arts are concerned with, this what they intend, namely, to restore within us the divine likeness, a likeness which to us is a form but to God is his nature.”27 In Hugh’s view, the particular arts that constituted philosophy were not a lower form of secular knowledge. With Christ as the foundation, the liberal arts become vitally important because they serve as tools supplied by God’s common grace for understanding wisdom, acquiring virtue, and repairing fallen humanity.

Hugh’s expansive view of the arts also pertained to how he classified them. As opposed to the traditional seven liberal arts mentioned by various Greek and Roman thinkers and established formally in the fifth century, the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy) and the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric), Hugh set forth a much grander curriculum containing twenty-one arts (see table 1).28


Table 1. The arts within philosophy
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What is important to recognize is that Hugh believed all these arts should be taught within the same institution. In other words, students should not learn about theology in a separate seminary that is somehow disconnected from the other arts. Instead, all of these liberal arts should fit within one educational structure, since we need all of them to discover God’s multifaceted wisdom.

It is important to grasp how Hugh’s understanding of theology within this vision differed from our contemporary understanding, but we must realize also how he contributed to the way we treat theology today. What today we would describe as the Christian narrative and Christian theological premises actually guided Hugh’s whole outlook. Scholars such as Hugh thought about the purposes of education and the curriculum as a whole within the context of the broader Christian theological narrative. As one historian notes of philosophy and theology during this time, “The two were not easily separable in the thinking of that age, and the philosophers . . . were pretty certain to have their fling at purely theological questions.”29 Part of the reason is that church fathers such as Augustine did not envision that subject matter about God should somehow be placed within its own separate category as an academic discipline within the older liberal arts. As G. R. Evans writes, “For Augustine theologia is far from being a mere subdivision of philosophia. It is the measure against which philosophy’s highest achievements are to be tested.”30 Hugh also thought philosophy or wisdom could not be understood apart from friendship with God.

Yet early medieval thinkers, including Hugh, made an important and fateful decision regarding the subject they described as theology that would have a tremendous influence on the original idea of the university. During this time, the curricular systematizers did something unique. They created a special place in the curriculum for something they called the discipline and faculty of theology.31 The practice of making theology a particular subject within this broad conception of philosophy perhaps originated with Boethius (475–524). In his Theological Tractates, he labeled theology as a subdivision of philosophy concerned with God.32 Hugh copied this practice, which had also been used by earlier Christian systematizers. Although he initially described theology in a broad manner as “discourse concerning the divine, for theos means God, and logos discourse or knowledge,”33 he later described the separate art of theology in a more narrow fashion as addressing discussions about “some aspect either of the inexpressible nature of God or of spiritual creatures.”34

It is important to realize that if one thinks of the curriculum as a structure, as Hugh did, placing theology in a separate academic discipline changed its relationship to other fields of knowledge. Theology becomes no longer understood as Augustine originally conceived it—the foundation that supports all the other disciplines—or to use another common classical analogy, the light by which one more clearly sees all other knowledge. As Hugh’s way of organizing knowledge demonstrates, if one sees the disciplines as various rooms, theology appears to be merely a room in the palace.

The idea that theology is merely a room in the palace, however, fails to capture either its exalted status during this time or Hugh’s view of it. It is better understood as the pinnacle or upper palace room. Artists at this time depicted theologians as sitting atop the academic tower.35 Evans observes of this time, “A philosopher may try to acquire any kind of knowledge and be rated a lover of wisdom, although the highest sapientia [wisdom] is a knowledge of God. But a theologian must by definition want to know about God.”36 In the language of these systematizers, theology actually served as the royal throne room or pinnacle of all learning. In another source, Hugh called theology the “peak of philosophy and the perfection of truth.”37

The foundation to the structure of learning was actually supplied by a different set of disciplines. Hugh believed that a student should start with the seven liberal arts found in quadrivium and trivium and even claimed, “It is in the seven liberal arts, however, that the foundation of all learning is to be found.”38 Again, though, it should be noted that for Hugh a theological vision of wisdom informed the whole understanding of why someone should learn the arts. In Hugh’s mind, both the reason for learning the liberal arts and the content of the liberal arts were inseparable from theology. Hugh sought to elevate the importance of the liberal arts and not devalue theology. Yet the structures we create sometimes have unintended consequences.




How Do Students Learn?

When it comes to how students should be educated in the arts, Hugh described what today might be called a student-centered approach to learning. In recent times, this language is often used to support the claim that we should fixate on students’ needs as the students perceive them. In contrast, Hugh had a clearly defined understanding of what students needed in order to achieve excellence in life in general and in the various arts in particular. First, students required some natural aptitude. Second, they needed certain basic skills (e.g., reading analysis and how to memorize) and a proper environment. Perhaps due to his own experience Hugh recommended studying in a foreign country since “all the world is a foreign soil to those who philosophize.”39

Third and most importantly, he believed they required virtues that do not come naturally but must be formed through practice. The virtues of discipline and eagerness to inquire, what we might call inquisitiveness, helped. Parsimony or frugality also motivated students since “a fat belly . . . does not produce a fine perception.”40 Although some virtues Hugh listed could be considered common to various traditions of moral thought, particular virtues emphasized within the Christian moral tradition shaped how he understood the best scholarly practices. For instance, Hugh stressed the importance of the Christian virtue of humility for the practice of learning wisdom: “Although the lessons of humility are many, the three which follow are of special importance for the student: first, that he hold no knowledge and writing in contempt; second, that he blush to learn from no man; and third, that when he has attained learning himself, he not look down upon everyone else.”41 Failure to practice humility would undermine all of one’s learning, since one sought to acquire the virtues of Christ. Student-centered learning for Hugh meant expecting virtues, especially certain Christian virtues, of students.

This expectation also applied to the habits students must acquire in order to learn. Hugh drew on the monastic tradition to set forth a set of practices one could not employ without attention to the realities described by the Christian narrative. He described five steps the student must undergo: instruction, meditation, prayer, performance, and contemplation. Moving through each of these steps required explicit forms of Christian direction and focus. For example, Hugh drew on the constructive monastic practice of meditation versus what today might be described as the deconstructing task of critical thinking. He claimed:

Meditation takes its start from reading but is bound by none of reading’s rules or precepts. For it delights to range along open ground, where it fixes its free gaze upon the contemplation of truth, drawing together now these, not those causes of things, or now penetrating into profundities, leaving nothing doubtful, nothing obscure. The start of learning, thus, lies in reading, but its consummation lies in meditation. . . . And when through the things which God has made, a man has learned to seek out and to understand him who has made them all, then does he equally instruct his mind with knowledge and fill it with joy. From this it follows that in meditation is to be found the greatest delight.42


Instead of deconstructing truth, Hugh saw meditation as building up divine truth, a truth that would lead one to joy instead of emptiness or cynicism. As one proceeds from meditation to performance, one needs prayer.

Since the counsel of man is weak and ineffective without divine aid, arouse yourself to prayer and ask the help of him without whom you can accomplish no good thing, so that by his grace, which, going before you has enlightened you, he may guide your feet, as you follow, onto the road of peace; and so that he may bring that which as yet is in your will alone, to concrete effect in good performance.43


Of course, even in performance, Hugh insisted that a person must realize that he or she is coworking with God. The one who works and walks with God along life’s road can eventually come to the ultimate wisdom, the contemplation of God.

It should be noted that, for Hugh, one does not simply proceed up this five-step stairway of learning, but one must continually go up and down the various steps. In other words, one needs to be a lifelong learner who becomes a continually discerning thinker, meditator, pray-er, performer, and contemplator. Hugh maintained that learning required not merely a well-ordered curriculum but also a particular kind of community that acquired certain kinds of virtues and engaged in certain kinds of practices. In this regard, Hugh supplied an amazingly comprehensive vision. He wanted to combine the best of the monastery with the best of contemporary learning to transform the world. The school at St. Victor closed soon after Hugh died, however, perhaps because maintaining such a grand vision that subjects a wide range of students to such a high vision of intellectual, moral, and spiritual excellence proved too difficult.




Building the University

The degree to which scholars credit Hugh and the educational program at St. Victor with influencing the origins of one of the first universities, the University of Paris, varies by whether scholars believe the university represented a break with the past or actually demonstrated continuity with earlier educational visions.44 Stephen Ferruolo argues that Hugh’s school represented an important blueprint: “The Victorine educational program endured as an ideal, as a set of intellectual methods and values against which the other developments in the other schools of Paris were measured, and as a standard that ultimately played a vital role in the formation of the university by the masters and scholars of the city.”45 Certainly, there are ways the University of Paris developed that showed continuities with Hugh’s vision regarding the who, why, what, and how of learning, although there were some important discontinuities as well.

The most important continuity pertained to the overall vision of knowledge and its relationship to God. Students studied to understand and discover God’s comprehensive and unified wisdom. One recent scholar describes the epistemological assumptions that dominated the early University of Paris:

It was assumed that the materials given for study—the texts of the tradition, but also the inner and outer world about which they spoke—were amenable to articulation: they had a God-given harmony or beauty about them, even if it was hidden to the untutored eye. It was assumed that to discover that harmonious ordering was not simply an intellectual game, but one of the means (or part of the means) for discovering the good ordering of human life before God, including the good ordering of social life.46


The curriculum set forth in the early University of Paris was not nearly as extensive as Hugh of St. Victor’s curriculum, but it did include teaching the seven traditional liberal arts in a school of liberal arts and the advanced arts of medicine, law, and theology. Since the seven arts were considered the foundation of learning, the early statutes stipulated that the teachers had to be at least twenty-one years old and have studied these arts for at least six years.47

Similar to Hugh’s curricular vision, theology was considered the most exalted among the other faculties of medicine, law, and the liberal arts. Later in the twelfth century, scholars had expanded Hugh’s narrow conception of theology to include the study of the Bible, Christian doctrine, and Christian practice. Due to these scholars’ efforts to create a more systematic account of these sources, they created the academic discipline of theology, which was part of the larger disciplinary palace being built as universities emerged.48 As Evans observes, “It is not coincidence that the forming of theology as an academic discipline went hand in hand with the slow development of the twelfth-century schools into the first universities.”49 Scholars used the language of politics to describe theology as the “queen of the sciences,”50 which meant they considered it the most prestigious and rigorous. As a consequence, theology was studied only after one had mastered the liberal arts. A doctorate in theology at the University of Paris, for example, required one to be thirty-five years old and to undergo sixteen years of study.51

The methods of learning also showed continuity with Hugh’s vision. Although Enlightenment devotees such as Hastings Rashdall have claimed the University of Paris prospered by cultivating forms of critical thinking separate from the past Christian tradition,52 scholars today believe that approaches to thinking in early universities actually shared much with Hugh’s Christian vision. In an early university such as the University of Paris, “reason emerges not over and against Christian devotion, but as a form of Christian devotion.”53 In other words, the development of practices that strengthened one’s reasoning abilities were not a means of escaping the Christian tradition but were actually “a new form of medieval devotional practice or . . . spiritual discipline” that had its origins in the monastic tradition.54 Early thinkers in the university, similar to Hugh, used certain kinds of meditation not as a means to escape God but as a means to better understand God and God’s plan for their lives and the world.

The two particular methods emphasized in the University of Paris were the careful reading of and meditation on authoritative texts, which one then sought to systematize (known as lectio) and debate (known as disputatio). Regarding the former, Michal Higton claims lectio was “the central practice of the emerging university.”55 Similar to what Hugh set forth, this process required particular kinds of intellectual virtues and practices (e.g., humility, piety, patience) previously nurtured in the monastic orders but now practiced in the world. As Higton states, “Reason seriously practiced is a means by which the reasoned is called out of himself; it waits humbly upon an articulation that it cannot simply invent, attending to an ordering in things that is understood as God’s good gift.”56 This kind of meditative reading seeks to discover the order that God has already provided in the world.

While lectio provided this opportunity for the individual learner, disputatio supplied the social means by which to sharpen one’s view of God’s world. Here perhaps is where the ideas about learning added to Hugh’s original vision, which he derived from monastic ideas. At the early University of Paris, the implementation of disputatio meant that through dialogue with others, one’s ideas were sharpened. Again, however, this practice required the peaceful hospitality and listening that one found in the monastic setting in order that intellectual debate did not descend into fractious or perhaps violent fights.

Of course, numerous cultural, economic, and political factors beyond philosophical blueprints such as that found in Hugh’s Didascalicon played a role in bringing about the creation of the University of Paris. One of these external factors proved to be the church. The church placed a high priority on the emerging masters (i.e., teachers) and scholars and labeled them the “mirror of the church,” since the church’s leadership increasingly came from the academic world.57 Paolo Nardi observes that so many church leaders came from academic circles “that the world of study appeared to be identical with the church itself.”58 In return for the support provided by the academic masters in advancing rationally intelligible doctrine against heresies, strengthening the institutional church, and providing educated staff, the church granted students and masters certain “universal” rights and privileges that transcended local authorities (such as towns, dioceses, principalities, and states) and applied them throughout geographical Christendom.59 Masters and students were placed under the protection of papal authority and given legal protection by the church against local and regional political and ecclesiastical authorities; and the degrees conferred allowed graduates to teach not only in local areas but across Christendom.60

The church also provided one other important function in that it nurtured academic freedom. As William Hoye writes, “Both the idea of the university and the idea of academic freedom can be called gifts of medieval Christianity to the modern world.”61 Since this claim flies in the face of some popular views of the medieval church, it helps to explain Hoye’s argument. Hoye points out that the first mention of the scholastic freedom (libertas scholastic) of universities, or what today we would define as academic freedom, was made by Pope Honorius III in 1220 in the midst of a conflict between the University of Bologna, usually considered one of the original universities, and local civic government. The city government insisted that the students pledge an oath of allegiance to the city, while the pope encouraged the university to defend its scholastic freedom and resist such attempts. Throughout this time and later, the church would defend students and professors against abuses by local governments or even local ecclesiastical authorities, encourage broad freedom of travel, and provide professors the right to teach anywhere in Christendom.62 The church’s role was aided by its transnational character and the fact that universities were also initially transnational entities. As Hugh’s understanding of the purpose of higher education and the curriculum make clear, national political interests did not take a primary shaping role.




The Fallen Realities

Despite the existence of these early high ideals that were put into partial practice, this time was not an unspoiled age to which the university can and should return. It is helpful to remember that some early thinkers even saw the first universities themselves as an impediment to learning. The theologian and poet Philippus de Grevia, who served as chancellor at the University of Paris from 1218 to 1236, made this complaint about the new institution:

At one time, when each magister taught independently and when the name of the university was unknown, there were more lectures and disputations and more interest in scholarly things. Now, however, when you have joined yourselves together in a university, lectures and disputations have become less frequent; everything is done hastily, little is learnt, and the time needed for study is wasted in meetings and discussions. While the elders debate in their meetings and enact statutes, the young ones organize villainous plots and plan their nocturnal attacks.63


University administrators today could relate to this eight-hundred-year-old problem. The original universities, while nourished by particular Christian ideas, were flawed institutions that never fully incarnated the original ideals set forth by scholars such as Hugh.

One of the cracks in the original foundation concerned, as mentioned before, the creation of theology as a separate faculty and its placement in the curriculum. For the curriculum that Hugh of St. Victor envisioned to succeed an important combination had to be maintained. One could not simply separate theology and philosophy and consider Scripture the source for theology and creation the source of philosophy. They must be integrated. Indeed, Hugh claimed that one had to maintain an important distinction, not between theology and philosophy, but between worldly theology and true theology.

But worldly theology adopted the works of creation and the elements of this world that it might make its demonstration in these. . . . And for this reason, namely, because it used a demonstration which revealed little, it lacked ability to bring forth the incomprehensible truth without the stain of error. . . . In this were the wise men of the world fools, namely, that proceeding by natural evidences alone and following the elements and appearances of the world, they lacked the lessons of grace.64


In contrast, the study of God’s wisdom (philosophy) found in both creation and God’s special revelation, Hugh contended, leads us to bear the image of God in fuller ways. Hugh understood divine revelation through Scripture as the preeminent source for this restoration, but “natural considerations” and “natural arts” should also play a role.65 In other words, Hugh believed the liberal arts were needed to interpret Scripture, and both the liberal arts and Scripture were needed as sources for theology.

Furthermore, for Hugh the stairs in this academic palace should go both ways. Theology and Scripture were also needed to properly interpret and apply the liberal arts and to fit together a comprehensive understanding of philosophy or wisdom as a whole. The content of Christian faith must be integrated with the ways we learn the liberal arts. Figures such as Hugh tended to emphasize the creative and redemptive role that the liberal arts can play for the one who already subscribed to the Christian theological outlook.

Later medieval scholars such as Thomas Aquinas, a theologian at the University of Paris, would carry forth an important part of this vision. They believed the ends of the university must be linked to an understanding of humans as made imago Dei, in the image of God. As Alasdair MacIntyre writes, “The ends of education, that is to say, can, on Aquinas’s view, be correctly developed only with reference to the final end of human beings and the ordering of the curriculum has to be an ordering to that final end.”66 Unfortunately, as MacIntyre notes, this thought “was remarkably uninfluential in determining how universities developed.”67 Part of the problem, we contend, was that scholars such as Aquinas actually created an academic structure that, by the very way it was constructed, conceived of philosophy as increasingly separate from theology. The stairs also became less traveled. MacIntyre observes about the difference between Aquinas’s view of the relationship between theology and philosophy and Augustine’s: “Although Aquinas as both theologian and philosopher moves easily between them, he is always alert to the distinction. Although he is unflinchingly Augustinian in his theology, he treats philosophy as an independent form of enquiry in a way and to a degree that Augustine never did.”68 It is also a distinction Hugh of St. Victor did not draw, since he saw theology as the “peak of philosophy and the perfection of truth.”

Aquinas also drew a sharper distinction between natural theology/philosophy and biblical theology.69 The former could rely on human reason untutored by biblical revelation. This distinction would later make it easier to secularize conceptualizations of knowledge and limit one’s understanding of God’s relationship to knowledge, particularly when the university abandoned monastic forms of discipline and practices. While this distinction placed biblical theology in an elevated position, it also isolated it from the liberal arts. This change meant students received less guidance regarding how broad Christian theological content and narratives animate the rest of the liberal arts curriculum.

The result is perhaps best related in a picture from Gregorius Reisch’s Margarita Philosophica (1503), an illustrated encyclopedia of academic knowledge composed just before the Reformation.70 The drawing depicts theology at the top of a tower of knowledge but separate from the other liberal arts on which it was built (see figure 1). Moreover, the other liberal arts in this drawing were simply learned from pagan authors such as Aristotle, Cicero, Pythagoras, Euclid, Ptolemy, and Seneca without theological input. The connection between theology and the liberal arts supplied by a common theological story that Hugh envisioned had diminished and perhaps even disappeared.


[image:  Tower of Philosophy, woodcut from Gregor Reisch,  , c. 1503]

Figure 1. Tower of Philosophy, woodcut from Gregor Reisch, Margarita Philosophica, c. 1503




The methods for learning these different forms of knowledge also transformed over time. Hugh emphasized the importance of friendship with God, the need for virtues such as humility, and the necessity of Christian practices such as meditation and prayer when learning the liberal arts. One finds this vision depicted visually closer to Hugh’s time. In the Tower of Learning developed by John of Metz (1310), depicted in figure 2, one finds a vision of Christian wisdom where the virtues prove instrumental for obtaining wisdom.


[image:  Miniature of the Tower of Wisdom, from the De Lisle Psalter. Courtesy of the British Library Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts.]

Figure 2. Miniature of the Tower of Wisdom, from the De Lisle Psalter. Courtesy of the British Library Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts.




The Christian virtue of humility serves as the tower’s foundation. Although the four key supporting pillars are the cardinal virtues emphasized by pagan and Christian writers alike (prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance), to reach the top of the tower one must climb the stairs using the Christian virtue of “charity,” the key to all the virtues listed within the tower. Furthermore, one must enter through the door of “obedience” and “patience.” The stones on the left that constitutes the castle list key virtues such as honesty, mercy, and compassion. The stones to the right specify nine actions that help one develop those virtues, such as “flee vainglory” or “be upstanding.”

What became lost as the medieval vision of the university developed was the need for the Christian story and Christian theology to undergird and inform the development of these virtues and practices for learning. After all, this foundation must support the whole structure of wisdom. The absence of this foundation occurred due to the growing confidence in human reason. Philosophy became that which could be known through human reason, and theology pertained to that understood by faith and grace. Any attempt to teach the liberal arts without the benefit of theology would have surprised an earlier church father such as Augustine. For someone such as Augustine, the dangers of learning the liberal arts outside of a loving friendship with God were quite apparent. In his Confessions, Augustine claimed,

From my nineteenth year to my twenty-eighth, I went astray and led others astray. I was deceived and deceived others, in varied lustful projects—sometimes publicly, by the teaching of what men style “the liberal arts”; sometimes secretly, under the false guise of religion. In the one, I was proud of myself; in the other, superstitious; in all, vain!71


Later he confessed in language that recalls Plato’s allegory about the cave:

And what did it profit me that I could read and understand for myself all the books I could get in the so-called “liberal arts,” when I was actually a worthless slave of wicked lust? I took delight in them, not knowing the real source of what it was in them that was true and certain. For I had my back toward the light, and my face toward the things on which the light falls, so that my face, which looked toward the illuminated things, was not itself illuminated.72


In particular, Augustine lamented his lack of gratitude to God for the ability to be able to understand the various arts.

Whatever was written in any of the fields of rhetoric or logic, geometry, music, or arithmetic, I could understand without any great difficulty and without the instruction of another man. All this thou knowest, O Lord my God, because both quickness in understanding and acuteness in insight are thy gifts. Yet for such gifts I made no thank offering to thee. Therefore, my abilities served not my profit but rather my loss.73


For Augustine, the so-called liberal arts, when taught outside the Christian theological narrative and community, and the practice of particular Christian virtues such as humility and gratitude to God, did not furnish one with liberation; they merely amplified one’s enslavement. When university scholars exalted the liberal arts as the road to knowledge without the need for divine revelation, they departed from what Augustine and Hugh thought of as the way to build wisdom.

These fateful developments about how to build, organize, and teach knowledge, we will argue, created a structure for knowledge that did not make theology and the resulting Christian virtues the foundation. Instead, theology became the queen of the sciences placed in a room at the top of the academic structure. In other words, Hugh’s organization of the curriculum created an easier road to compartmentalization. Although Hugh integrated theology throughout his vision, he also created a separate academic room for it. Making theology the pinnacle of education resulted in the loss of theology as the foundational curriculum.

We simply do not want theology to be the top of the tower or the throne room of the palace. Indeed, this is one reason we think it may have been helpful to switch metaphors regarding the university and its associated curriculum to a more organic one. If we are made in God’s image and the purpose of the university is to help us rebuild that image by acquiring God’s wisdom, the whole university must be engaged in building friendship with God. This remains the soul of the university, and the whole body of the university must be connected to it and involved with it. In this regard, theology can and must be understood as essential to the soul of the university. It enlivens and connects to every discipline or every part of the academic body. It cannot be isolated to a particular part of the body.

The church’s active role in the medieval university prevented the problem of theology’s separation and isolation from other disciplines from becoming apparent in the early university’s life. Today, however, the problem is quite apparent. Philosophy pertains to something quite different from the divine wisdom Hugh of St. Victor envisioned. Indeed, the idea that philosophy encompasses learning theology and God’s wisdom is lost. It is no wonder that two scholars who recently interviewed Catholic leaders of higher education concluded,

While many admired the traditional framework of the Catholic intellectual tradition, the role of philosophy in communicating that tradition to current students is hazy in the minds of many senior administrators we interviewed, who simply did not point to philosophy as a major vehicle for presenting aspects of the Catholic tradition today.74


The reason for this development will be explained in the next chapter. The growing distinction between theology and philosophy would also create a crack in the foundation of the university that would split even more when the church broke into separate pieces.
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A CRACKED PINNACLE AND SHIFTING FOUNDATION

Attempting to Repair the University (1517–1800)

▪▪▪



Refinement and elegance of speech, the acuteness of reason, adroitness in mathematics and geometry, knowledge of the heavens and the whole world will be brought together in order to form the soul, to give it a pattern, to set it firmly, to render it elegant and perfect.

PETER RAMUS





The very notion of the nature and order of things, of a single universe, different aspects of which are objects of enquiry for the various disciplines, but in such a way that each aspect needs to be related to every other, this notion no longer informs the enterprise of the contemporary American university. It has become an irrelevant concept.

ALASDAIR MACINTYRE










ONE OF THE CENTRAL IDEAS medieval university professors taught was the belief that universal wisdom existed and could be known. The core premise behind this idea was that all knowledge emanated from the triune God. The wisdom of God embedded in God’s creation could be discovered through God’s revelation both in nature and in special revelation. Part of obtaining wisdom involved understanding the different relationships between particular disciplines, general knowledge as a whole, and human flourishing. As the last chapter chronicled, the Catholic Church sought and gave support to this unified vision of wisdom while it supported the formation and growth of universities.1

Although the church had already fractured in the eleventh century (1054 officially) when the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox branches separated, this split did not have a significant influence on early universities and their respective curricula. The invention of the European university occurred solely in Catholic lands. In contrast, the Eastern Orthodox Church did not participate in the governance of any new European universities.2 The seventy universities existing in 1500 still officially represented only one outlook—that of the Catholic Church. Theology also retained its preeminent position as the pinnacle or upper palace room in the academic castle, both shaping and giving unity to the university curriculum even up until the Reformation.3

The Reformation changed everything. The reforms initiated by Martin Luther in 1517 and continued by John Calvin and others resulted in different confessions taking over existing universities. The Reformers also helped create something new in the history of the university. When Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican universities sprang into being, the denominational university was born. By its very nature, the denominational university posed a particular problem for the idea of universal truth and wisdom. How could a divided church with disparate theology faculties still support a unified vision of truth in the post-Reformation world? Moreover, how could theology still reign as the queen of the sciences in the upper palace room if different types of theology departments now existed throughout European universities? The queen of the sciences proved unable to retain her crown over a divided kingdom. The theological pinnacle or upper palace room was breaking apart. Could anything be done to repair the damage? Moreover, what would be the results of this fragmentation for the foundation of the university, the liberal arts? This chapter chronicles two noble figures who tried to provide solutions to these problems. They proposed an approach that sought to make Christian theology the foundation on which everything should be built. Unfortunately, their efforts could not stem changes that shifted the university’s central focus from God to nature. As in the past, humans began to believe that nature and not God could serve as the foundation for the castle of wisdom they hoped to build.


The Attempt to Repair the Foundations of the Medieval University

On August 26, 1572, blood stained the streets of Paris as mobs ran wild. Inspired by political rulers, the Catholic mobs murdered at least two thousand French Protestant Huguenots in what become known as the Massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day. Not even small children and women were spared. Geoffrey Treasure summarizes the fate of one woman who broke her legs trying to escape over a roof after her husband was killed: “She was caught, dragged by the hair through the streets, her hands cut off at the wrists to secure her bracelets; she was impaled on a spit before being dumped in the Seine.”4

Among those murdered during this ghastly spectacle was a Protestant professor named Pierre de la Ramée, commonly known in English as Peter Ramus. The motivation for the murder remains subject to scholarly debate.5 One scholar claims it stemmed from academic revenge. Another professor, Jacques Charpentier, still smarting from Ramus’s attacks on his competence six years earlier, is said to have hired assassins to murder Ramus. Others simply maintain he was killed for his allegiance to the French Protestant Reformation. Whatever the motive, we do know that Ramus met his end in one of the University of Paris’s colleges. His body was thrown out a window, decapitated and whipped by students, dragged around the streets, and then thrown in the Seine.

Ramus certainly had plenty of enemies. In fact he made enemies most of his life. One colleague even described him as “either rabid and demented or else perverse and criminal,” and the king of France called him “ignorant, impudent, arrogant, and a liar.”6 Modern scholars have also found him irritating, with one placing a less than flattering quote from one of Ramus’s contemporaries as an epigram to his title page: “You will never be a great man if you think that Ramus was a great man.”7

What did Ramus do to outrage and irritate everyone? He sought to reform the university. For example, he thought that everyone should have the chance to attend a university, to afford a university education, and to learn the liberal arts in their own language. “It is a most unworthy thing,” he complained, “that the road leading to knowledge of philosophy be closed and forbidden to the poor, even when they are wise and learned.”8 He also believed that faculty appointments should be based on merit and not social and political connections, that the students should not support idle faculty, and that universities should be publicly funded in addition to student fees—certainly crazy ideas!

Ramus’s own experience informed his critique. He was orphaned at a young age and had few of the aristocratic benefits and connections of his fellow students (for example, his grandfather was a charcoal burner). As a student of modest means, he had not been able to rely on wealth and prestige to advance.9 He recalled of his early educational experience, “I confess that my whole life has been one bitter struggle. . . . As a young boy under every possible handicap I came to Paris to study the liberal arts. Twice I was forced to return from Paris, but the more studies were denied me, the more I wanted to study.”10 His struggles would lead him to advocate throughout his life for ways to make complex ideas more accessible to a wider audience.

Perhaps the most outrageous part of Ramus’s efforts to reform the university concerned the curriculum. Ramus thought the very curricular foundations of the medieval university needed to be repaired. It was also, as every professor who has dealt with revisions to the general education curriculum knows, the most dangerous and important place to start. The university was now typically divided into four faculties: theology, law, medicine, and the liberal arts/philosophy. The idea that the liberal arts faculty address a separate realm known as philosophy was a development Hugh of St. Victor would not have understood, since he saw all the arts as philosophy, the study of wisdom. The liberal arts/philosophy faculty was the largest of all the faculties in a university, since it was also where most every university student started.11 As Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann observes, “It was the faculty of the beginning and the beginner. . . . Though it occupied the lowest rung on the ladder of knowledge, it was the faculty that determined what ordered rational knowledge was.”12

The problem with the liberal arts, according to Ramus, stemmed from the university’s attempt to build its foundations on the pagan Greek philosopher Aristotle. Medieval scholars such as Thomas Aquinas had attempted to synthesize Aristotle’s philosophy with Christianity, suggesting that natural human reason could lead pagan thinkers to common truths also found in Scripture. Yet, as mentioned in chapter one, Aquinas also reinforced a sharper distinction between theology and philosophy in ways previous Christian thinkers had not.13

As a result, professors in the lower-level arts faculty of the university often taught Aristotle’s ethics and metaphysics with little additional theological critique. Indeed, as we noted at the end of the last chapter, theology became a separate academic palace (or pinnacle) at the top of the learning castle. Moreover, the stairs between the theology and arts faculty were not exactly well trod and, in fact, were quite decayed. As one scholar notes of Ramus’s time, “Generally speaking, professors of philosophy and theology tended to go their separate ways.”14 Of course, the liberal arts faculty at this time still touched on key theological issues such as the existence and nature of God and the immortality of the soul, but their treatment of logic, rhetoric, ethics, and metaphysics relied heavily on Aristotle’s works with limited modification.

Ramus wanted to challenge Aristotle’s dominance in the liberal arts. It remains unclear whether Ramus actually began his critique with the less than subtle master’s thesis “Everything that was said by Aristotle is inconsistent.”15 Nonetheless, Ramus mounted a full-scale attack on the extensive use of Aristotle and the arid scholasticism associated with philosophy at that time, instead arguing that the arts always had to be practical and that they should be taught in practical ways. As Ramus complained of Aristotle’s logic, “Ordinary people don’t talk like that,” and people would laugh if anyone did.16 In contrast, Ramus argued that since every person came into the world possessed of a natural, God-given ability to reason, people tend to use the arts, such as logic, in actual daily practice. The examples for arts, such as logic and rhetoric, should then be derived from daily practice.17

Critics were not impressed. One English scholar lamented that Ramus sought to overthrow “the grounds, principles, and rules of that most illustrious and thrice renowned Aristotle.” His disciples, he feared, “shall with their owne furious and witles conceits, set the whole world in combustion.”18 Ramus’s attacks on Aristotle resulted in King Francis I labeling Ramus “ignorant, a liar, arrogant, and impudent” and led him to ban Ramus’s books.19

The attacks and ban did not work. The popularity of Ramus’s works rose throughout Europe. What proved particularly attractive was Ramus’s fundamental belief and general insistence that the liberal arts should be made accessible to a wider audience and that knowledge and its teaching should be focused on the practical results it would have on one’s life. Ramus’s nonhierarchical perspective would be one reason his views proved popular among the Puritans, particularly the Puritans at Harvard during its first hundred years.20

What also made Ramus’s perspective attractive to these new Puritans was the fact that he became one of them. Ramus converted to the Protestant faith at age fifty-four in 1569. Many Catholics were not sad to see him leave, since many considered his attacks on Aristotle as attacks on the Catholic faith.21 He had also criticized the theology faculty in 1562 for placing too much emphasis on the scholastics and not enough on teaching the Old and New Testaments in their original languages. Indeed, Ramus’s late interest in theology would prove to be particularly influential among Puritans.

Ramus’s full views might not have been known, except for one unusual historical event (which his followers considered providential). The night Ramus was murdered, his attackers also ransacked and destroyed his library. Yet one particularly important unpublished manuscript survived, Ramus’s commentary on the Christian religion. It contained the materials others would use in their attempt to build a new foundation for the liberal arts and the university, and not merely a new upper theological palace room.

In this work, Ramus set forth a vision that would once again make Christian theology and ethics foundational to the liberal arts. He defined theology in a broad fashion as the “doctrine of living well” for God.22 It involved faith and actions. This foundational theology, Ramus believed, should serve as a replacement for Aristotle’s metaphysics and ethics. For Ramus, the contrast was quite simple: “Theology is comprised in faith in God and the actions of faith, but human philosophy [Aristotle] embraces happiness by the contemplation of wisdom and the action of courage, temperance, and justice.”23 He also believed Aristotle came to the wrong conclusions about God, faith, providence, sin, worship, and eternal life. In contrast, he insisted, “Let us speak the words of Holy Scripture; let us use the language of the Holy Spirit. For the Spirit is the most true teacher of wisdom and the most eminent rhetorical teacher of eloquence.”24 Ramus’s insistence on teaching a biblically rooted view of knowledge represented a radical break from the typical approach to the liberal arts at the time.

How successful was Ramus in convincing others to put his radical ideas into action? One biographer concluded, “He was not successful at all,”25 at least in France. In England, however, as noted above, Ramus’s radical ideas found a following among the Puritans studying and teaching at Christ’s College, University of Cambridge. The Puritans agreed with Ramus that what Protestant reformers needed was a way of approaching knowledge and the arts that could be “free of Aristotelianism and popish scholasticism,” as well as “pagan atheism or popish doctrines.”26 In order to redeem the university from these influences, the Puritans realized they needed to reorganize the structure of knowledge. Ramus became their inspiration and guide. One Puritan in particular, William Ames, became “the foremost seventeenth-century Puritan Ramist.”27




William Ames (1576–1633)

Ames, like Ramus, became an orphan at a young age. As a result, he was brought up by a Puritan uncle who also provided him with an education. He eventually attended the University of Cambridge, where he experienced a profound religious conversion while also drinking deeply from Puritan thinking. It was at Cambridge that Ames encountered Ramus’s thought28 and where Ames came to consider Ramus “the greatest master of the arts.”29

One of Ramus’s most important influences on Ames, as well as other Puritans, concerned his interest in something called technometria, “the science of defining and delineating the arts according to their nature and use.”30 What made this science possible centered on a particular Christian conviction about knowledge. Ramus and the Puritans believed that knowledge is one and that “God, the Alpha and Omega, creates all things and governs all things by eternal, immutable laws.”31 God also creates and distributes knowledge. “God put knowledge into things, where man through his senses can find it and through his reason understand it. . . . Knowledge originates from God and through his benevolence is carried to men, at least in some essentials.”32

Although a unified church no longer provided curricular unity, Protestants still wanted a common Christian narrative to guide contemporary views about the curriculum. Christians, Ames believed, could use technometria to discover broad, God-ordained laws found in the world of knowledge and organize the arts into an “encyclopaedia, the circle or totality of the arts.”33 Knowledge of all the arts would be pansophia, or universal wisdom. In Ames’s work, one finds echoes of Hugh of St. Victor’s vision for finding, through the curriculum, a universal wisdom rooted in God.

Inspired by Ramus, Ames proposed something remarkably original for his time as he set forth the view that theology should play a role in his new construction of the liberal arts. As Norman Fiering points out, “Such an arrangement was unheard of in medieval universities.”34 Ames no longer believed that theology should serve as the premier discipline that would only be studied by a chosen few. He believed everyone in the university needed to study theology. In other words, theology needed to be taught in the liberal arts and not merely to those who today we would consider the most advanced graduate students. One historian called this position a declaration that theology is meant to be an art “for every man, not reserved for the expert or the perfectiones.”35 It held the potential to transform the soul of the university at the time.

In one respect, though, Ames still categorized knowledge in a similar fashion. Ames listed theology as one of six major arts, with the others being logic, grammar, rhetoric, mathematics, and physics.36 For Ames, this view did not mean theology was somehow unrelated to the other arts: “To God the truth of knowledge is obviously single and undivided, but as it is reflected in creation like the refraction of a ray of light, it appears to man as multiple kinds of truth discernible as the arts.”37 In Ames’s refracted vision, theology should be divided further into two parts, faith and observance, which take the place of classical medieval metaphysics and ethics taught using Aristotle (see table 2). Like Ramus, Ames thought the teaching of Aristotelian ethics and metaphysics corrupted students. He approvingly quoted from Ramus that he would prefer philosophy be taught to students

out of the gospel by a learned theologian of proven character than out of Aristotle by a philosopher. A child will learn many impieties from Aristotle which, it is to be feared, he will unlearn too late. He will learn for example, that the beginning of blessedness arises out of man; that the end of blessedness lies in man; that all virtues are within man’s power and obtainable by man’s nature, art and industry; that God is never present in such works, either as helper or author, however great and divine they are; that divine providence is removed from the theatre of human life; that not a word can be spoken about divine justice; that man’s blessedness is based on this frail life.38



Table 2. Ames’s organization of the arts









	
General Arts
 
	
Special Arts
 



	
logic
 
	
mathematics
 



	
grammar
 
	
physics
 



	
rhetoric
 
	
theology
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