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“The days are coming,” declares the Sovereign LORD,

“when I will send a famine through the land—

not a famine of food or a thirst for water,

but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.

People will stagger from sea to sea

and wander from north to east,

searching for the word of the LORD,

but they will not find it.”

Amos 8:11-12 NIV





FOREWORD

AMOS YONG


CHRISTIAN EDUCATION GOES BACK, arguably, to when those who were filled with the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost thereafter gathered from day to day and “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42, NRSVUE throughout). According to the Greek-writing author of the Pentecost narrative, this community of believers committed themselves to the apostolic didache—teaching of doctrine—in accordance with the overarching purpose of the Spirit’s infilling activity: to enable and commission them as “witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). These words of Jesus outlined their evangelistic vocation and its gradual expansion across the lifespan of the first generation.

And yet, this evangelical propagation of the good news of Jesus Christ also unfolded amid a Mediterranean world weary of imperial Roman rule, a struggle captured by an ancient prophetic text that was drawn on to explicate the meaning of the Pentecost event to the crowd gathered there:


This is what was spoken through the prophet Joel:

“In the last days it will be, God declares,

that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,

and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy. . . .

And I will show portents in the heaven above

and signs on the earth below,

blood, and fire, and smoky mist.

The sun shall be turned to darkness

and the moon to blood,

before the coming of the Lord’s great and glorious day.

Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” (Acts 2:16-17, 19-21)



These were apocalyptic times, indeed, times for which the promise of divine salvation rang out the hope urgently needed for a world beset by fears of all that was unraveling.

Rarely do books on Christian education, much less Christian higher education, foreground the hopes that motivate and undergird our educational initiatives and activities. Habits of Hope thus arrives as fresh air on the scene, probing the affective underpinnings of what galvanizes our efforts as educators. It is, after all, the aspirations, desires, and overarching teloi or goals and purposes of education—effectively, our hopes and dreams for such—that fortify our perseverance in these tasks.

Education is an investment in our future/s, and even more pointedly, in that of those we love most dearly: our children (and their generation) and also—here now writing as one whose adult children have given my wife and me six additional little lives so far!—our grandchildren (and their generation). Thus, we are hitting very close to home: we educate those coming after us so they can experience a fuller and perhaps even create a better life and world than the one we now (hopefully!) enjoy, with all its problems and ills.

And, in our day and time, while we may educate in order to pass on the best aspects of the good life to the next generation, including but not limited to the beholding of beauty, the pursuit of truth, and formation of virtue and goodness in our personal lives, we undertake this task also beset on every side, whether by political turmoil, social upheaval, economic turbulence, or climate change that we confront with all our fellow human beings. When put in these ways, we can see how our educational endeavors may be activated by the yearnings we have for the future of our species even as we also realize such are driven at least implicitly by our fears of how to ameliorate the challenges we confront. One of our essayists in the pages to follow lays out clearly how societal worries about educational trends and even our culture wars are fueled by fears, even as another draws on Aquinas to point out that there is a correlation between our hopes and our fears, with the former oftentimes deriving impetus from the spoken and unspoken perceptions of the latter.

And yes, Habits of Hope recognizes the perils of our age but refuses to dwell on such due especially to the Christian hope that fuels our lives. Applied educationally, then, the contributors to this book lift up the kinds of practices that, when forged Christianly and hopefully, provide the bedrock on which the next generation is formed and shaped for the difficult issues that they will have to navigate. Thereby, habits of conversing (listening and speaking), of reading, of writing, of including difference, and of teaching, among others, are elaborated on, which are the primary practices through which learning happens in the here and now, even as we believe they will equip and resource Christian faithfulness amid our wariness regarding the future.

The chapters to come are effective pedagogically in highlighting how hopefulness fuels these more mundane educational activities today. Christian hope is most powerfully embodied, then, not because we live in the future but because we are focused in the present moment on practicing hopeful habits related to the shaping of minds, hearts, and hands for life and in all of its complexities.

Before handing you, the reader, on to the rest of the book, I want to return to the Pentecost motif with which I began, now to emphasize in other words what the author of the chapter “Inclusive Excellence: Diversity as a Hopeful Educational Practice” so crucially named: that the Spirit’s initial inspiration of apostolic teaching was expressed in the native or indigenous languages—the mother tongues, so to speak—of those gathered from every nation under heaven (Acts 2:5-6). “In our own languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power” (Acts 2:11), said the crowd, which explains also why amid amazement and astonishment there was perplexity and bewilderment: “What does this mean?” they also asked (Acts 2:12).

Education happens at least in part through dissonance, and the latter is facilitated by encountering otherness. The Pentecost narrative lifts up the many tongues of those from many peoples, nations, and tribes. In our educational contexts today, these happen most organically when there are many voices—linguistically, ethnically/racially, culturally, sociopolitically, disciplinarily, ideologically, and so on—gathered around the classroom conversation tables (whether in person or on e-learning platforms), included in our syllabi and reading lists, encouraged in our writing genres (as the chapter on this topic so helpfully suggests), and experimented with in our teaching styles, strategies, and repertoires. I am hopeful that those who attend carefully to the rest of this volume will find the pedagogical and educational pluralism developed to be empowering even when, as it inevitably and regularly happens, we find ourselves weary of continuing to do this work.










—INTRODUCTION—
AN EXPECTATION OF THE
WORLD TO COME
TODD C. REAM, JERRY PATTENGALE,
AND CHRISTOPHER J. DEVERS
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Remember that hope is a good thing, Red, maybe the best of things, and no good thing ever dies.

ANDY DUFRESNE TO ELLIS BOYD REDDING, IN
RITA HAYWORTH AND SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION, BY STEPHEN KING







PERHAPS UNBEKNOWNST TO ONE ANOTHER, the editors of The Hedgehog Review and Plough offered their audience members beleaguered by a mix of COVID-19 and political fragmentation theme issues in 2022 titled, respectively, “Hope Itself” and “Hope in Apocalypse.” When closing his editorial note for the fall issue, The Hedgehog Review’s Jay Tolson offered, “Hope may be the most demanding virtue—and, in our time, the one in greatest need.”1

As the title he selected suggests, Plough’s Peter Mommsen led his readers into a seemingly counter-instinctual space—one in which thoughts of the apocalypse and hope are not only related but even inextricable. When closing his editorial note for the summer issue, Mommsen contended:


The resurrected Jesus—a flesh-and-blood person who in the Gospels eats a meal, breaks bread, and roasts fish at a lakeside campfire—is proof and pioneer of what humankind will be. . . . In the interim of the ages, as the universe’s great Sabbath approaches, humankind has work to do. Plant the sapling; tend the earthworms; welcome the children given to you; hope. The times may be troubled but beyond them, there’s a future to eagerly await.2



However difficult to comprehend, the significance of Mommsen’s words concerning how to understand hope and live accordingly should prove compelling to all of us. When it comes to the cultivation of the virtue of hope, our expectation of the end of time narrates how we live in the present.

Although many possible observations that come from Mommsen’s words merit unpacking, two prove most noteworthy. First, hope is inextricably tied to our anticipation of the world to come—a world inaugurated by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In essence, the character hope presently summons falls short of what God intends when disconnected from an expectation of the world to come.3

Second, the character hope summons is not passive but active in nature. “Humankind has work to do,” and that work in the world at hand is given purpose and order when conducted in the light offered by the expectation of the world to come.

This book extends that theological logic concerning hope to the work humans called to the academic vocation do. The disorientation plaguing individuals called to such a vocation was on the rise through the 2010s, with COVID-19 only exacerbating it.4 Although the pandemic has gratefully eased, that sense of disorientation is one from which educators have yet to recover.5

In an effort to address the challenge facing individuals called to the Christian academic vocation, this volume focuses on:


	1. building upon an understanding that an expectation of the world to come is the proper theological context in which to cultivate the virtue of hope in the world at hand;


	2. establishing an understanding of the virtue of hope as being critical to how individuals understand their calling to the Christian academic vocation; and


	3. detailing how specific educational practices (integration, conversation, diversity, reading, writing, and teaching) are practices that continue to cultivate the virtue of hope not only within Christian educators but also within the myriad of internal and external constituents those educators are called to serve.





THE HOPE OF CHRISTIAN HUMANISM

To avoid the temptation to collapse into a passive understanding of hope—an understanding that may look more like wishful thinking than one that knows of no distinction between theory and practice—the understanding of hope that defines this work is one drawn from the riches of Christian humanism.

Perhaps the most concise compilation of those riches is found in Joseph M. Shaw, R.W. Franklin, Harris Kaasa, and Charles W. Buzicky’s (eds.) Reading in Christian Humanism (Fortress Press, 1982). Beginning with a selection by Justin Martyr and concluding with one by Langdon Gilkey, Shaw, Franklin, Kaasa, and Buzicky established the understanding that Christian humanism not only occupies a history far more expansive than its secular alternative but can only be appreciated when theologically contextualized well.6

Each contributor to this volume taps into the distinct yet expansive understanding Christian humanism affords hope and does so in his or her own way. The most articulate understanding from which contributors draw their understanding of hope, however, is arguably offered by Dominic F. Doyle in The Promise of Christian Humanism: Thomas Aquinas on Hope (Herder & Herder, 2011). Although Thomas Aquinas’s appeal to Protestants and, in particular, Protestant evangelicals is relatively recent, Thomas’s contribution concerning the virtues and, in particular, the theological virtue of hope may prove more valuable to this group of contributors.

Part of the value of Thomas’s understanding of hope articulated by Doyle is “by uniting the desire for religious transcendence with a commitment to the present good, hope securely grounds the contemporary renewal of Christian humanism.”7 In relation to our particular purpose, hope securely grounds education and the practices that define it as an expression of Christian humanism—activities defined by the expectation of a world to come but lived out in the world at hand.

Despite the long history that Christian humanism and hope share, no book applies such an understanding of hope (or any understanding of hope for that matter) to how individuals understand their calling to the Christian academic vocation and then cultivate hope through how they exercise various educational practices.

Perhaps the best way to offer an outline of recent titles of a related nature is to begin with Ernst Bloch’s The Principle of Hope. Originally published in 1954 (and currently published in English by MIT Press in three volumes), Bloch drew upon the work of Hegel and Marx to offer what philosophers often refer to as Bloch’s “not-yet consciousness.” Such an understanding affords individuals (Bloch’s work is often referred to as even being privatized in focus) who encounter challenges that may prove precarious or even tragic with what hope—an anticipation of a greater appreciation of the future and what it means to be human—may offer.

Inspired by Bloch, perhaps the most prominent theologian to grapple with hope during the twentieth century was Jürgen Moltmann. Risking understatement, Moltmann, a German and Reformed theologian, returned hope to the forefront of theological discourse and the role hope was called to play in Christian discipleship. Originally published in 1965 (and currently published in English by Fortress), Moltmann’s A Theology of Hope identifies the event of the crucifixion as nothing other than the source of hope for all people who invest their faith in such a sacrifice.

Although Moltmann proved to be one of the most prolific and influential theologians since World War II, his work never wandered far from this theme. For example, in 2019 Moltmann published The Spirit of Hope: Theology for a World in Peril (Westminster John Knox). On the eve of COVID-19, Moltmann once again drew attention to a theological logic that draws “Christian hope and the promised future of God into the present day, and prepares the present day for this future.”8 He then discussed the relevance of such a logic to challenges ranging from the state of the natural environment to the presence of nuclear weapons.

Moltmann’s Catholic and German contemporary, Josef Pieper, published the landmark Hope and History in 1969. Along with Christian humanists such as Jacques Maritain as well as leaders of the ressourcement movement, Pieper was among the first to reintroduce the theological logic of Thomas Aquinas and, in this particular case, the value of a theological virtue such as hope. Although hope was less central to Pieper’s theological project than to Moltmann’s, Pieper also published On Hope in German in 1977 (and now published in English by Ignatius Press).

Hope may always find its most prominent place in the literature in theology and philosophy. However, it has also gained a presence in a myriad of disciplines in recent years, including in biology and psychology. One of the most prominent of those titles is Norman Cousins’s national bestseller Head First: The Biology of Hope and the Healing Power of the Human Spirit (Penguin Press, 1990). Four years later, C. R. Snyder, arguably the foremost promoter of what came to be known as positive psychology, published The Psychology of Hope (Free Press, 1994).

Some works cross disciplinary lines, such as Adrienne Martin’s How We Hope: A Moral Psychology (Princeton University Press, 2013), and some works even do so autobiographically, such as Martin E. P. Seligman’s The Hope Circuit: A Psychologist’s Journey from Helplessness to Optimism (PublicAffairs, 2018). Keeping track of the myriad of ways hope has woven its way into various disciplines requires one to consider works such as C. R. Snyder’s (ed.) Handbook of Hope: Theories, Measures, and Applications (Academic Press, 2000) or Steven C. van den Heuvel’s (ed.) Historical and Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Hope (Springer, 2020).

Hope’s ability to cross disciplinary lines, however, in no way diminished the role it played in philosophy and theology in recent years. In philosophy, for example, Philip E. Wegner published Invoking Hope: Theory and Utopia in Dark Times (University of Minnesota Press, 2020) and Michael Lamb published A Commonwealth of Hope: Augustine’s Political Thought (Princeton University Press, 2022).

In theology, hope is present in a growing number of titles. If making a distinction between academic and popular theology is apt or even wise, one finds a growing number of recent titles on hope present in both groups. In academic theology, for example, one finds works such as David Eliot’s Hope and Christian Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 2017) and David Newheiser’s Hope in a Secular Age: Deconstruction, Negative Theology, and the Future of Faith (Cambridge University Press, 2019).

In popular theology, one finds some of the most influential voices contributing works concerning hope, including N. T. Wright in Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (HarperOne, 2008), Tim Keller in Hope in Times of Fear: The Resurrection and the Meaning of Easter (Hodder & Stoughton, 2021), and Robert Barron in Renewing Our Hope: Essays for the New Evangelization (Catholic University of America Press, 2020).

Although hope’s presence has grown in volume and in disciplinary reach since the mid-twentieth century, a review of the literature yields no titles in education as defined by this volume. Kevin M. Gannon’s Radical Hope: A Teaching Manifesto (West Virginia University Press, 2020) may, in fact, be the only title that draws hope into any conversation concerning education. Part of the purpose of this volume is to fill that void.




VOLUME OVERVIEW

Chapter one is “The Cross Our Hope: The Hope of Education,” by Kevin G. Grove, CSC. Stemming from the context set by the introduction, Kevin Grove will offer a theologically expansive understanding of hope and then link that understanding, via Christian humanism, to the value of education and the practices that define it. Grove is a member of the Congregation of Holy Cross, a still relatively young order that emerged in response to “The Terror” unleashed by the French Revolution. Defined by the charisms of parish ministry, education, and missions, the motto of the Congregation of Holy Cross is Ave Crux, Spes Unica (Hail the Cross, Our Only Hope). That motto and the sense of hope it fosters has defined the Congregation’s efforts for almost two hundred years. Grove thus draws upon the context in which he was called into the ministry as a way of framing his understanding of hope and then points readers to the discussions of the educational practices that follow.

Chapter two is “Past, Present, and Future: Integration as a Hopeful Educational Practice,” by Philip Graham Ryken. Integration or, more broadly speaking, the fostering of the relationship shared by faith and learning is, by its very nature, the most hopeful practice a Christian educational institution can offer the internal and external constituents it serves. Those internal constituents include, first and foremost, students who encounter how educators in and beyond the classroom model such a way of viewing the world. Those external constituents include anyone who benefits from the educational programming and materials that educators (and, at times, students) produce, including, for example, articles, concerts, books, and lectures. Among Christian educational institutions, Wheaton College stands as a leader in terms of how it promotes integration. As Wheaton’s president, Philip Ryken not only explores how hope informs integration but also offers examples concerning how integration is practiced.

Chapter three is “The Way of Words: Conversation as a Hopeful Educational Practice,” by Cherie Harder. Perhaps no educational practice is more in peril today than conversation. For example, speakers whose views are found objectionable for any number of reasons are “shouted down” by audience members. Students, in turn, find themselves incurring diatribes offered by instructors. The challenge, however, is that perhaps no practice is more foundational than the ability of people to gather and discuss their views about a particular topic or question in a disciplined and charitable manner. Such conversations can prove inherently enjoyable, but such conversations can also serve as a means of drawing individuals closer to the truth than isolated reflection may offer. Hope concerning the role of conversations defines the mission of the Trinity Forum. As its president, Cherie Harder convenes conversations concerning a range of topics that model that hope. In her chapter, Harder not only explores the contours of such conversations, but also details why they prove critical to Christian education.

Chapter four is “Inclusive Excellence: Diversity as a Hopeful Educational Practice,” by Kimberly Battle-Walters Denu. Despite the significant and widespread role it plays as an educational practice, the theory defining diversity often lags in comparison to other practices.9 Most educational institutions weave diversity into educational offerings that occur in and beyond the classroom. The rationales educators articulate for diversity are often more reflective of social and/or political thinking than, however, philosophical and theological deliberation. As a result, diversity’s role as an educational practice often also garners more controversy than other educational practices. Although Christian educational institutions contend with such controversies, they are also defined by an anthropology (or what it means to be created in God’s image) and an ecclesiology (or what it means to be the body of Christ) that offer robust theoretical contexts in which such diversity can be rooted. As Westmont College’s provost, Kimberly Battle-Waters Denu describes how she develops an appreciation for those roots as well as how she works with the educators she leads to inform educational offerings that occur in and beyond the classroom.

Chapter five is “Reading for Deification: Maximus the Confessor’s Hopeful Pedagogy,” by Hans Boersma. As long as communication has existed in written forms, reading has demanded one must master technical abilities prescribed by any language. Mastering those technical abilities, however, is only the beginning of what is demanded by the practice of reading. Such a practice routinely requires individuals to ask themselves to what end they are seeking to engage the thoughts of others and, in turn, what virtues may be needed as well as what vices may need to be avoided. This side of eternity, we may never be able to know in full what the author of any particular text intended to communicate. Reading, however, is the hopeful educational practice that teaches us such an effort is worthwhile. As a theologian and clergyperson, Hans Boersma invested a significant portion of his career coming to terms with how reading to a proper end allows one to appreciate how God and beings created in God’s image communicate with one another. He offers insights from that work drawn from his experience in parish settings as well as more formal educational settings.

Chapter six is “Prophets and Poets at the Apocalypse: Writing as a Hopeful Educational Practice,” by Jessica Hooten Wilson. As with reading, writing also demands one must master technical abilities prescribed by any language. Some individuals even imagine ways those abilities are able to approach what others deem as art. Most writing, while perhaps not art, still reflects the qualities of a hopeful educational practice in that it embodies the belief that one has something worthwhile to share. That which is worthwhile may not immediately prove edifying. By its very definition, hope may first drive people to confront hard realities so that some reflection of the promise of the created order may eventually come to fruition. As a professor leads students through the great texts, Jessica Hooten Wilson explores that promise in the writing of others while also practicing it in her own critically acclaimed writing. She thus draws on those lessons as a means of inspiring others to reflect upon what writing offers.

Chapter seven is “‘Arduous and Difficult to Obtain’: Teaching as a Hopeful Educational Practice,” by David I. Smith. Due to the significant role individuals who accept the calling to the academic vocation play, Scripture includes warnings to individuals who exercise that calling poorly. Teachers understandably need to possess a certain competence in relation to the materials they share. Those warnings, however, arguably have even more to do with why one teaches than what one teaches. Long after students forget the details of a particular topic offered on any given day, the manner in which the practice of teaching informed them about what it means to be human, what God may have called them to do with their lives, and to what end are they to exercise those callings will linger. Information matters. As access to information has increased, however, how one is formed to use information is proving more crucial. As an award-winning teacher and one of the leading experts in the practice of teaching, David Smith offers insights from his research and writing as well as the transformative impact of what occurs in the classroom that he has witnessed over the course of his career.




INTENDED AUDIENCE

The audience this volume is designed to serve includes members of at least three different groups. First, we believe individuals who accept the calling to the Christian academic vocation will find these chapters and the insights they offer to be beneficial. Although all the contributors to this volume serve or most regularly interact with collegiate audiences, the insights they offer will also be of value to educators serving in secondary educational settings. As a result, we are hopeful this book will be read by educators on their own as well as educators working together in reading groups.

Second, we believe this book will prove to be of interest to administrators, board members, and denominational officials who regularly interact with church-related educational institutions. These individuals bear the greatest responsibility for charting and implementing the missions of their respective institutions. Many, if not all, of them have found themselves facing the temptations offered by the fearful nature of the culture that emerged in the 2010s. We thus believe this volume and the manner the contributors lend their expertise to unpacking the theological significance of core educational practices will offer encouragement as well as practical guidance concerning how these individuals steward the missions of their respective institutions.

Third, we believe the ways the contributors unpack the theological significance of these core educational practices will prove beneficial to practical theologians and in the courses they lead. As reflected in the growth of related literature, practices such as reading, writing, and teaching, for example, are meeting a need of individuals to think theologically about some of the most basic details of their lives. Several of the contributors to this volume are among the most widely respected authors of that literature. We thus believe this book will prove useful in courses in which faculty members are seeking to introduce their students to such forms of theological thought and, in turn, practice.

Although we believe these chapters and the wisdom found within them offer a sense of encouragement to weary educators, we also believe the way that encouragement comes is via a renewed sense of purpose in one’s calling to the Christian academic vocation. Hope was born out of the blood-soaked soil on Calvary into which the cross on which Christ was crucified was staked. From that ground emerges the ability to know that no form of oppression claims the final word. Educators are entrusted with the responsibility of pointing lives to and beyond the cross. Hope emerges when such a vertical horizon comes into focus. As a result, the educational practices detailed in these pages offer an expectation of the world to come that only hope can afford and, by God’s grace, to which the Christian educator can bear witness.














—ONE—
THE CROSS OUR HOPE
The Hope of Education
KEVIN G. GROVE, CSC
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THE CHALLENGE OF NAMING THE HOPE of education is not to settle for a hope that is too small or proximate, however worthy such desired hopes might be. The hopes of a degree, a career, great research, or even more humane and just societies are resplendent hopes in themselves that education does and should serve. These hopes are proximate compared with the great hope—life eternal with God.1

This chapter suggests that for education, the Christian habit of hope gives fundamental depth to the basic human desire for transcendence. Christian education’s preoccupation with a “great hope”—for life eternal that we might share—is not an afterthought, but a teleological grounding that can give life and light to the classroom, the laboratory, and the institutional mission. And this is the challenge for the Christian research university in our time: to articulate and abide a vision of Christian hope true to the Gospels that does not close down inquiry, but enlivens it among all of the diverse participants in an institution’s mission.

The theological tradition of practicing hope as a virtue—along with faith and love—points the direction to such a great hope. As a “virtue,” hope is constitutionally a practice—a way of journeying through this pilgrim land not as our end, but trusting that God ordained us creatures for more than the broken world of which we know ourselves to be a part. Theologian Dominic Doyle thus defines hope in this way: “Hope is the providential movement toward the future, difficult, yet possible goal of eternal life with God, a journey already ‘pioneered’ by Christ.”2

As the movement to eternal life, Christian hope is never separated from its corresponding virtues of faith and love. For hope takes up what faith believes and, as Doyle suggests, “carries it through difficulty unto a deeper, transformed love.”3 And so, hope simultaneously catalyzes closeness with God and a more human world.4 In what follows, this chapter offers that such a Christian virtue of hope is precisely the habit or practice that might transform the difficult work of education into the concomitant increase of love of God and neighbor.

This chapter proceeds in three parts. The first uses the Christian image of the anchor to bridge the theological hope of the New Testament to our own time, noting the importance of hope for the persecuted along the way. Second, I speak about how this hope in the passion, death, and resurrection of Christ translates into the work of education. To this end, I rely on my own religious community, the Congregation of Holy Cross, a relatively new Catholic religious order founded for the work of education and with the specific charism, or spiritual gift, to connect education and hope. I draw inspiration from Holy Cross founder, Basil Moreau, to demonstrate the connection between hope in Christ and Christian education. The third and final section draws the insights of the first two into habits of hope for education, relying on my own experience as a faculty member in theology at the University of Notre Dame and the legendary leader of my own institution, Fr. Theodore Hesburgh, CSC. The essay concludes that the virtue of Christian hope is foundational to education—the daily labor through which the growing desire for the great hope of life in Christ might be known, loved, and served in human community.


THE ANCHOR: AN IMAGE OF CHRISTIAN HOPE EVER-ANCIENT, EVER-NEW

From the time of the writing of the New Testament through the present day, hope has figurative expression in the anchor. Appreciating the ever-ancient, ever-new way this single symbol contains a theology of hope establishes the foundation from which the hope of education can be broadly conceived. The symbol of the Christian anchor marked major inflection points in Christian history to rekindle the sort of hope that is transformative of persons and societies.

Hope, in the scriptural witness, is for eternal life. In the letter to the Hebrews, the author writes of the unchangeable reality of God’s promise: “We have this hope, a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, where Jesus, a forerunner on our behalf, has entered, having become a high priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek” (Heb 6:19-20, NRSVUE).5 The key movement yielding hope is the entry into the inner shrine—the holy of holies. Christ is not only claimed as a new high (and eternal) priest, but also as one who is mediating life to human persons out of his own passion, death, and resurrection. Thus the hope to which the anchor points is life and light. We creatures, for our part, cannot create or produce such a hope. However, we might participate in it once it is delivered by Christ.

Since Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection have offered this hope in full, the cross becomes a source of hope. The anchor symbolically captures both parts of this reality: the crossbar of christological promise as well as the mooring of the crown’s (the bottom of an anchor’s) stability in having been once and ever given. The renowned patristic preacher in the Greek east, John Chrysostom, claimed for his congregation that the anchor is the icon of the hope of Christ: when dropped from a vessel into the sea, the anchor of Christ does not allow even ten thousand winds to agitate it or move it around.6

This theology visually animated the lives of Christians in the earliest centuries. If one visits today the catacombs of the early Christian martyrs from Roman persecutions, one will find imagery that all has to do with the hope of resurrection to new life.7 These ancient tomb coverings, as well as the paintings inside of them, feature anchors as a dominant symbol. In the places both where Christians were buried and early martyrs lost their lives in times of persecution, the anchor claims both their lives and their deaths as testimonies to a singular hope.

By the sixth century, Fortunatus famously wrote the hymn still used in worship today that expresses the Passion of Christ as the great hope: O Crux ave, spes unia (“O hail the cross, our only hope”).8 Frequently enough, this verse appears iconographically with anchors. With arms out like a cross, the anchor recalls the passion, death, and resurrection of Christ while making a nod to the current condition of the living in its mooring effect.

As I suggested at the outset, the anchor is a symbol of hope both ever-ancient and ever-new. I live and work at the University of Notre Dame, a Catholic university of the Congregation of Holy Cross, the religious order of which I am part. Notre Dame is the best known of a worldwide network of Holy Cross schools and provides a great number of culturally intelligible religious images, from the Word of Life mural in granite on the Hesburgh Library (known affectionately as “Touchdown Jesus” to football fans) to the statue of Mary the Mother of God on the golden dome of the Main Building on campus as a model of one who learns truths human and divine. (“Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart” [Lk 2:19]).

What most visitors to the university miss, however, is that these icons of Catholic higher education are undergirded by a more subtle symbolic register: the anchor. For example, beneath the golden dome of the Main Building, on the center of the mosaic floor, is a cross flanked by anchors with the words spes and unica, meaning “hope” and “only,” underneath. The cross flanked by anchors is found on the cornerstones of buildings, in entryways, on seals, signs, doorposts, and even in the marching band’s formation on the football field antecedent to games. Holy Cross priests and brothers of campus wear the same symbol around their necks as a sign of their religious profession. These multivalent markers offer a visual claim that the ancient image of the great Christian hope—the anchor—has even now a claim to make on the daily work of a modern research university. To understand how it does means looking briefly to Basil Moreau, the founder of Holy Cross, and his vision for education and Christian hope.
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