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“A fitting tribute both to Leland Ryken as a superb teacher and to the importance of the liberal arts in the life of the Christian mind and soul. Few will fail to benefit from its expanded and enriched vision of the life of faith.”


Alister McGrath, Professor of Theology, Ministry, and Education, King’s College, London


“This fine volume honors a marvelously gifted evangelical scholar-teacher. But it is itself a significant contribution to the cause that Leland Ryken has served so well, offering much wisdom on what it takes to sustain and nurture a life of the mind that will promote the goals of Christ’s kingdom.”


Richard J. Mouw, President and Professor of Christian Philosophy; Fuller Theological Seminary


“Liberal Arts for the Christian Life, written as a collection of reflections on the liberal arts by colleagues of Leland Ryken, certainly captures clearly the range, the richness, and the complexity of the connections between a liberal arts education and the Christian life. Even more compelling is the way the book represents the incarnational nature of a liberal arts education—a single professor embodying a vision of learning that entices thousands of students over several generations to follow in his footsteps, not by becoming more like him but by becoming more fully the unique individuals that God created them to be. This book is a ‘must read’ for Christian liberal arts educators and their students!”


Shirley A. Mullen, President, Houghton College


“Clement of Alexandria, one of the earliest proponents of Christian liberal arts education, observed that excellence in such educational attainment was widely regarded in the second century as evidence that a person was a Christian. The authors of this volume likewise affirm that liberal learning centered in Christ ought to be the trademark of Christians in any walk of life today. In a fitting tribute to the life work of Leland Ryken, they have created a lively and accessible introduction to the advantages of such an education for a young Christian who wishes to grow in maturity and wisdom.”


David Lyle Jeffrey, Distinguished Professor of Literature and the Humanities, Baylor University


“All who love the life of the mind, who care about the education of our youth, or who are devoted to the intellectual and spiritual vibrancy of our churches will relish this diverse collection of essays by premier Christian scholars and academic leaders. Liberal Arts for the Christian Life is both a fitting tribute to an extraordinary Christian college professor and a most welcome collection of thoughtful excursions into the enduring purposes of the liberal arts in the Christian college curriculum.”


Darryl Tippens, Provost, Pepperdine University


“This volume provides a rich collection of wisdom concerning Christian liberal arts education. Students will find in it valuable guidelines for reflecting on how to get the most out of their education. It is an apt tribute to a scholar who has dedicated his career to imparting such wisdom, and this book should be provided to help carry on such work into the future.”


George M. Marsden, Francis A. McAnaney Professor of History Emeritus, University of Notre Dame; author, The Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship


“The beneficial impact of Leland Ryken’s contributions to God’s kingdom extends far beyond the campus of Wheaton College. The scholarly work of faculty from across Christian higher education has been influenced in professional development workshops led by Dr. Ryken including ‘The Bible as Literature,’ ‘The Bible in Literature,’ and other topics related to his own research and writing. With dignity, warmth, and great dedication, Dr. Ryken has invested himself in the intellectual and spiritual development of others. This festschrift represents a collective and heartfelt ‘thank you’ from the authors and on behalf of so many others!”


Karen A. Longman, Professor and Program Director, Department of Doctoral Higher Education, Azuza Pacific University 


“This celebration of the liberal arts through the eyes of Christian faith pays a fitting tribute to Dr. Leland Ryken’s many contributions to this great conversation. May students and future colleagues reap the blessings of the seeds sown in this text for many more generations.”


Michael Le Roy, President-elect, Calvin College


“Higher education is undergoing an awakening, and in Liberal Arts for the Christian Life we have a clarion call to the liberal arts through dedicated Christian learning. Leland Ryken—a teacher of English and a scholar of Milton—has spent his life asking students to think about the purpose of education, careers, and lives; in this volume he is celebrated by his colleagues who, in turn, are asking these questions of their own students. Whether Christian or not, educators will want to read this book, asking students to read in it, too—that is, if they want them to consider what the liberal arts are for.”


J. Scott Lee, Executive Director, Association for Core Texts and Courses, Liberal Arts Institute at Saint Mary’s College of California
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To Leland Ryken


Professor of English Literature


Champion of the Liberal Arts


The end then of learning is to repair the ruins of our 


  first parents by regaining to know God aright, 


  and out of that knowledge to love him, 


  to imitate him, to be like him.


—John Milton, Of Education




PREFACE


Like a lot of students graduating from high school, he wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted to do with his life. He had done very well in his studies, graduating at the top of his class. Active in sports and other extracurricular activities, he enjoyed spending time with his friends. And he was actively involved in worship and fellowship at his local church, even if sometimes he chafed under its legalism. Possibly he would become a high school teacher, but he felt unsure about what God was calling him to do.


One thing was certain: he didn’t want to do what his father did and work the family farm in Central Iowa. Not that he minded hard work, but somehow he knew that the struggles of living off the land were not for him. Maybe he should go to college, he thought, but times were tight; frankly, he wasn’t sure how he would pay for his education.


Family members remember differently what happened next. His older sister was away from home at the time, but she heard that he went to the local factory to apply for a job. His mother wasn’t too keen on the factory idea, however, because manual labor was the reason her parents had forced her to drop out of school after the eighth grade, so that she could help out at home. As far as she was concerned, her son was too gifted to miss out on the kind of education she had always dreamed of getting. So she let her son apply at the factory on one condition: he had to ask if they offered any college scholarships.


It didn’t take long for the foreman at the factory to realize that the teenager who had come in to apply for a job really belonged in college. Soon it was all arranged: the young man would attend the local Christian liberal arts college in the fall, partly on a scholarship the factory sponsored for a local student, and partly from money he earned by leasing and then farming land owned by a mining company. 


What happened to him at college was life changing. His high school English teacher had challenged him to read Paradise Lost the summer before his freshman year, but he found Milton’s epic poem difficult to comprehend. Yet by the time he had completed four years of liberal arts education, he was launched on a trajectory that would lead him to become a Milton scholar. Through his readings in theology, he came to a settled conviction that the Bible is the very Word of God and that the gospel of Jesus Christ is absolutely true. He found a growing passion for reading literature. More broadly, he developed a love for the life of the mind—for thinking about everything from a Christian point of view. And when he was asked to cover high school classes for his old English teacher, his calling as a teacher became strongly confirmed. 


The man I have been describing—Leland Ryken—is nearing the end of a long and distinguished career as a professor of English literature. He grew up in and around Pella, Iowa, and attended Central College on a scholarship from the Rolscreen Factory, which produces Pella Windows and Doors. After studying with the noted Milton scholar Kester Svendsen at the University of Oregon, and earning his doctorate there, Ryken was offered a position on the faculty of Wheaton College, where he has taught since 1968. 


This book has been written by some of Professor Ryken’s many colleagues from Wheaton College as a way of honoring his service as a teacher, scholar, mentor, and friend. Published to coincide with his seventieth birthday in May of 2012, it focuses on a subject close to his heart: Christian liberal arts education.


As editors, Jeffry Davis and I are deeply grateful to many people: to the scholars who contributed their essays to this volume; to Marilee Melvin for her labors in assembling the manuscript; to Kailey Cole and Drew Melby for their research, corrections, and insights as perceptive student readers; to the editorial staff at Crossway for seeing this project through from beginning to end; and to Ruth Davis and Lisa Ryken—our spouses—remarkable women who use their background in the liberal arts to serve the body of Christ, to love their friends and neighbors, and to make a home for their families. 


In academia it is customary to honor an eminent professor with a festschrift—a volume of scholarly essays written by learned colleagues. What makes this book different, however, is that it is primarily for college undergraduates. Rather than writing for other academics, the authors have chosen to honor Professor Ryken by producing a book especially for students. This is fitting because Dr. Ryken has served students for more than forty years through his brilliant teaching, faithful mentoring, and voluminous publishing. 


We begin with an address entitled “The Student’s Calling,” which Professor Ryken first delivered at a chapel service in the fall of 1984. I was there when he delivered the address and remember the occasion well—not only because it was the second day of my freshman year and the speaker was my father, but also because it helped me understand why God had called me to be a liberal arts student.


“The Student’s Calling” has been reprinted often, and thousands of incoming freshmen have read it as part of their preparation for college. Its defining principles are valuable for anyone studying the liberal arts and sciences in Christian community and desiring to love God with mind, heart, soul, and strength. 


The essays that follow expand on “The Student’s Calling” by exploring its themes and showing their implications for the Christian life. Whether you are getting ready for college or studying on a Christian or secular campus, we hope this book will inspire you to make the most of your college education and to dedicate your mind to the service of Jesus Christ.


—Philip G. Ryken


  President


  Wheaton College




THE STUDENT’S CALLING


Leland Ryken


“Education is not a preparation for life—it is life.” So claims a headline in one college’s promotional brochure.


College was once a time of preparation in which young adults could search for truth, broaden their intellectual and cultural horizons in multiple directions, and decide what vocation best suited their talents. Today many of you are pressured to regulate your college years around the job you think you have the best chance of landing upon graduation. In the process, you may be tempted to turn your back on the very subjects that interest you most, which may be the areas where your greatest potential contributions to church and to society lie.


Today’s college students are caught in an identity crisis. Your instincts as learners pull you in one direction, while voices of activism and preoccupation with landing a job pull you in other directions. It was once an axiom that education was a preparation for something in the future. Today young people are made to feel guilty about being in a preparation phase. 


The time has come to revive an idea that once seemed natural: the student’s life as a Christian calling. By calling I mean vocation—the occupation of being a student. It is an idea that you students and your parents need to hear.


When we begin to describe the ingredients of the student’s life as a calling, we quickly start to formulate a theory of education as well. Some methods of education measure up to the description of that calling, while others do not. This should not surprise us, for, as T. S. Eliot once noted, “we must derive our theory of education from our philosophy of life. The problem turns out to be a religious problem.”1


WHAT IS EDUCATION FOR?


In one important way, a Christian student’s calling is the same as it is for a Christian in any situation of life. Its central focus is the individual’s relationship to God. Loving and serving God should be the foundation for everything else that you do at college. It is a requirement, not an elective.


When the Puritans founded Harvard College just six years after arriving in Massachusetts, one of the rules at the new college was this: “Let every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly pressed to consider well, [that] the main end of his life and studies is, to know God and Jesus Christ . . . and therefore to lay Christ in the bottom, as the only foundation of all sound knowledge and learning.”2 When Thomas Shepard’s son entered the college, Shephard wrote to his son, “Remember the end of your life, which is coming back again to God, and fellowship with him.”3


And in the noblest of all educational treatises, John Milton’s Of Education, Milton gave this definition of Christian education: “The end then of learning is to repair the ruins of our first parents by regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate him, to be like him.”4 Contrary to trends in our own century, Milton here defines education in terms of its end or goal. There may be many ways to achieve a Christian education, but in the meantime we must not lose sight of what it is for. What it is for is to produce Christian growth.


Albert Einstein once remarked that we live in a day of perfect means and confused goals. When we obscure the goals of education, we trivialize it. It is no wonder that students today so easily reduce education to completing the required number of courses and obtaining a degree (but often not an education). Too often our vision is limited—in that most irritating of all student clichés—to getting a requirement “out of the way.”


Our whole milieu has conditioned you to conceive of your education in measurable quantities, with grades and jobs upon graduation topping the list. But to conceive of the student’s calling in Christian terms—to view it (as Milton did) as a process of redemption and sanctification—is to substitute an entirely different agenda of concerns. Here the crucial question is not how many requirements you meet or even how much you know, but rather what kind of person you are in the “process of becoming” during your college years.


The nurture of your soul is finally a more important part of your calling than obtaining marketable skills. I said at the outset that my description of the Christian student’s calling would be at the same time a theory of education. Education governed by a goal of Christian maturity certainly implies Christian education, however it might be achieved.


You who are new to college may think that in a Christian atmosphere the spiritual aspect of your calling will automatically take care of itself. This is not true. It has sadly become a regular part of my life to hear about former students who two, five, or ten years after graduation have repudiated the Christian faith. The casualties include people who, as they sat in my office or accompanied me to England or greeted me at church, were the last people in the world I would have expected to drift away from the faith.


So consider the matter well: there is ultimately one indispensable thing during your education. Be diligent “in season and out of season” to make your calling as a Christian believer sure. Do not close the chapter on this formative era of your life having neglected your spiritual health.


ALL OF LIFE IS GOD’S


A second cornerstone of the Christian student’s calling is the premise that all of life is God’s. There is no division of life into sacred and secular. For a Christian, all of life is sacred. 


What goes on in chapel is not more glorifying to God than what goes on in the classroom. What goes on in the classroom is not more important to God than what goes on in the dorm room or the dining hall. We have no basis for viewing some academic courses as sacred and others as secular. Nor are some academic majors holier than others. God calls Christians to make his will prevail in every area of life. 


As a variation on that theme, we should be convinced that all truth is God’s truth. In the New Testament, Paul several times quotes with approval from pagan Greek poets whom he apparently knew by heart. In his commentary on one of these passages, John Calvin wrote, “For since all truth is of God, if any ungodly man has said anything true, we should not reject it, for it also has come from God.”5 Thomas Shepard wrote to his son at college, “Remember that not only heavenly and spiritual and supernatural knowledge descends from God, but also all natural and human learning and abilities; and therefore pray much, not only for the one but also for the other.”6


The integration of every academic discipline with the Christian faith is an essential part of the Christian student’s calling. It is the distinguishing feature of Christian education. A college is not Christian simply by virtue of having chapel services. By the same token, a weekly meeting with a Christian student group on a university campus is not the same as an education in which the very curriculum is structured to help us view human knowledge from a Christian perspective. 


LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION


It is an easy step—I would say an inevitable step—from the idea that all of life is God’s to the idea of a liberal arts education. What is a liberal arts education? I recall sitting as a freshman in a history course where that question was directed to one of the “lesser lights” in the class. His reply was, “Isn’t that where you know a little about everything but not much about anything?” The definition was seriously intended, but it nearly sent the professor laughing hysterically out of the room.


Liberal arts education is comprehensive education. Martin Luther wrote to the councilmen at Germany, “If I had children and could manage it, I would have them study not only languages and history, but also singing and music together with the whole of mathematics. . . . The ancient Greeks trained their children in these disciplines. . . . They grew up to be people of wondrous ability, subsequently fit for everything.”7 


“Fit for everything”: that has always been the goal of liberal arts education, as distinct from vocational training in a specific field. Milton’s definition is even more famous. He defined “a complete and generous education” as one that “fits a man to perform . . . all the offices, both private and public, of peace and war.”8 The heart of Milton’s definition is that a complete education frees a person to perform “all the offices” of life. A liberal education prepares people to do well in all that they might be called to do in life.


May I add that such an education is possible only as you realize that all education is ultimately self-education. Education is learning, and someone else cannot learn for you. The most perfect educational climate in the world will not make you an educated person. Moreover, an adequate education does not stop after one’s college years. To be generously educated is to have acquired the lifelong habit of self-education.


What are the “private and public” roles that Milton had in view when he defined liberal education? Education in our day is obsessed with a single public role, getting a job, which is increasingly defined in terms of one’s income. But the public roles that a person fills cover much more than that. They include being a good church member, a good board member or committee member, and a positive contributor to the community. One of the criteria that I apply to people’s education is whether they can teach a good Sunday school lesson.


And what are the private roles of life for which an education should prepare you? They include being a good friend or colleague, and a good spouse or parent. And they include the most private world of all—the inner world of the mind and imagination. One of the best tests of whether people are liberally educated is what they do with their free time.


LET’S BE PRACTICAL


The liberal arts education I have described is not necessarily more Christian than other types of education, but it is more practical. More practical? Surely we all know that liberal arts education is impractical in today’s specialized world. But do we? In a rapidly changing world, how can anyone know what he or she will be doing five or ten or twenty years from now?


Several years ago I spoke at a conference at which I had dinner with a couple who had graduated several years earlier. During their college years, she had gone on a summer missions program, and he had been a research intern overseas. Both had come back from those experiences painfully aware of the human needs that exist right now. However, their ministry activism was followed by a time of intellectual lethargy in which they regarded their academic courses as misspent time.


Two years later both could speak with regret about the wasted time that their attitude had produced in the long run. She was a resident director in a dorm on a university campus, holding weekly meetings with Christian students who were trying to relate their studies to their Christian faith. The liberal arts courses that she had once regarded as impractical were now exactly what she most needed. Her fiancé was trying to make up for what he had neglected in college by taking a year of science courses at a university near home, trying to raise his MCAT scores so he could get into medical school.


Let me encourage you to believe that your liberal arts education is a foundation that is worthy of your best effort. There is much to commend the wisdom and practicality of T. S. Eliot’s theory that “no one can become really educated without having pursued some study in which he took no interest—for it is a part of education to learn to interest ourselves in subjects for which we have no aptitude.”9


THE LEGITIMACY OF PREPARATION


I urge you to view your time of preparation as a calling in its own right. We live at a time when education is regarded in such a utilitarian way that its legitimacy finally depends on its being a ticket to a job. In recent years I have seen pathetic examples of parents putting so much pressure on students to know exactly what job they expect to enter upon graduation that the students could not possibly avoid feeling guilty about taking time for an education.


Parents and advisors to young people need to stop making students feel guilty about being in a period of preparation. When God calls people to a task, he also calls them to a time of preparation. This preparation time, moreover, is as important as the performance of the task.


What should we say about the hours it takes to prepare for a sermon or Sunday school class or lecture or term paper or ball game or recital? Is this time and effort somehow ignoble? Does God turn his head the other way when a person prepares? Jesus did not begin his earthly ministry until the age of thirty, living until that time as an obscure carpenter in an out-of-the-way village. We might protest: Think of all the people he could have preached to and healed between the ages of twenty and thirty.


Moses spent forty years of his life being educated in the court of Pharaoh, receiving the best education his day afforded. Then he spent forty years in Midian, from a human point of view rotting away in exile, but actually being prepared for wilderness survival, the skill he needed to lead the Israelites from Egypt to the Promised Land. According to Galatians 1:17, Paul, upon his conversion, did not at once become an evangelist. Instead, he spent three years in Arabia and Damascus being instructed in the gospel.


Learning, in whatever form, is the student’s calling. It is the arena within which you display good stewardship or lack of it. Several years ago I entered my office to find the following letter that had been slipped under my door:


I do not know where to begin, except I am preparing for the next test. I tried reading late into three successive evenings and found myself moving in and out of consciousness. I fell behind early after the first exam. This year I am heavily involved in the community. I am trying to wean myself from college life (not studying). College is just a transition period (a period of preparation). This term I have four reading courses, 20–30 hours in a ministry, a job, and meetings almost every night, and two speaking engagements a week.


What was this person’s problem? An inadequate view of the student’s calling. And where did he get it? From his pastor, his family, some of his fellow students, and a general atmosphere that denigrates the idea of intellectual preparation for one’s eventual vocation in life. 


During your college years, being a student is your vocation. That occupation involves more than studying, but studying is by definition its major ingredient. Why not look up the word student in the dictionary?


YOUR FUTURE AT COLLEGE


A number of recent surveys have shown that the majority of today’s college students are primarily concerned with getting out of school and finding a lucrative job. Students will do almost anything for a good grade, but zeal for learning is currently at a low ebb. The quality of your education is your choice to make.


In a sermon entitled “Learning in War-Time,” C. S. Lewis compared the Christian student’s calling to the soldier’s life. The Christian church, he said, cannot survive without Christian students taking time for an education. “To be ignorant and simple,” Lewis said, “would be to throw down our weapons, and to betray our uneducated brethren who have, under God, no defense but us against the intellectual attacks of the heathen. Good philosophy must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered.”10


John Calvin said that God’s calling is the sense of duty that God gives us to enable us to reject what is superfluous. In Calvin’s terms, a calling is a sentry that spares us from distractions to our main task.11 There is much that would divert you from getting a high-quality education, but your calling as a Christian student is something that you can protect.


Your college years are uniquely wonderful. Few other experiences in life will have the same once-only quality of your college education or provide you the same luxury of opportunity to expand your intellectual and spiritual awareness. So, I prayerfully urge you to make the most of your valuable time at college.
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INTRODUCTION


“If you don’t know where you are going, you will wind up somewhere else.” So remarked the great American baseball player and amateur philosopher Yogi Berra, famous for his sage quips. It may seem like an oddly stated proverb, but his point has profundity: without a purposeful destination in mind, you may arrive at a place in life that you never wished to be. To put it another way, the path you follow leads to a particular location, whether you know it or not.


This truth holds special significance with regard to education. Paradoxically, without an end to education—what the ancient liberal arts teachers called a telos, which motivates your passions and directs your disciplined behavior—true learning cannot really even begin. Without the intentional investment of your will, along with the imaginative consideration of where education might lead you, and the reasonable expectation of how it might change you, the forces of the dominant culture—subtle but powerful—will surely take you where you may not intend to go, influencing your thoughts and actions. Your view of what a college education is for, and where it should lead, will shape how you think, learn, and act—both in and out of the classroom—over the four years of your undergraduate experience. 


Tragically, far too many graduates from high school enter college without much thought about the ultimate goal of their education. Three approaches to college seem all too common. Some apply to college simply because their friends are going and “it’s the next thing to do” on the checklist of life. Yet they may have never really asked themselves why it matters—or if it does matter. Likewise, others feel the strong influence of parents to “study something marketable,” getting a degree in a field that is practical in order to land a secure job. Yet they may never have really wondered what sort of education is best for all of life, apart from the forty-hour work week, and what kind of learning best prepares you for an ever-changing world. Even worse, many perceive college as a playground, “a time to party and have fun” that involves participation in all sorts of new experiences, many of which have little, if anything, to do with learning or living well. Yet despite all the tuition paid, the classes unattended, and the learning opportunities lost, they may never have truly considered the personal cost of such a wanton lifestyle, which passes for “an education.” In the final analysis, all three of these approaches prove to be deficient.


Sad though it may be, too many students enroll in college without even engaging their minds in connection to what really matters: they go through the motions without the meaning; they strive to pursue a dream that they themselves have not actually dreamed; they pursue destructive pleasures while ignoring purposeful passions. To put it bluntly, “they are clueless in academe,” though it is not entirely their fault.1 Far too many teachers fail to offer a compelling vision for learning that captures students’ imagination, one that elevates their human spirit. In the absence of such a vision for education, too many college students do what they do not by design but by default. And since they often do not know where they are going, in the words of Yogi Berra, they end up “somewhere else.”


Presenting a meaningful alternative, this guidebook offers some fresh perspectives for a new direction—liberal arts learning from a biblical perspective. Especially intended for disciples (followers of a teacher and a school of thought) who believe that Jesus Christ has called them to Christian liberal arts study, such readers will be challenged with reasons for learning that are bigger and more consequential than the status quo or job security or fun and games. Because “liberal arts” learning is distinct from the pursuit of a specialized degree at a state university, or career training at a pre-professional school, or even preparation for the ministry at a Bible college, it requires a thoughtful orientation. This guidebook will provide just that—a clear starting point and route toward a meaningful way of learning, one that has been traveled by thinking Christians for centuries.


The working premise of this collection of essays, all written by Christ followers who believe in the importance of purposeful living, is that you cannot truly experience a liberal arts education without a concerted effort to do learning differently. In its purest form, Christian liberal arts education requires the learner to affirm certain basic pursuits: growth, depth, and compassion. The development of the whole person for all of life, not just for a job; the deepening of faith in God through intellectual testing, not merely attaining answers; and the commitment to using knowledge and skill to build the church and serve the world, not simply to satisfy the self: these represent some of the core distinctives of Christian liberal arts learning.


The following chapters may best be appreciated as a thoughtful conversation among faithful advocates of the liberal arts way of teaching and learning. Approaching the topic not from a single, monochromatic point of view but from a dynamic, polychromatic variety of perspectives, this book is intended to provoke good conversation as well. In fact, according to Robert M. Hutchins, a great conversation best describes liberal arts learning.2 The following chapters reflect the multiple voices, varied disciplines, and theological diversity of the contributors. United in the importance of liberal education and the centrality of Christ, the authors of these chapters represent the splendid array of thinking Christian scholars. Likewise, this book is not offered as the final word on Christian liberal arts; rather, it is presented as an extension of the many strong scholarly views that have already come before. Ideally, reading and discussing this book should foster a form of liberal learning itself.


Although there is a sequential order to this book—moving from historical conceptions of liberal arts, to theological considerations, to practical habits, to divisional areas of study, and finally to ultimate ends—there is no single way to use the book. Readers can follow the natural organization that builds section by section or dip into select chapters based on topical interest. As a resource, this book works both ways. Our aim, regardless of your approach, is for you to come away from this collection of essays with a new enthusiasm (from the Greek en theos—to be inspired within by God) for doing college differently. Our goal is your transformation into the fullness of the person that Christ intends you to be. 


To that end, we offer you our sincere blessings.
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  1Gerald Graff, Clueless in Academe: How Schooling Obscures the Life of the Mind (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).


  2Robert M. Hutchins, The Great Conversation: The Substance of a Liberal Arts Education (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 1952).
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SECTION ONE


TERMINOLOGY AND BACKGROUND


The nineteenth-century educator and Oxford theologian John Henry Newman, describing the duty of the serious Christian liberal arts student, penned the following words in his famous book The Idea of a University: “If he would do honour to the highest of subjects, he must make himself its scholar, must humbly follow the thoughts given him, and must aim at the glory, not of his own gift, but of the Great Giver.”1 Newman argued that because God created the universe and all things that we study, therefore we should understand all subjects from a distinctly theological perspective. To ignore biblical truth, from Newman’s perspective, is to reduce education to mere job preparation, and the student becomes nothing more than a small cog in a huge economic wheel. “Education,” he explained, “is a higher word; it implies an action upon our mental nature, and the formation of a character.”2 


Newman believed in liberal arts learning from an informed biblical perspective, and, as we shall see, throughout the history of the church many great Christian thinkers and leaders pursued a liberal arts education with a theological grounding. But what does the term Christian liberal arts mean, and how should students think about it as a distinct approach to higher learning?


First, consider the word Christian. As a noun it refers to someone who takes seriously the teachings of Jesus Christ and follows them, as found in the Gospels; and as an adjective, it means an approach that demonstrates consistency with Christian teachings, often promoting a biblical worldview. Keep in mind that there are many Christian perspectives and ways of thinking about biblical truth, from Roman Catholic to Protestant (with its varied denominational views), especially in relation to learning. Christian education takes the basic tenets of the historic, orthodox church seriously.


Second, consider the word liberal. In a similar manner, this word can be understood in two ways. As a noun it refers to someone who is politically or theologically progressive; such a one may be a member of “the liberal party.” Because this contemporary definition predominates our thinking, it gives many people the wrong idea when it is used for other purposes. However, etymologically speaking, the word possesses a noble significance. A better way to think about this word, liberal, particularly in relation to education, is as an adjective meaning “suitable for a free person.” Implicit in the term liberal arts is the goal of making students more free. What kind of freedom? Well, first and foremost, spiritual freedom. Christian teachers take seriously the claims of the Gospels and the other books of the New Testament as the fulfillment to the law of the Old Testament. “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36). Christian liberal learning builds upon biblical views of bondage (sin) and salvation (freedom), and promotes ways of thinking and living that enable students to realize God’s purpose for their lives, and, in response, to offer their lives freely back to God in his service.


Third, think about the word arts. Like the word liberal, many people have a limited conception of the term, defining it almost exclusively in a contemporary manner, such as “the visual or musical or dramatic arts.” This narrow understanding proves to be insufficient for liberal arts students. As the ancient Greeks and Romans understood them, the arts represented subjects of study, what we now call “disciplines,” that directed human capacities according to particular procedures of thinking and behaving toward beneficial ends. For example, by becoming learned in the use of grammar, logic, and rhetoric (the trivium), students could avoid being manipulated by the crafty speeches of unsavory leaders. Such disciplines of study gave students options that they did not have prior to the development of their knowledge or skill acquisition. In this historic sense, an “art” is a way of knowing or doing something that leads to a whole set of options previously unavailable. Today, whether through the study of physics or philosophy, music or mathematics, students can become enlightened by new ways of knowing and thinking that open up options on the path of life. Such options should increase our sense of gratitude to God and our awareness of the need for giving back: “Much will be required from everyone to whom much has been given” (Luke 12:48 ISV). 


As believers in gospel freedom, early Christian educators took the ancient liberal arts instructional methods of the Greeks and Romans and used them for kingdom purposes—to develop God-given gifts for service to Christ and neighbor. Thus, the Christian liberal arts college or university continues in the tradition of faithful learning that emphasizes study as a form of worship, affirming the Creator as the source of all things that are possibly known and recognizing his immanence in all that we examine, all that we know, and all that we do.


Christian liberal arts learning, rightly understood and done, sees God at the center of everything. The educational term offers a bold enterprise for Christian teachers and students, one that affirms the importance of being created in the image of God but also finds freedom in our need of God’s grace and guidance. By appreciating the rich heritage of the liberal arts tradition, before and after its adoption by the church, students can come to recognize their place in the history of ideas and the legacy of learning that many have contributed to over the centuries. Christian liberal arts learning depends upon the past but is not constrained by it. Advocates of Christian liberal arts wisely find insight from the past, but they must also innovate to make the disciplines of freedom relevant for today.
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  1John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 64–65.


  2Ibid., 85.




CHAPTER ONE


THE COUNTERCULTURAL QUEST OF CHRISTIAN LIBERAL ARTS


Jeffry C. Davis


I shall be telling this with a sigh 


Somewhere ages and ages hence: 


Two roads diverged in a wood, 


and I—I took the one less traveled by, 


And that has made all the difference. 


—ROBERT FROST, “THE ROAD NOT TAKEN”


Trust in the LORD with all your heart, 


       and do not lean on your own understanding.


In all your ways acknowledge him, 


       and he will make straight your paths.


Be not wise in your own eyes; 


       fear the LORD, and turn away from evil.


It will be healing to your flesh 


       and refreshment to your bones. 


—PROVERBS 3:5–8


Choosing a college or university represents a momentous fork in the road of life. Every fall, hundreds of thousands of students pack up their belongings and leave home, heading off on a journey to learn something that they hope will enable them to live better. They say goodbye to familiar faces—their parents, their siblings, their friends, and their pets—often amid long hugs and many tears, expressing a mix of sadness and excitement. 


This rite of passage—the pursuit of an undergraduate degree—may perhaps best be understood as an archetypal event, a quest for something worthwhile, requiring deliberate choices and actions. Although many go on this quest, no two travelers experience the same journey. Each passage proves to be unique, with powerful influences and effects that will last a lifetime.


Of the myriads who attend a college or a university, some intentionally pursue an unusual undergraduate experience, one in which they learn how to integrate an understanding of the Bible with all other texts, a belief in divine revelation with scholarly investigation, and a knowledge of orthodox theology with other disciplines of study. These students seek the wisdom of liberal arts for the Christian life.


A DIFFERENT KIND OF EDUCATIONAL VISION


Of all the options available in higher education, the road to a liberal arts institution epitomizes the one “less traveled.” Of the more than four thousand colleges and universities in the United States, secular and religious, the vast majority provide a pre-professional or specialized sort of education, reflecting the pervasive values and goals of the dominant culture.1 Clearly, a liberal arts diploma lacks the popularity of other more specialized degrees deemed by many to be trendy, lucrative, and respectable. Students who want that sort of a sheepskin may be disappointed at a liberal arts school.2 However, at a Christian liberal arts college or university, the goal remains even more distinctive: gospel-infused instruction, by professors who genuinely profess Christ as central to a proper understanding of their subjects, and the formation of your whole being for the complete journey of life, which signifies their greatest concern.


Students in my courses often find the Christian liberal arts perspective surprising, if not perplexing, when I present it to them. Most American college students, including Christians, choose a college or university, and eventually a major, with the intent of establishing a career—a ticket to the good life. This approach reflects the predominant “commonsense” view of college, namely, that an education gives you earning power. And why shouldn’t students think this way? Politicians talk about the benefits of advanced schooling almost strictly in terms of creating job opportunities and making a more skilled workforce. Parents often express the importance of choosing a practical major, one that readily answers the question, “So what are you going to do with that when you graduate?” At times, even secondary teachers pressure students to perform well in order to move up the ladder of success, using the fear of bad grades as an extrinsic motivator. Pragmatic attitudes about learning abound, especially in the land of the American Dream, where many feel that they must attend school in order to become successful.


In effect, for most students, a college education has become an expensive set of instructions on how to move to a higher socio-economic plane, a form of self-reliance that supposedly guarantees a comfortable, carefree life. Ironically, this “normal” view of college comes at a price, especially for Christians. Pursuing the perfect life can become idolatrous when we try to control the outcome. “Our eyes are not on God. At heart we are practicing Pelagians,”3 warns Brennan Manning. “We believe that we can pull ourselves up by our bootstraps.”4 Yet, Christ offers a very different orientation for the disciple who genuinely desires college to be a liberating season of life—radical dependence. In Matthew 6, and in other places throughout the Gospels, he bids his followers to faithfully look upward and then step forward: give what you have freely and discreetly to the poor, ask God for daily bread and forgiveness of debts, resist the temptation to lay up treasures on earth, and be anxious for nothing you truly need. Jesus places his disciples right at the crossroads, forcing a deliberate choice between two contrasting destinations, one toward God and the other toward Mammon. These roads cannot be traveled simultaneously. Christ becomes emphatic about this concern: “You cannot serve God and money” (Matt. 6:24).


In Paradise Lost, the great Christian poet John Milton portrays Mammon as the demon god of earthly treasure, who weighs people down by making them want more material things, and who spreads a particularly perverse way of thinking contrary to God’s way: “Rather seek Our own good from ourselves.”5 The demon whispers fear into the ears of Christian students: “You have to make your own way in the world, on your own terms, or you will never survive.” When it comes to choices regarding college and life, far too many Christians heed Mammon’s false eloquence rather than obey Christ’s life-giving command: “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matt. 6:33). Christ wants us to travel by faith. “Get rid of the boots,” he urges. “Slip on some sandals, and follow me.” Rightly understood, the pursuit of Christ is the supreme liberal art—the fundamental discipline that sets us free.


The ancient Hebrews urge us toward unique wisdom (hokmah) when it comes to traveling by God’s directing power. As T. A. Perry notes, “one has to have a derek, meaning both a way with things and also a proper path or road to follow. There is nothing more dear to the wisdom tradition than this notion, heavily weighted in the direction of right and wrong.”6 The Hebrews carried low-tech oil lamps close to their bodies, casting just enough light to illuminate the path ahead for the next few steps—nothing more. They could readily say with the psalmist, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Ps. 119:105). Obviously, they did not possess the technology of flashlights with alkaline batteries and Kryptonite bulbs, able to produce a powerful bright-white beam a hundred feet ahead. In contrast to the ancient Hebrews, we twenty-first-century Americans like our trip gadgets—Mapquest, GPS, and Google Earth—so that we can scan every square inch before we take a single step, anticipating every bump in the road ahead. We don’t want any surprises.


Needless to say, when we hear the phrase “God has a wonderful plan for your life,” something gets lost in translation. We think it is our job to figure out “the plan” and then manage things thereafter. But we overlook the best part of the phrase: wonder. Reveling in the wonder of the created universe, we should realize, with wise King David, that we cannot know everything, especially the mind of God: “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him?” (Ps. 8:3–4). Creation should strike us with slack-jawed awe and dazzle us to quieting reverence. The pursuit of knowledge should start with wonder and curiosity, not the motive of controlling our destiny. Because a liberal arts education represents a quest for truth rather than an information download, it moves us toward the unknown every bit as much as the known. Truth is big. It emanates from God. And we never possess it; it possesses us. Biblical wisdom corrects our hubris and frees us from the illusion of control. Relying on the light of his revealed Word and guided by the input of fellow travelers, Christian students become empowered to boldly choose the road less traveled, one that can be boot-loose and wonder-full. 


LIVING IN THE TENSION BETWEEN ATHENS AND JERUSALEM


With an expanded vision of wonder, how, then, do we explore the academic disciplines—such as philosophy, psychology, biology, and art—in a manner that is integrated with biblical wisdom—its values, and its view of the cosmos? Serious Christians who pursue the liberal arts should have a compelling answer to this question, first for themselves, and then for others. For despite a liberal arts institution’s strong affirmation of orthodox Christianity, some may still raise their eyebrows, and their voices, at the idea of integrating the two realms: secular knowledge and biblical belief. They ask, “Why would you want to study at a liberal arts college that is Christian, anyway?”


This question actually has legitimacy and importance. It represents an old debate among early believers. During the late second century, Tertullian, a prominent leader of the church, put forth a challenging series of similar questions: 


What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the Academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians? Our instruction comes from “the porch of Solomon,” who had himself taught that “the Lord should be sought in simplicity of heart.” Away with all attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic composition!7 


In essence, Tertullian asked, “How can a student of the liberal arts, one who examines the world and its ways (symbolically represented by pagan Athens), be a disciple of Jesus Christ, one who pursues spiritual reality and its practices (signified by the holy city of Jerusalem)?” For Tertullian, the contrast between the two activities could not be denied or dismissed. He saw an inherent contradiction between the wisdom of pagan philosophers, as demonstrated in the writings of Plato or Zeno, versus the wisdom of God, as exhibited in the sacred books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Therefore, since Athens and Jerusalem did not seem compatible, Tertullian cautioned Christians about roaming the streets of both cities.


For Tertullian, the power of the liberal arts, the curriculum that formed the minds of pagan thinkers, ought to be taken seriously, because it has the potential to corrupt a Christian’s faith in the gospel, which he argued must remain pure, without the blemish of harmful influences. Christians who experience God’s grace in the breaking of their bondage to sin participate in the redemption of Christ through his death on the cross, his resurrection, and his indwelling Spirit. But the enlargement of their capacities toward greater personal and social liberties has serious risks; namely, it can lead Christians to possess a greater confidence in themselves and their own abilities rather than in their Creator and his sovereignty. Thus Tertullian wanted them to carefully examine the inherent tension of pursuing both freedoms together. 


This tension between the ways of Athens and those of Jerusalem remains as a vital consideration for any serious Christian who has decided to pursue a liberal arts education. In fact, a regular acknowledgment of the allure of Athens (secular knowledge) can prove to be peculiarly beneficial, prompting the student to deliberately exercise faith back toward Jerusalem (biblical wisdom). This dialectic serves to strengthen the Christian mind, not weaken it, allowing for what Milton described as the antidote to a “cloistered virtue” or a sheltered faith: the regular testing of one’s beliefs by what is contrary, strengthening them through the rigorous challenge that comes from oppositional worldviews and even the contemplation of evil.8 


UNDERSTANDING THE BASICS OF THE ANCIENT LIBERAL ARTS


A thoughtful understanding and defense of Christian liberal arts learning requires a basic knowledge of its pagan precursor. The enkyklios paideia of ancient Athens (a “complete cycle of education”—the same basis for the English word encyclopedia, with its comprehensive survey of knowledge) shaped students with powerful results, developing them into the kinds of human beings who could become effective leaders in all areas of society. During the fifth century BCE, the great Athenian teacher Isocrates, in his Panegyricus, one of the earliest works to describe the benefits of liberal learning, asserted that students who received this kind of education would possess not only “power in their own cities but . . . honor in other states.”9 Similarly, during the fourth century BCE, Aristotle proposed that this noble form of learning—expressly for the free citizens (eleutheroi) of a democracy10—was the perfect preparation for the exercise of virtue (areté: excellence) in realms of intellectual thought and moral action. 


Within this distinctly pre-Christian program of education, students labored to learn specific classical disciplines known as “arts.” First they acquired skill in the “three core studies,” called the trivium: grammar (the way language works), dialectic (the logical development of sound thinking), and rhetoric (the means to persuade others). Then students explored “the four ways,” called the quadrivium: arithmetic (the knowledge of quantity), geometry (the measurements of the earth), music (the art of the Muses), and astronomy (the examination of the stars). Together, these seven studies became what the Roman orator and statesman Cicero first described as the artes liberales, a term relatively understood in the first century BCE as “the academic disciplines for freedom.”11 


The arts proved to be freeing or liberal (a word that comes from the Latin liber, meaning “free person”) because they quite literally disciplined students toward new habits of thinking and behaving that were enriching. (Coincidentally, liber is also the word for “book.”) The liberal arts ideal encouraged an important connection between a student’s freedom to study (few people enjoyed that luxury) and the means to sustain and inform that freedom, explicitly through a disciplined regimen using worthwhile books from many disciplines. For this reason Quintilian, the influential advocate for liberal learning during the first century CE, argued that “we should read none but the best authors, who are least likely to betray our trust.”12 


Ancient liberal arts learning, then, depended upon reading a diverse selection of core texts with the aim of critical engagement and evaluative judgment. Properly conceived, reading provided students with the means to dialog with dead authors—the great thinkers of the past. With every book read, liberal arts students took the opportunity to interact with one another in spirited conversation, making sense of the contents, offering possible interpretations, and debating their significance. In this context, the skills of precise speech and careful listening naturally came into play. And on regular occasion, students crafted their own written ideas to present to peers in class. Historically, a liberal arts education offered students a complete orientation to the known world and the cultivation of the skills needed to flourish in it, including the critical literacy skills that made human beings distinct from the animals—reading, writing, speaking, and listening. The end, or ideal objective, was to shape good people who would regularly exercise freedom in society and responsibly serve the common good. 


THE EMERGENCE OF CHRISTIAN LIBERAL ARTS


Ironically, Tertullian himself was the recipient of a liberal arts education, and some recent scholars suggest that he would not have been the great theologian of the Trinity that he became were it not for his classical studies. Fluent in Greek and Latin, he read widely in a variety of subjects, such as history, literature, law, medicine, philosophy, and rhetoric, engaging ideas with the fierce conviction that every thought must be surrendered to Christ. As Robert D. Sider observes, “His conversion to Christianity brought to him a radically new vision of the world, while his pagan education provided him with the tools to express that vision with almost unparalleled power.”13 Contrary to popular opinion, Tertullian was not an anti-intellectual Christian but a rational thinker who gained clarity of thought by facing ideas contrary to his faith.14 In other words, Tertullian demonstrated his vast knowledge of Athens and its emphasis on human reason to show the comparative superiority of Jerusalem and its insistence upon supernatural faith.
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