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One’s existence as a spiritual being involves being and remaining oneself and at the same time admitting and transforming into oneself the reality of the world…. But where there is mind, the totality of things has room; it is “possible that in a single being the comprehensiveness of the whole universe may dwell” (Aquinas, De Veritate, 2, 2).


—Josef Pieper, Contemplation and Happiness


For if I grew up no better instructed about the world of books than was Columbus about global geography, I had in store for me, as he did, the splendors of discovery.


—Phyllis McGinley, “The Consolations of Illiteracy”
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Introduction [image: ] A CERTAIN LIGHTNESS IN EXISTENCE



The title, subtitle, and two introductory citations of this book contain four thematic elements—the “life of the mind,” the “joys and travails of thinking,” the “splendor of discovery,” and the potential existence in ourselves of all things not ourselves. The notion of precisely the “splendor” of discovery is something that I found in the poet Phyllis McGinley, though it is an ancient idea. It does not merely mean that things exist, or even, as Étienne Gilson once said, that “things exist and I know them.” It includes the additional element that we see a light, as it were, shining through all reality, something that incites us to respond to it, to behold it. There is a radiance to being. All things that are limited to themselves point to what is not themselves.


Although I was at first inclined to title this book The Splendor of Discovery, I finally decided to call it The Life of the Mind, a title I quite liked. But a friend in Australia reminded me that this title, The Life of the Mind, had also been given to a famous two-volume study by the great German philosopher, Hannah Arendt. I had to laugh at this reminder, as I have on my shelves both volumes of this work, devoted respectively to “Thinking” and “Willing.” The final volume, “Judging,” never appeared. Indeed I had reviewed this book.1 Arendt’s volume titles are familiar to anyone who knows Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, or Aquinas. Arendt was indeed most influenced by Augustine, about whom she wrote her doctorate. What could be more insightful than the following sentence? “The true opposite of factual, as distinguished from rational, truth is not error or illusion but the deliberate lie.”2


My “life of the mind” is not that of Arendt, of course, but she is right. The lie is opposed to the true statement of what is, just as error is opposed to valid reasoning. The life of the mind is indeed concerned with distinguishing lies from truth, error from reason. We want to know these things—what is truth? what is error? what is reasonable? what is a lie?—for their own sakes, because that activity of knowing these things is our life; it is our mind. In the end, The Life of the Mind, as I hope will become clear, still seems to be the best description of what I have to say here.


This book, be it affirmed in the beginning, lest there be doubt, is not a study about a physical organ called the brain, nor is it a book in logic—of how concepts are related to each other. Any bibliographical or research check online or in a library will reveal, besides the Arendt books, numerous other books and papers with this same title, “the life of the mind,” dealing with sundry aspects of knowing or with the physical organ, the brain.


That our minds are alive, that they have a “life,” is a classic philosophic principle. Vivere viventibus est esse, that is, the very being of living things is that such things do live. They have a source of motion within themselves, their own peculiar activity. Likewise, some living things, ourselves included, also have minds. The very “life” of beings with intelligence is to think, to exercise this intelligence actively, on what is. A knowing being lives most acutely, most vividly, when it thinks about what is.


Our minds initially are empty. While empty, even before we think anything, they are minds, that is, knowing powers we did not give ourselves. Until they encounter something not themselves, something outside of themselves, our minds do not know anything. The mind is a power that actively seeks to know what is there, what it encounters. More precisely, what knows is not the mind but we ourselves with or through our minds. Nothing, furthermore, is really complete unless it is also known. All things have two existences, a real one and a mental one. The mental one is really a quality of the existing being who is thinking about what, outside of himself, is known through his mind.


We can, however, know something but not really be moved by it. We can choose not to think deeply about it. Chesterton once said, in a memorable phrase of which I am inordinately fond, that there is no such thing as an uninteresting subject, only uninterested people. Nothing is so unimportant that it is not worth knowing. Everything reveals something. Our minds cannot fully exhaust the reality contained in even the smallest existing thing.


The condition of our being human, then, is the risk of not knowing something worth knowing. The “whole universe may dwell in our minds,” as Aquinas remarked. This indwelling is the purpose for which we are given minds in the first place. What makes it all right to be a particular, finite human being, such as each of us is, is that, because of intelligence, the universe is also given back to each of us. Our knowing does not take anything away from what is known. Nor does our individual knowing take anything away from others knowing the same thing in the same universe.


What is given to us besides ourselves seems initially given that we might simply behold it. This is what Aristotle meant when he defined the mind as that power that is capable of knowing all things. This primary contemplative moment does not imply that we can have no further purpose or use for what we know. Knowledge enables us to act in the world for our immediate and ultimate purposes. Nonetheless, what is there to be known usually antedates our own finite existence. We know ourselves first as receivers of what is there to be known without us.


This is a book about thinking and reading, about thinking while reading, about being aware and being delighted in the very acts of either reading or thinking. It is, if you will, a book in the famous artes liberales, in the liberal arts. That is, it deals with those things that free us to be what we are, what we are intended to be, beings who know, who know what is, who delight in this knowing. We are not to be afraid of the splendors in things, except perhaps in the fear that, granted our finiteness and, more darkly, our reluctant wills, we may miss some of them.


Some advice will be found here about what to read and why to read. At the end, there is a particular book list designed to “waken” our minds. If there is a sense of urgency, of not wanting to miss anything, even if, till now, we have missed many things, it is not set over against the leisure in which we have time for things. We want to know things that are beyond ourselves, that are not ourselves, almost as if this knowing others is part of knowing ourselves, as I think it is. We are not given ourselves as if we were only to be concerned with ourselves. Yet, we are receivers; we are given things so that we might know them. We are even told to “know ourselves,” no mean feat as the history of philosophy and our own experience teaches us.


Indeed, as I shall often suggest, we cannot and do not know ourselves unless we first know what is not ourselves. We become “alive” in the intellectual sense by knowing even the humblest thing, no less than the greatest, both of which can fascinate us. But with both the great and the small we can also choose to ignore, even reject them. We suspect that there is a connection between the highest of things and the lowest and what is in between—in which latter category, if we are wise, we place ourselves. The Greeks, indeed, called us “the mortals,” the beings who die and, uniquely, know that they die. They also called us the microcosmoi, the tiny (micro) individual beings in whom somehow the whole of creation exists, in all its levels, matter, life, sense, mind.


Indeed, I will even suggest that, paradoxically, there is a danger in not being delighted with our knowing of what is. We are to be pleased about those things that are, in their own order, pleasing. It is a perversion of both mind and heart to think that somehow what is, is not also given to us. I am bold enough to maintain, with Belloc, that even while walking, we can and do encounter the things that are. There is a “metaphysics” in the privilege of walking this green earth. It may be advantageous, moreover, to have had a “bad education,” as Phyllis McGinley tells us, if it leads us to seek out what we missed. Plato is quite careful not to rush us along too soon in our learning. He implies that our relatively little time as mortals is enough time to accomplish—make manifest—what we are. We do not, as we recall from the end of the Republic, have an opportunity to choose our “daimon,” our destiny, a second time. We are given one life. It is enough.


This is, as it were, a book for those who, while being educated, often with the highest credentials, were not exposed to the highest things and who, in spite of it all, suspect that they are lacking something. This book follows on my previous books on what can be broadly called “education and reality”—Another Sort of Learning, A Student’s Guide to Liberal Learning, and On the Unseriousness of Human Affairs.


One chapter hints that we need “to take care of our own wisdom.” Another talks about the “whole risk of being a human being”: the risk, as it were, is that we are given so much but do not realize it. Yes, we can choose to miss what is there. This is not an “academic” book, though, hopefully, it is an intelligent one. If there is a certain lightsomeness in these considerations, it is because there is a certain lightsomeness in existence itself, something we miss at our peril. Things do “depend” on a philosophy that knows of what is, that it is.


This is not a “self-help” book, to recall Walker Percy’s acerbic and delightful Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-Help Book.3 Even less is it a book on “self-reliance” or “self-transcendence” or “self-interest.” It is rather a book of wonder, of amazement that something really exists, including one’s self. I am much taken by the “order of things,” both that there is order and that I can know it, discover it. I do not “make the world,” but find it already there, already what it is. Hence, I speak of “discovery,” not “making.” It is a great comfort, on honestly knowing ourselves, to acknowledge that we do not cause what is to be. And if I speak of the “life of the mind,” I do not mean that this life is unrelated to or totally independent of the life of the senses within the body. We exist as a whole. We are single beings both in what we are and in what we know.


Thus, I begin with a reflection on A. D. Sertillanges’ famous book The Intellectual Life, because such a life is something we all can and want to strive for, even the humblest of us. Thomas Aquinas, who possessed perhaps the best mind of our kind, did not hesitate to spend time with the slower of his brothers in teaching them what they could know. But he himself spent most of his waking hours in the careful, profound, and incisive explication of what is. He did not neglect any source of information that is available to us, including revelation.


Does this book have a “practical” purpose? Will it help you get into graduate school, or get a better job, or run for office? Not really. It is largely addressed to what is impractical about us, to what has to do with knowing, not doing, even granting their intimate relationship. The “doing” that I envision is not merely the desire to find a book and to read it. It is to feel our soul moved by what is not ourselves, by the truth, by what is. Plato, in a famous passage in his Seventh Letter, warned us about writing, about how its set words could conceal what it is that they are meant to reveal or convey. He claimed that he never wrote what he really thought. He told us that he only wrote Socratic dialogues, though he did unexpectedly confess in the Symposium that he did know something about love. In reading Plato’s dialogues, we ought to be led to the vision that he had, if we be philosophers.


St. Thomas also understood that we can never fully understand or state the whole truth of anything or of everything. Yet, he thought that we could and should say what it is we know, realizing, with Socrates, that the reality will be more than our words and concepts can convey. Both Plato and Thomas set us on an adventure, a search, a quest simply to know. If we have allowed ourselves to be dulled, to be deflected from reality, these pages, it is hoped, will serve to awaken us, to resume in our souls that vocation we all have to know, as best we can, what is.










Chapter I [image: ] ON THE JOYS AND TRAVAILS OF THINKING





A vocation is not fulfilled by vague reading and a few scattered writings.


—A. D. Sertillanges





Many of us in later years wish that someone would have told us, when we were younger, about certain things, often certain books, which, as we look back on it, would have greatly helped us in the project of our lives. In particular, certain books, we suspect, would have at least helped us know the truth of things. Some of these books are directed to what is true, to reality, to what is. But a certain number of others, such as Aristotle’s Organon, are directed to the question of the elements of knowing and speaking, or how we ought to go about knowing. I have in fact written one such book myself, Another Sort of Learning. In that book, I mention A. D. Sertillanges’ book on “the intellectual life” to be among those few books that will give anyone seriously interested a good start.


But Sertillanges gives more than a good start. He explicitly tells us how to begin, how to read and write, how to discipline our time, even our souls. He also attends to the life of the spirit in which any true intellectual life exists. We have perhaps heard from Aristotle that we are rational animals, that the contemplative life is something to which we should aspire. Practically no one tells us what this life might mean, whether it is something that is available to us on some condition that we do not easily comprehend. But even if we vaguely know that the intellectual life is an exalted one, we have heard rather less about what acquiring this life might entail. No one spells out its terms and conditions. We are also aware that wisdom comes somewhat later in life than we might at first have suspected or desired. Yet, we surmise that ways existed that could have helped us had we only known them.


Sertillanges’ La Vie Intellectuelle, first published in 1921, was an immediate success. It went through many editions, in many languages, and thanks to the Catholic University of America Press, is still in print.


I want to explain why this book should always be sought out by young undergraduate and graduate students, by elderly folks, and by everyone in between. Every time I have used this book in a class, often when I teach a St. Thomas Aquinas course, I have had undergraduate students tell me later that it was a book they remembered. It taught them much about how to maintain their intellectual curiosity in a practical, effective manner not merely in college but throughout their lives. Thus, at the beginning of this book, the best way I can go about my effort to talk of “the life of the mind” is to advise the reading of another book, not necessarily immediately, but still soon enough, a book with almost the same title, The Intellectual Life. In the “life of the mind” it is all right, even exciting, if one book leads us to another—if one author leads us to a second one.


At first sight, The Intellectual Life is a “quaint” book. At second sight, it is an utterly demanding book.1 Sertillanges painstakingly tells us how to take notes, how to begin to write and publish, how to organize our notes and, behind them, our thoughts, even our days. It seems “quaint” because we no longer use, as Sertillanges did, pens or typewriters. We are grateful for the opportunity to use late-model computers and printing processes that would have amazed him. But Sertillanges’ advice is just as pertinent and demanding for someone with a computer as it is for someone with a pencil.


We need to recall that many of the greatest books and writings were initially put down on parchment or even stone. If we look at the total output of great thinkers like Aristotle or Augustine or Aquinas, it is difficult to imagine how they could have been more productive even if they had had a computer. Human mind and ingenuity, evidently, will find a way to record what is worth setting down. After all, what is important is what is true, not the mechanics of recording it. In the 1920s, Sertillanges himself was far better off technologically than was Aquinas, about whom Sertillanges wrote so well. Technological capacity, however useful, is not the same as intelligence. The truth alone is reason enough to look at Sertillanges’ book, and through it, at Aquinas, from whom also this present book derives so much.


“How did Aquinas ever do it?” we wonder. It is highly doubtful, as I have said, that he would have written more or better if he had had the latest computer and research tools at his disposal. In fact, in some sense, such things may have been a hindrance. For St. Thomas Aquinas developed a great memory and an uncanny capacity to have at his fingertips the teachings of the great writers before his time, including Scripture. This wisdom took books and reading, of course, even for Aquinas, but he learned how to do these things. What Sertillanges teaches us is how, in our own way, to imitate the lessons imparted by the life of the great Dominican—how to lead a proper intellectual life, one suffused with honesty, prayer, diligent work, and, in the end, the delight of knowing.


In reading Sertillanges’ book, a first outside project that I now recommend, we cannot help feeling that he is letting us in on some of the secrets of Aquinas’s vast productivity and keen insight. There are just so many hours in the day, week, or month. Sertillanges does not ask us all to give up our daily lives and devote ourselves full-time to the intellectual life in the sense that St. Thomas Aquinas did. Rather, in his practical way, Sertillanges teaches us how to organize our lives so that we can acquire a solid beginning, hopefully when we are young, and spend the rest of our days building on this solid foundation. In brief, Sertillanges teaches us about habits, about discipline, productivity, and truth. He thinks that we can lead a truly intellectual life if we manage to keep one or two hours a day for serious pursuit of the higher things. He is not rigid or impractical here. Moreover, when stated merely in terms of hours or time, we tend to miss what Sertillanges is driving at.


Any sort of learning, in the beginning, will have drudgery connected with it. We can simply call it a kind of work. We need to come to a point where we begin to delight in what we are knowing, where we cannot wait to get back to our considerations or writings or thoughts on a given topic. Anything that is is fascinating. Chesterton, whose own intellectual life seems as vibrant as anyone in modern times, remarked that there are no such things as uninteresting subjects, only uninterested people. This is one of those truths which is so obvious that we can hardly bear it, since it forces us to look first to ourselves for the cause of our boredom. A large part of this “uninterestedness” happens precisely because we have never learned how or why to see what is there. Sertillanges teaches us to examine our lives. He does not neglect to mention that moral faults, both serious and light ones, can in fact hinder or prevent us from having the freedom from ourselves that enables us to see what is not ourselves, to see what is. “Do you want to have an intellectual life?” Sertillanges asks in his introduction to the 1934 edition. “Begin by creating within you a zone of silence.” We live in a world surrounded by noise, by a kind of strident unrest that fills our days and nights. We have so many things to distract us, even if sometimes we think they might educate us. Sertillanges is sure we have the time. But he is also sure that we do not notice that we have time because our lives appear to be busy and full. We find the time first by becoming interested, by longing to know. Sertillanges demands an examination of conscience both about our sins and about our use of time.


An intellectual life, a contemplative life, is itself filled with activity, but activity that is purposeful, that wants to know and to know the truth. Those we often call “intellectuals” today are probably not exactly what Sertillanges had in mind when he talked about “the intellectual life.” Intellectuals as a class, as Paul Johnson wrote in his book The Intellectuals, may well devise their theories and explanations precisely as products of, or justifications for, their own moral disorders. They are the modern-day versions of the sophists Plato criticized so much for not taking a stand on the truth of things. We should never forget that an intellectual life can be a dangerous life. The greatest of vices stem not from the flesh but from the spirit, as Augustine said. The brightest of the angels was the fallen angel.


These sober considerations explain why I like this little book by Sertillanges, why I take the trouble to talk about it at the beginning of this book. He does not hesitate to warn us of the intimate relation between our knowing the truth and the ordering of our own souls to the good. The intellectual life can be and often is a perilous life. But this is no reason to deny its glory. And Sertillanges is very careful to direct us to those things that we pursue because they explain what we are, explain the world and God to us. A first step in having a life of the mind is to know that other minds have had lives, which they explain to us—if we would listen.


When we pick up Sertillanges’ book, we will be surprised, no doubt, by its detailed practicality. It is not totally unlike Fowler’s Modern English Usage or Strunk and White’s Elements of Style. In another sense, this is a handbook, a step-by-step direction of what to do first, what next. We are tempted to think that the intellectual life is some gigantic insight that comes to us one fine morning while we are shaving or making breakfast. Sertillanges does not deny that some insight can come this way, but the normal course of things requires us habitually to pursue the truth, to know, to be curious about reality.


The Intellectual Life, moreover, is not primarily for academic professionals, though it will harm not a single one of them. Nor would I say it is for everyone. But it is for very many and not just for those who have advanced degrees in physics or metaphysics. This is a book that allows us to be free and independent, to know why we need not be dependent on the media or any ideology. It is a book that does not exactly “teach” us to know, but it does teach us how to go about knowing and how to continue knowing. It is designed to keep us inwardly alive precisely by teaching us how to know and grow in knowing, steadily, patiently, and yes, critically.


I would put The Intellectual Life on the desk of every serious student, and most of the unserious ones. Indeed, Plato said that our very lives are “unserious” in comparison to that of God. Something of that relaxed leisure, of that serene sense of freedom that comes from knowing and wanting to know is instilled in our souls by this book. Its very presence on our desk or shelves is a constant prod, a visible reminder to us that the intellectual life is not something alien, not something that we have no chance, in our own way, to learn about.


We should read through this classic book, making its teachings ours after our own manner. Adapting what Sertillanges suggests to our own computer habits, to our own books, to our own hours of the day or night should be no problem. The book will have an abiding, concrete effect on our lives. If we follow its precepts, it will make us alive in that inner, curious, delightful way connoted by the words in its magnificent title—The Intellectual Life. I see no reason for settling for anything less. The great French Dominican still teaches us how to learn, but only if we are free enough to let him teach us—only if we are free enough to want to know.










Chapter II [image: ] BOOKS AND THE INTELLECTUAL LIFE



I




Thus far, we have seen that one way to begin attending to the “life of the mind” is with The Intellectual Life. We have also mentioned in passing, Fowler, Strunk and White, Phyllis McGinley, Thomas Aquinas, Chesterton, Aristotle, Josef Pieper, Walker Percy, Étienne Gilson, Plato, and Paul Johnson. Now we come to Samuel Johnson. Some years ago, in 1979, when I first began teaching at Georgetown, I happened to read in class something by Johnson, the great English lexicographer and philosopher. I no longer recall quite what I read, though I am habitually prepared to read something by Johnson at the drop of a hat. Most days, I try to read for myself something from his unfailing wisdom. At any rate, several months after that initial encounter I received in the mail, from Florida, a package that contained a 1931 reprint of a book originally printed in the year 1799.


The book was James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson, L.L.D. This two-volume-in-one book was found by a student in that 1979 class in some used bookstore—used bookstores, I am going to insist here, are places to be haunted by young students as almost the equivalent of Stevenson’s Treasure Island, for they are indeed usually full of unexpected treasures, if you know what to look for. The particular book I had been sent, as a blue-inked stamp on its title page informs us, once was housed in St. Paul’s High School Library in St. Petersburg, Florida. Surely any high school or university library that gets rid of such a marvelous book deserves to lose, if not its accreditation, its reputation! I think of this incident each year when I notice what basic books—say, Aristotle’s Ethics or Plato’s Republic—students sell back to the university bookstore as used, certain signs of intellectual failure on the part of the students selling them back. I would add that worthless books should be sold back—the trick is to know the difference.


To build on what I have said about The Intellectual Life in the previous chapter, let me here provide some reflections on books—on acquiring them, on keeping them, on reading them, and on re-reading them. Never forget C. S. Lewis’s perceptive remark that if you have only read a great book once, you have not read it at all (though you must read it once in order to be able to read it again). In his An Experiment in Criticism, Lewis wrote, “Those who read great works… will read the same work ten, twenty, or thirty times during the course of their life.”1 Furthermore, he adds, “We must never assume that we know exactly what is happening when anyone else reads a book.”2 The same book can move another’s will and understanding differently than it does our own. We ourselves are receptive to different books at different times in our lives. It is quite possible for one to get nothing out of reading a book, whereas someone else, reading the same book, goes out and changes the world. Likewise we can be excited by reading a book that our friends find dull. There is a mystery here of how mind speaks to mind through reading.


But back to Samuel Johnson and one of his statements about books, a passage on which I often reflect. In his immensely insightful book, Boswell recalls several observations that Johnson made on Monday, September 22, 1777. “Dr. Johnson advised me to-day,” Boswell begins, to have as many books about me as I could; that I might read upon any subject upon which I had a desire for instruction at the time. “What you read then said he, you will remember, but if you have not a book immediately ready, and the subject moulds in your mind, it is a chance if you again have a desire to study it.” He added, “if a man never has an eager desire for instruction, he should prescribe a task for himself. But it is better when a man reads from immediate inclination.” (II, 148)





I note what Johnson advises here. Do not let things “mould,” that is, grow stale and inert in our minds so that we never think of them again. Johnson suggests that we keep ready about us plenty of books on many a subject matter; that is, we need our own basic library, one that we own because we have ourselves found and purchased the books in it.


But just having lots of books is not enough. Fools can own libraries. The devil was one of the most intelligent of the angels and we know what happened to him. Knowledge alone won’t save us, though we need knowledge too. The essential thing is the “inclination to know,” something that cannot be purchased or borrowed or injected. Johnson suggests that we can, to some extent, prod ourselves to know; as he puts it, we can ascribe a “task for ourselves.” We can, for instance, say to ourselves, “I will read The Brothers Karamazov during Christmas vacation,” and then do it. But it is best to have an “eager desire for instruction,” something that flows from our own inner resources, not just from external duty. If we read the first paragraph of The Brothers Karamazov and have any soul at all, we will not rest till we finish it.


I can hardly emphasize enough that, ultimately, each must discover in his own soul this longing to know. Nothing can replace it. This longing to know constitutes the very heart of what we are as rational beings, distinct in the universe precisely because we ourselves can know. In the last analysis, we have to wake up to knowledge. We cannot do that, as Plato hinted, till we reach a certain level of maturity or self-discipline. An experienced teacher can almost tell, by the light in his eyes, the day a student first wakes up and begins to want to know. No one can really find a substitute for his own personal attraction to the truth itself. If this desire is not there, no one can give it to us from outside ourselves. And if it is not there, it is undoubtedly because we have not ordered ourselves or put our interests aside long enough to wonder about things, about things “for their own sakes,” as Aristotle put it. I admit, however, that vanity can sometimes help. If we are finally embarrassed for the fiftieth time to have to admit that we never read Aristotle’s Poetics or Chesterton’s Orthodoxy, we may finally read them merely to appear cultured, only to be surprised to learn how good they are.


II


Let us recall that no limit can be assigned to what we can know. It is a mistake to think that when we learn something it is at the expense of something else. Knowledge is not a zero-sum game. It is, indeed, one of the greatest of the riches of the universe. Our soul is not a material, finite receptacle; it operates with a properly spiritual power. It is true that we need to apportion our time and efforts, that some things are more fascinating than others. But in principle, all things, no matter how insignificant, are worth knowing. If we find ourselves bored, it is not because there are no interesting things about us to know. Our minds have what the ancients called a “capax omnium.” They have a capacity to know all things. This is a phrase that I shall often repeat. Aristotle has a good discussion of it in the Third Book of his De Anima. It is through knowing that that which is not ourselves, that which is in itself, becomes ours. It becomes a proper addition to what we are; for us, to know is also to be.


Indeed, it is through knowing what is not ourselves that we can come to realize, reflexively, our own selves—our own very existence and activity. We become luminous to ourselves only when we know what is not ourselves. In a sense, the whole world is offered to us in order that we can know ourselves. We are the one thing in the variegated universe that we cannot directly know. We can look at our faces in mirrors, but we can only know our minds while they are knowing something else. The universe ultimately gives us to ourselves. But to know, we need time, discipline, and an order of knowing, as St. Thomas Aquinas told us in the beginning of the great Summa Theologiae. The adventure of knowing is our avenue to the adventure of being—to the being of all things that are.


To take a rather amusing example of how many odd things we can know, let me ask, at random, what is a vitologist? Or better, what is vitolphilia? If we know our Greek suffixes, we know that “philia” means the love of something. At its highest meaning, as Aristotle tells us, it means the love of our friend; better, it means the mutual love of one another. But in this context, vitolphilia means the love of what? Well, I would never have heard of this obscure word had it not been for the fact that someone gave me for Christmas one of those daily throwaway calendars dedicated to—of all things—cigars. (Of course, I never smoke cigars myself without turning green in the process.) This puzzling word was just sitting around on my desk waiting for the right day to arrive—in this case, Wednesday, January 13, 1999. It turns out that the first part of the word vitolphilia refers to the artwork on cigar boxes or on the bands around cigars called vitolas. In fact, in Havana there is a large museum that displays the intricate artwork, from the eighteenth century on, that has been devoted to adorning cigar bands and boxes. The world’s leading vitologist is a man by the name of Dr. Orlando Arteaga, president of the Cuban Vitolphilic Association. Is this, someone might ask, the most profound piece of information Schall ever learned? Well, of course not, but if I ever happen to meet Fidel Castro or some other cigar aficionado, I will have something to talk about. It puts a new light on the cigar, so to speak, to realize that such intricate work goes into decorating the band and box.


For a while, as a child, I used to do something equally useless as pursuing vitolas: I collected matchboxes and folders. The same principle of curiosity is involved. I recall learning a lot about geography from them. Most matchboxes give the address and city of whatever they are advertising. Somehow (I lived in Iowa as a boy), I once obtained a black matchbox from the Palmer House in Chicago, a hotel that was supposed to be, at the time, a pretty classy place and a rare matchbox. In later years, I went to a conference at the Palmer House and felt at home there because of that matchbox. The point here is that we can learn all about vitolas and all about matchboxes, and it won’t hurt our brains a bit. In general, it is a good thing just to have a hobby that enables us to learn all about something, be it tabby cats, the batting averages of the Chicago Cubs starters, or the number of minnows in an average bass lake.


Matchboxes and vitolas aside, books will always remain, even in our paperless world, the basis of our learning and remembering. This is not to downplay the value and scope of the Internet or other electronic materials; I know we can find all the dialogues of Plato on some Web site, not to mention on CDs. However, reading a book, rereading a book, possessing a book, surrounding oneself with books, it seems to me, will always remain fundamental to in-depth learning, particularly of the highest things. A book we have read remains there for us to pick up again. It is ours; no one else has read, or perhaps marked it, as we have.


I once heard a TV interview with Shelby Foote, the great Civil War historian. He spoke of how he could only work within the surroundings of his own books, in his own home. This is probably true for many of us. When considering any future home we might rent, build, or buy, or any place in which we might work, we should be sure to provide adequate space for books, our own books, books we ourselves have obtained, read, marked, taken notes from, and put comments in.


Nothing is more disconcerting, it seems to me, than to enter a home or an apartment in which there are no books and no place for books, no sign that a book has ever been there. It always seems like a kind of desecration to me, even though I am perfectly aware that bookless people can also be saved, even that they often have much practical wisdom, something Aristotle himself recognized. I know that there are libraries from which we can borrow for a time a book we may not own. We are blessed to live in a time of relatively cheap books. Ultimately, no doubt, the important thing is what is in our head, not what is on a printed page on our shelves, even when they contain our own books. Nor do we have to replicate the New York City Public Library in our own homes. Still, most of us would benefit from having at least a couple hundred books, probably more, surrounding us. I am sure that by judicious use of sales and used-book and online stores, anyone can gather together a very respectable basic library, probably for less than a thousand dollars. With a little enterprise, one can find in a used bookstore or online the Basic Works of Aristotle or the Lives of Plutarch for less than twenty dollars. When stretched out over time and compared, say, to the cumulative price of supplies for a heavy smoker, or a week’s stay in Paris or Tokyo, or a season ticket to one’s favorite NFL team, the cost of books is not too bad. My point is merely that whether or not we have good books around us is not so much a question of cost as it is a question of what we do with our available money, with how we judge the comparative worth of things.


Remember, the important thing about a book is to know what it says. It is a living path to an author who is not here, who may in fact have lived centuries earlier, but who can still teach us. I once wrote an essay titled “On the Mystery of Teachers I Have Never Met,” an account of the extraordinary fact that authors and thinkers long dead are still alive when we read them, are still able to instruct.3 Books, as Plato said, are never as good as conversation, as direct encounters with actual men and women. But the very structure of our lives in time and space, though it may deprive us of their presence, does not deprive us of knowledge of those who lived before or away from us. So read intelligently. St. Paul says to “pray ceaselessly.” I think we ought also to read ceaselessly. Reading, indeed, can itself be a form of prayer.


I have an old cartoon from Johnny Hart’s Wizard of Id (April 16, 1969). In it, its hero, the little King, is sitting on his elegantly draped throne. Beside him is an official armored Page. The King commands him to “post this proclamation in the village square.” In the next scene, the dutiful Page is seen in the square pounding the nails to hang up the proclamation, which ominously decrees: “ ‘Henceforth, reading will be considered a crime against the state,’ Signed, ‘King.’ ” In the third panel, a rather pedestrian-looking citizen is seen hunched over reading the sign, while over his shoulder the Page is watching, even testing him. The Page inquires of the citizen, “What do you think of the King’s proclamation?” The citizen faces about to the Page and answers in all shrewdness, “What proclamation?” Which is to say, the important thing is not to read, but to understand.


III


The first books I remember reading were probably from junior high school days, though I may well have read books of some sort earlier. I was not much read to or exposed to books. I did not know classic children’s books, for example, some of which I have read as an adult (a most worthy enterprise). This neglect of books is probably due in part to the fact that my own mother died when I was nine. The point I make here is not to lament what I did not read, but to emphasize Johnson’s idea that we ought to have an “eager desire for instruction,” a desire simply to know. This desire, after all, is very Aristotelian—not that he “invented” it, but he pointed it out. For it was Aristotle who told us, in the beginning of his great Metaphysics (another book we should know about, possess, and read), that what incites us to know, to exercise this “eager desire for instruction,” is simply “wonder”—not fear, or pleasure, or the lack of something (982b10–15). We just want to know. When we have all else, we will still want to know and to know more. This is the truth about us.


It makes no earthly difference, for example, for me to know what vitolphilia means, and yet I am glad to know it. I am delighted that I had something on my desk, just sitting around, that could tell me its meaning. Without it, as Johnson implied, I probably never would have bothered to look it up. The word is not, in fact, in my Random House College Dictionary. I also checked that huge and famous work, the Oxford English Dictionary, but in the miniaturized two-volume edition that has to be read with a magnifying glass, the word vitolphilia was not there either, much to my surprise. But vitola is a Spanish word, and it was in the Spanish dictionary I consulted.


I was in high school during World War II. I do not remember much of what I read at that time, but I distinctly recall one day finding in the local public library a book written by none other than the infamous Josef Stalin himself. So I decided to read it. It was a heavy tome, needless to say—Josef Stalin was not a humorist. I remember that the English editor of the book had put in footnotes about the number of Russians in concentration camps. But this warning made little impact on me at the time. I was evidently rather vain about the fact that I had managed to read such a book at all. I remember, much to her horror, praising this book to the mother of a young lady I was seeing at the time. Stalin, at that period, was in fact considered an ally of our country. In the book, he made what seemed to me to be almost a poetic case for his system—the only kind, I see now, that could possibly have been made for it. At the time, I really had little experience to know how properly to weigh what Stalin was saying against the truth. In retrospect, this experience was a good lesson, one confirmed by Aristotle himself, who warned that the young are not particularly adept students of political things (1095a2–5).


There are two other things I remember about the time before I was twenty and entered the Jesuit order, a move that subsequently provided me with a lot of time for catching up on my neglected reading. The first recollection is that my father had several novels by the English writers Owen Francis Dudley and Msgr. Robert Hugh Benson. These were, as I recall, rather apocalyptic tales, not unlike the more recent ones written by the Canadian novelist Michael O’Brien (Father Elijah, Strangers and Sojourners, The Plague Journal, installations in a series of six novels O’Brien collectively titles Children of the Last Days). One of Dudley’s titles was The Shadow on the Earth (1928). I must have read it during high school. I recall being quite frightened by it. Though Benson’s Lord of the World was also on the side of the gods, it was, as I recall, quite alarming to read. In retrospect, I think the most frightening book that I ever read was the third of C. S. Lewis’s Space Trilogy, That Hideous Strength, but The Shadow on the Earth was unnerving in the same way, in that it presented an unflinching recognition of the power of evil in the world, something probably worth being aware of, even in high school.


The other experience that I recall with regard to books came when I was in the army. At the time I was stationed at the Engineer School at Fort Belvoir, down the Potomac in Virginia, or maybe it was up in Camp Kilmer in New Jersey. World War II was just over, so there was no real pressure on troops. We had time to go to the post library. Once inside, I gazed perplexedly at the stacks and stacks of books. By that time, I had had a semester of college at the University of Santa Clara and was familiar with the Varsi Library there. But what sticks in my mind about the army library was the awareness that I did not know what to read, what to look for, or what was worth reading. Stacks of books are nothing if we have no idea how to choose among them. I suppose someone could go into a library and start with the first shelf and try to read to the end, A to Z in the Library of Congress system, but that would be both impossible and impractical. No one would ever, in a single lifetime, get beyond section “A” in any good-sized library.


But somehow out of all those books in the post library I selected and read a novel by Aldous Huxley. I think it was called Chrome Yellow, or something like that. It was unfortunately not Brave New World, a book that might have served to put Josef Stalin in some context. In fact, Brave New World, as my friend Jerome Hanus at American University has told me, is an extremely good book for students of today to read. It is rather accurate in its depiction of what would happen to our culture if we embraced certain modern principles in genetics and politics, principles that we evidently did embrace. But my point here is to emphasize this vivid sense of wanting to read but having no guidance, no clue about what is worth reading or how one would go about finding it.


This graphic experience of not knowing what to read, I think, lies at the origin of that tendency I have of giving students good, brief bibliographical lists of what to read. “Schall’s Twenty Books to Keep Sane By,” listed in my book A Student’s Guide to Liberal Learning, or “Twenty Books That Tell the Truth,” included in On the Unseriousness of Human Affairs, are merely recent manifestations of this peculiar tendency. In fact, the first appendix to this very book contains a list that I call “Schall’s Twenty Books That Awaken the Mind.”


IV


It is my experience that many of the most wonderful books are not read simply because the average student has not heard of them. Several years ago, I was teaching a class on Aquinas. Among the books assigned for the course was Chesterton’s St. Thomas Aquinas, one of the most remarkable books ever written. After the semester, a student told me that he had had the book sitting on his desk after he had purchased it. Now and again, before it was actually assigned, he would, out of curiosity, read a page or two from it. He could not believe what a wonderful book it was. He wanted to know why no one had ever told him about Chesterton. I did not bother to point out that someone had.


I do think in retrospect, however, that reading almost anything, as Johnson said, gets us started. There is a very useful autobiography of the western novelist Louis L’Amour called The Education of a Wandering Man. In it, he recounts how he began to read and collect books, and how he gradually began to specialize mostly on his own. He acquired books about western America and all aspects of its settlement and geography. In this “wayfaring” book, L’Amour simply listed year by year the books that he read, along with a guide about how to find the time to read. The fact is, he makes clear, plenty of reading time exists if we will just rely on our own self-discipline, and more especially, if we will feed our desire to know.


Most people, moreover, have heard something of what are called the “great books,” or the canon of books that we ought—or, according to some, ought not—to read. We need to realize that a great number of the best writers whom we most need to read have long been dead. Do not think that something is good merely because it is new or faddish. We will also find that those who are called the “great thinkers” contradict each other. It is easy, perhaps inevitable, for the study of the great books, if not accompanied by careful intellectual formation, to lead one into relativism or skepticism, though this is not a reason not to read them. Few of the really great thinkers were themselves skeptics. Indeed, the intellectual refutation of skepticism is almost the first serious step anyone needs to take to test the validity of his own mind and thinking powers. “Is it true that there is no truth?” remains the first test of mind, the first inkling we have that the principle of contradiction, that very basic intellectual tool, is operative in our own souls even when we try to deny it.


V


We need to surround ourselves with books because we are and ought to be curious about reality, about what is. The universe is not of our own making. Yet it is all right for us to be what we are, because the universe is potentially ours through our knowledge. In knowing, we become the other, become what we are not, as Aquinas taught. But in doing so, in coming to know, we do not change what it is that we know. We change ourselves. Our very intellectual being is intended to become what, in the beginning, we are not. This is the drama of our intellectual life, the life of our mind. We should spend our time on the highest things, Aristotle tells us, even though we may be able to grasp only a bit of them, even though it takes our whole lifetime (1177b31–1178a2).
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