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unites Christians around the globe, as Dr. Naugle suggests.  The same principle 

can be applied to Christian faculty at a Christian university.  Christian faculty 

members should “become” like Christ and then go to work to worship, to love, 

to build and strengthen relationships, and to both hear and “tell the story” of 

Christ.  As for me, while I am at Faulkner, I want two things above all.  I want 

to know Christ, and I want others to see Christ living in me.  Do I know Christ?  

Do others see Christ living in me?  If not, according to my Christian worldview, 

I have failed my students and my Lord miserably.     

 

Jonathan Wright is Assistant Professor of English at Faulkner University. 

           

 

Response to David K. Naugle 

Jason Jewell  

 

Dr. Naugle has given us much food for thought with his diagnoses of what ails 

contemporary Christianity as well as his prescriptions. I find myself in 

substantial agreement with most of what he has to say and would like to devote 

my response to amplifying his points and exploring possible implications of his 

prescriptions. 

 The “linguistic destitution” of which Professor Naugle complains has 

preoccupied some of my colleagues and me for several years. To see an 

example of how far we have fallen from an earlier era, consider the following 

quotation describing the ingénue Mrs. Hauksbee from the Rudyard Kipling 

short story “Three and—an Extra”: “She was a little, brown, thin, almost 

skinny, woman, with big, rolling, violet-blue eyes, and the sweetest manners in 

the world. You had only to mention her name at afternoon teas for every 

woman in the room to rise up and call her not blessed.”
1
 

 Kipling was no friend to Christianity, at least not at the time he wrote 

this story. Yet he was thoroughly familiar with Biblical idiom and did not 

hesitate to employ it in his writing, no doubt confident that his readers would 

get the joke in his reference to the “wife of noble character” of Proverbs 31. 

The same can be said of numerous other British and American writers of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Even as late as the mid-twentieth century, 

this phenomenon was in evidence. I recall reading a scholarly debate in my 

own field (early modern British history) where one wounded scholar replied to 

a stinging criticism from another, “An erring colleague is not an Amalekite to 

be smitten hip and thigh.” 

Today the situation is completely reversed; professing Christians are 

unfamiliar and uncomfortable with basic Biblical concepts and expressions and 

grope for terminology from an anti-Christian popular culture to articulate 

religious thought and sentiment. In my own humanities classes, I have to pause 

to explain to Christian students from Christian homes fundamental Biblical 

doctrines such as the Incarnation and the Atonement. To a great extent, I am 

unable to offer spiritual meat to these students because they possess the 

spiritual vocabulary of George Orwell’s Newspeak. 

                                                             
1
 Rudyard Kipling, “Three and—an Extra,” in Collected Short Stories, Vol. 1 (London: Folio Society, 2005), 12. 
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It is imperative that the church recover its heritage of language. It will 

be in a much stronger position to evaluate and address the world’s problems if 

it has a Biblical vocabulary to do so. The reverse is also true; as long as we 

attempt to discuss Biblical truth with the vocabulary and idiom of popular 

culture, we will never plumb the true depths of what the Word has to offer us. 

Dr. Naugle has encouraged us to revisit the concept of spiritual 

discipline, something which has never been particularly strong in evangelical 

circles, and which is certainly out of step with the dominant American culture; 

the closest most ministers or teachers come to it is to urge Christians to have a 

regular “quiet time” of prayer and Bible study. As useful as this habit can be, it 

is substantially different from the spiritual discipline found in numerous 

traditions, from various “exercises” (prescribed prayers and meditations) to 

fasts. The usual criticism from evangelicals and heirs of the American 

Restoration Movement is that these practices amount to nothing more than an 

empty formalism, and it is true that there are many people who make these 

forms meaningless by participating in them without sincerity or true devotion. 

But can we not say the same of many of our “low-church” forms? 

From the perfunctory way in which many congregations take the Lord’s 

Supper, to the tacit definition many hold of a devoted Christian as one who is 

at the church building “every time the doors are open,” we are not immune to 

the temptation of substituting forms for substance. Obviously, though, this 

temptation does not mean we should stop taking the Lord’s Supper or holding 

church services. 

In the same way, the traditional forms of spiritual discipline can be a 

tremendous help to spiritual life as long as the forms themselves do not become 

a substitute for authentic spirituality. For the many Christians who feel as 

though their “inner life” needs some direction, saying prescribed prayers, 

fasting, or participating in other spiritual disciplines may be in order. To this I 

might even add an observance of the traditional church calendar. The calendar 

was developed not to give nominal Christians an excuse to go to church only 

once or twice a year, but to give structure to the devotions of men who sang 

through the entire book of Psalms every week and who were more immersed in 

scripture than most of us are today. We could do worse than following their 

lead in focusing on specific areas of spirituality during different seasons. 

Attention to the church calendar has the added benefit of reminding us that we 

do not see the passing of time and the changing of seasons as the world sees 

them. The observation of Advent while the rest of our culture is obsessed with 

the “holiday shopping season” can fix in our minds the crucial thought, “We 

are not like them. We have something they need and can share it with them.” 

This notion of difference brings me to my final point on the issue of 

popular culture. Dr. Naugle has told us of the powerful metaphor he uses in his 

classes when he informs his students that they are in a “university of life” 

where the “professors” are celebrities and the “examinations” come in the form 

of peer pressure. He urges the students to develop greater awareness of this 

phenomenon, and this is all to the good. However, I question whether it is 

going far enough. I concede that is unrealistic to think that we can completely 

insulate ourselves from the influences of popular culture; even the Amish are 

unable to do that. Nevertheless, to a great extent we do control the type and 

degree of our engagement with that culture in numerous ways. Here are a few 

off the top of my head: 

1. the amount and nature of movies and television shows we watch 

2. the kind of music we play in our homes, offices, and cars 

3. the sort of schools where we send our children, or whether we 

homeschool them 

4. the neighborhoods where we live 

5. the voluntary associations we join or assist in some way 

6. the time and money we devote to spectator sporting events 

Unfortunately, I probably need to add to this list the type of local congregation 

we join because many churches today draw from models in popular culture 

when building ministry programs and planning worship services. 

 Given that we do control the level of our cultural engagement, it seems 

imperative to me that, to whatever extent we need to disengage from popular 

culture to effect our sanctification—in Dr. Naugle’s words, “to reorder our 

loves and lives”—we do so. If he has any sense, a man stuck in a swamp with 

no near-term prospect of escaping it does not go wading into waist-deep or 

neck-deep bogs; rather, he looks for some solid ground on which to plant his 

feet while he is there. In the same way, Christians should not needlessly expose 

themselves to temptations in popular culture. Moreover, Christians should 

avoid even relatively benign aspects of popular culture if they threaten to 

crowd out activities essential to Christian growth and development. An obvious 

example is someone who spends time watching television to the exclusion of 

prayer, edification of other Christians, etc. A less obvious example is a 

husband who pressures his wife to work outside the home and sends his 

children to “free” public schools so that the family can afford a larger house, 

second car, and plasma TV set. 
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 The skepticism toward and partial disengagement from popular culture 

that I am suggesting is to some extent a subjective affair, and each Christian 

must honestly assess the degree to which he should embark upon such a 

project. But I hope we will not fool ourselves into thinking that by drinking 

unnecessarily deeply from the well of popular culture that we are simply 

following Paul’s example in being “all things to all men.” Paul conformed to 

certain cultural expectations of the Hellenistic world for the express purpose of 

evangelism. Can we really say that’s what we are doing when we watch 

American Idol? 

 I hope that we will all do some serious reflecting on the things Dr. 

Naugle has brought to our attention. The 21
st
-century church is in desperate 

need of reordered loves and reordered lives. May God grant the continuing 

conversion and sanctification of his people through the influence of such men. 

 

Jason Jewell is the chairman of the Department of Humanities at Faulkner 

University. 

 

 

 

 

The Heart of Education:  

John Cassian and the Education of the Desert Fathers 

Joseph Patterson 

 

The Conferences by John Cassian is a unique collection of conversations since 

it is a record of a Christian from the west encountering the spiritual masters in 

the eastern Egyptian desert. This makes Cassian an important link and resource 

for separated Christendom, East and West. The focus of this paper concerns the 

encounter of John Cassian as a classically western educated person with the 

education of the Egyptian Desert Fathers. In looking at The Conferences of 

John Cassian, three questions are considered. First, what is the education that 

took place in the Egyptian desert? Second, what was the relationship between 

elder and student in the desert? Third, is there something to be learned from the 

education in the desert that can be applied to the classical liberal arts in our 

modern western world? 

 John Cassian (380-485 A.D.) was probably born in modern day 

Romania, though some believe he was born in Marselles. He grew up in a 

wealthy family and received a very good classical education. As a young man, 

he traveled with his friend Germanus to Bethlehem and was part of a monastery 

there. Cassian and Germanus then spent seven years with the Desert Fathers of 

Egypt. The conversations that took place during their time in the Egyptian 

desert are contained in The Conferences. After spending time in the desert, 

Cassian and his friend traveled to Constantinople where they came under the 

influence of the holy life of the great pastor and eloquent preacher, John 

Chrysostom. Cassian was later ordained a deacon by Chrysostom. After 

Chrysostom was banished from Constantinople, Cassian started a monastery, 

St. Victor, in southern Gaul at Marseilles. It was at Marseilles that Cassian 

composed his work, The Conferences, and also where he later reposed.

 Another source drawn upon is the Letters from the Desert by 

Barsanuphius and John. This book is a collection of letters from two wise old 

men living in the area of Gaza in the early sixth century. One of their students 

or disciples was the well-known Dorotheos of Gaza who wrote many wise 

things concerning desert spirituality. The sayings are collected in a book 

entitled Discourses and Sayings which will also serve as a resource. 

 The first desert father that Cassian and Germanus encounter is Abba 

Moses. Cassian mentions that Abba Moses “would never consent to open the 

portal of perfection except to those who faithfully desired it and who sought it 
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