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Shema Yisrael, adonai elohenu, adonai echad… 

 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and 

with all your strength. And these words which I give you today shall be in your 

heart and you shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of 

them when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie 

down, and when you rise up. (Deuteronomy 6:4-7) 

 

These words ascribed to Moses are at the root of all subsequent 

normative thinking about western Christian no less than Jewish education. This 

is true whether we are thinking about subsidiarity and the responsibility of 

parents, or of the highest intellectual aspirations of formal education in the 

Christian university. These words articulate, in effect, the core principles which 

animated scholarship and Christian learning in the monastic schools, the 

medieval universities, and eventually a preponderance of the colleges and 

universities founded in North America. 

         To many of our own contemporaries, however, Moses’ words seem 

merely quaint, and the principles he espouses problematic if not delusional.  

Other words and principles now prevail, and in the sway of their dominion the 

mission of even residually Christian colleges and universities can appear to 

secular eyes embarrassingly antiquarian. This embarrassment expresses itself in 

various ways:  curricular revision, elided mission statements, and the erasure of 

university mottos are among the more obvious. Intensification of focus on the 

narrower preoccupations of each discipline, or sub-disciplines, the pre-emptive 

demands of professionalism, and increasingly selective applications of the 

principle of academic freedom are all systemic expressions of discomfort with 

older educational ideals. Together these matters of dissonance characterize the 

ethos of our contemporary university culture.  

I would like to suggest that intentionally Christian colleges should 

represent a clear alternative to this ethos. I offer what follows not just for the 

sake of an academic sed contra, but as a gesture of encouragement to a more 

constructive debate. My argument will be that we have at too great a cost cut 

ourselves off from critical intellectual and moral resources of the university 

tradition, and that chief among these neglected resources are 1) an articulated 
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commitment to the moral dimensions of education—character formation, and 

2) and a thoughtful conception of liberal education which distinguishes between 

its instrumental and its intrinsic goods. Both of these resources, I would 

suggest, ultimately owe to a biblical foundation. Cum grano salum: I speak not 

only as an academic who studies Christian intellectual and artistic tradition, but 

also as Christian who thinks from within that tradition. 

         Let me begin, then, with a thought-experiment. Suppose that, as many in 

academe have for a century been saying, it really is true that virtue cannot be 

taught. That no firm principles could be deduced from any exemplar, that all 

learning is irreparably circumstantial, personalistic, autobiographical. Suppose 

that the hard core relativism of the literary theorists accurately describe both an 

ethical and an epistemological limit, that there is therefore no objective truth to 

be had from texts, or, for that matter, from other persons. Suppose that our ego-

centrism really has become so thoroughly self-enclosing that likewise nothing 

of the past – no artifact, no record, calculus, or testimony – could get to us, 

could be to us much more than a mere curiosity. Then in what would acceptable 

education consist? 

 Well, in celebration of ourselves, perhaps, in affirmations of ‘who we 

are now,’ sometimes to such a degree that subjects of study from any other 

time, place, cultural perspective or discipline would be shaped by these self-

absorbed preoccupations, whether personal, political, principled, or prurient. 

What else?: Improved techniques for the heightening of self-consciousness, for 

the increase and extension of physical, especially sexual vigor, and the 

[passive] mastery of “useful” mechanical knowledge by sophisticated technical 

means. 

 None of these projects would be without market appeal, and all of 

them, in fact, have in the academy today ardent advocates and apologists. The 

contemporary curriculum has accordingly been transformed. The gradual 

displacement of intellectual interest in the thought and cultural expression of 

other times and places, the atrophy of a once foundational core curriculum, has 

been pervasive. An apparent consequence of this displacement—and the 

pragmatist, reductively naturalist view of the human person it implies—has 

been a corresponding loss of concern for character formation and the 

development of common virtue. It may be that the only common academic 

virtue to be championed, rather than challenged, is now tolerance. Yet such 

“tolerance” as we now favor (perhaps best summed up in the adolescent 

catchphrase, “Whatever…”) is sadly anemic as a means to community identity 

compared to the robust obligations of love and truth insisted upon by our 

predecessors.  

There are now of course a variety of rationalizations for the passive and 

comparatively disengaged virtue of tolerance as being, in fact, preferable to the 

encouragement of active community virtues such as love and truthfulness. In 

politics such rationalizations may reflect judicial concern with maintaining and 

raising higher a ‘wall of separation’ between the sphere sovereignties of church 
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and state. But in liberal intellectual tradition since the Enlightenment, as Mark 

Lilla, Stanley Fish and others have recently noted, the virtue of toleration has 

acquired a still narrower and more prescriptive force. Ideas that are even 

derivitavely religious, for example, either in textual tradition or social criticism, 

are often dismissed as inherently irrational, hence not to be tolerated in either 

public or university discourse. In Fish’s crisp characterization, “close-

mindedness with respect to religions that do not honor the line between the 

secular and the sacred is not a defect of liberalism; it is its very definition.” This 

conviction creates academic environments in which left-liberal ideology has 

come to predominate more or less universally, a kind of front-loading of the 

curriculum as well as of institutional characterizations of mission. In the 

curriculum, legitimate theoretical areas of interest often get pursued in such a 

way that, say, courses in the phenomenology of perception, or in studied 

permutations of the ‘fact/value’ distinction, become aggrandized as a universal 

template. This rigidity with regard to educational objectives has in many cases 

resulted in both epistemological and social absolutism.   

It is evident that “excluding God,” as Brad Gregory puts it in his recent 

book The Unintended Consequences of the Reformation, has often led to the 

institutionalization of false dichotomies. ‘Since we no longer share common 

values,’ the argument runs, we cannot now take into consideration what used to 

be thought of as intrinsic goods of a university education—understanding and 

acquisition of both intellectual and moral virtues. Instead of these intrinsic 

goods—which tend to invoke, if not inherently possess, religious 

associations—we elaborate instrumental means and methods, increasingly 

without reference to higher goods. For a time the novelty of gradually 

substituted academic fashions uses up a lot of surplus intellectual energy, but 

not quite enough. Nature abhors a vacuum, the natural human appetite for 

moral purpose eventually reveals the narrow rule of method and techné to be 

insufficient. And eventually, bereft of a higher confidence about purpose, we 

then formally substitute for the missing intrinsic goods a sometimes righteous 

advocacy for virtue substitutes, namely various moralistic political agendas.  In 

the more extreme cases, this development entails an unfortunate 

marginalization of any scholarship or body of ideas that seems out of step with 

the current political fashions.  

          All this everyone here knows. But there is a troubling question entailed in 

this knowledge that requires of us an answer: in so ardently pursuing 

subjective, pluralist and hence limited “values” at the expense of common 

virtues, individual self-expression at the expense of communal wisdom, private 

gain at the expense of common good, is it possible that we in the university 

have in fact made an endangered species out of the higher goods of liberal 

learning altogether? 

 Let me concede the obvious as we proceed. No one seriously doubts 

that any college or university can entirely evade the necessity of technical 



 4 
training and a certain fashionable caché in the packaging and marketing of 

educational products.  Too much of our daily bread depends on it. 

 On the other hand, when even religious colleges and universities find 

that money or ideological market-fashion eclipses the historic rationale for a 

liberal and moral education, then serious questions about the institutional 

identity, justifiability, and even viability of these more expensive private 

colleges are likely to intensify. Both in the public and private sector universities 

we have, after all, even while marketing with an appeal to sports and 

entertainment, found it necessary on occasion to justify ourselves as though we 

really were still in the business of offering the intrinsic higher goods of a liberal 

education. But do we now actually deliver those goods? Curious minds 

apparently want to know—and these minds include those of would be students, 

parents, agencies which assess public or denominational accountability and 

donors. Most expect from private religious institutions an integrated approach 

to the relation of faith and the goods of education that they know not to expect 

from a secular public university. The distinction between us and state schools 

appears to many as now sharper than once it was; public perception of the 

widening divergence has contributed greatly to the rapid growth of faith-based 

colleges and universities. A related question for us now is: can we, in practice, 

warrant and sustain the claim that we offer something distinctively valuable and 

worth paying more for? 

         In the past, one of the most commonly assumed of the intrinsic goods of a 

liberal education has been wisdom. Until recently, even in secular settings the 

traditional liberal arts curriculum has typically been presented as inculcation in 

the wisdom of the ages. There is much evidence to suggest that the American 

public has grown skeptical about such claims. 

 

Wisdom 

 
If we permit ourselves to return, at least imaginatively, to where our founders 

began, we cannot help but be struck by their religious formulations of intrinsic 

good. The older university mottos, often biblical quotations, declare it: veritas, 

lux, sapientia. The last, wisdom, is found everywhere in older mission 

statements, and typically understood in its biblical sense, as in the Old 

Testament, where wisdom (chõkma) implies an educated discipline of mind 

coupled with a skillful practical discernment (binah) in daily affairs. It involves 

thus both theoria and praktika, and is never purely one or the other (Exodus 

28:3; 31:1-5; Deuteronomy 34:9; Prov. 1:2-7; Isaiah 10:3). In the Hebrew 

Scriptures, “Wisdom” concerns all kinds of possible human knowing, up to but 

not necessarily including the knowledge of divine revelation. As such, the term 

sometimes applies to whole books of moral instruction in the biblical anthology 

which, taken together, have obtained the designation “wisdom literature”: Job, 

Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, and so on. Proverbs, for example, presents itself 
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explicitly as a manual of moral instruction, offered to the student that he might 

seek wisdom in a full  life, becoming so intimately familiar with wisdom as to 

be said to be “married” to her (Prov. 3:13-18; 4: 1-13). The model is widely 

generalized in post-biblical texts. 

 The Venerable Bede, greatest of the early Anglo-Saxon historians and 

theologians, is representative for Christian tradition in the way in which he 

instaurates this particular text in its Latin translation at the heart of Christian 

moral education. The aphorisms of Proverbs are directed, Bede says, toward 

five representative goals of biblical wisdom-teaching: 1)how to believe rightly; 

2) how to live properly; 3) how to perceive others truthfully; 4) how to give 

sound direction to the intentions of one’s own heart and, finally, 5) how to 

define responsible objectives for teaching others (Migne, PL 91:937). 

 It is pertinent to our topic that in biblical Hebrew the seat of wisdom is 

the heart (lēb; lēbab). Thus one applies one’s heart to knowledge (da’at; Deut. 

29:4), and to the skills of understanding (bīnah; Prov. 2:2; Exodus 31:6). To 

have acquired wisdom is to be “wise-hearted” (chokma–leb). Solomon was 

granted his request for wisdom with the divine words: “See, I have given you a 

wise and understanding heart” (1 Kings 3:12; cf. 4:29). In this way, expressions 

involving the heart signify a range of intellectual processes: to “consider 

carefully” or to “take seriously” is literally, to “lay to the heart” (Deut. 4:39; 1 

Kgs. 8:47; Ecc. 7:2). To pay attention is, literally, “to give the heart” (Prov. 

23:26; Ezek. 4-:4; to “take [something] to heart” is still a familiar biblicism in 

English (Deut. 8:5; Prov. 8:5; Eccl. 1:13, 17), and in the Psalms as well as the 

New Testament the heart ponders (Ps. 4:4; 77:6; Lk. 2:14, 51), meditates (Ps. 

19:14) and is the locus of considered belief (Rom. 10:9ff)—as well as of 

considered doubt and disbelief (Mk. 2:6-8; Lk. 5:22; Mk. 11:23). The heart, 

moreover, remembers (Isa. 44:19; Dt. 30:1), and when something is forgotten, 

it is said in Hebrew to have been “turned aside from the heart” (Dt. 4:9; Ps. 

31:12). It is no surprise, then, that in the Old Testament it is the heart which 

acts as the seat of conscience:  persistently, into the New Testament, whenever 

“our hearts condemn us” (1 Jn. 3:20ff), memory, intellect, and discernment of 

the will are all involved (1 Sam. 25:31; 2 Kg. 22:19). “To learn something by 

heart,” as we say in English, invites and conveys all these aspects of mental 

discipline.   

 As we have seen, the Deuteronomic commandment to love God with 

“heart, soul, and strength” (Dt. 6:5-6) similarly privileges the heart. This makes 

fulsome sense, as written, in Hebrew. But not so evidently in Greek: when 

Jesus reiterates this command, focussing it toward the second commandment to 

“love your neighbor as yourself (Mt. 22:37-40), on Matthew’s account he 

amends his text from “heart, soul, and strength” to “heart, soul, and mind.” We 

might think that the Greek equivalent for Hebrew “heart” (lēb), “kardia” had by 

then other, more purely emotional connotations for its hearers. Actually, 

“kardia” can also connote “discerning mind” and yet the text adds further 

“dianoia” (understanding) which we usually translate into English as “mind.” 
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But you see the point: having underscored the ordering toward God of the 

intellectual affections in this doubled way, Matthew’s translation of Jesus’ 

version of the Great Commandment bears unmistakably the full weight of 

Hebrew “wisdom.” It stresses the intellect in a way that connects it to the heart, 

or affections. Perhaps more deeply than we have registered it, the Great 

Commandment remains thus a précis of moral education in the biblical 

tradition. We should ask ourselves if in fact the Great Commandment is not a 

sine qua non of coherent curriculum development in a Christian liberal arts 

environment.  

         Is it possible that, in our increasing academic anxiety to offer fashionable 

relevance and to replace traditional liberal arts education, inherently sapiential 

in its character, with professional training (scientia) that we have, more than we 

have realized, turned the pursuit of wisdom itself ‘aside from our hearts’? To 

put this in more contemporary terms, have we reduced our aspiration to the use 

merely of instrumental reason?  

 It is a telling irony in this context that learning by heart has not for a 

long time been fashionable in early education, biblically grounded or otherwise.  

Those who by disciplined training of their memories in youth, possess 

capacious memory, are thought by some educational theorists to have an 

“unfair advantage,” as do even those who speak several languages. Tacitly, the 

drive of American higher education in the late twentieth century has been, in 

part, to make both attainments – the cultivation of a disciplined memory and the 

discipline of foreign language acquisition—unnecessary, or even perhaps 

undesirable. But these two forms of forgetful neglect, I would suggest, have 

been unwise, and that particularly in respect of the moral and civic aspects of 

education. Each of these impulses is anti-social: the one rejects the socius or 

neighbor of the past, the other the socius or neighbor of the present. We have 

not loved these neighbors as ourselves. 

 The biological inexactitudes of Hebrew “heart” language in respect of 

the life of the mind are not at all infelicitous from the perspective of an 

educator—at least not wherever education has as part of its purpose the nurture 

of the affections for the sake of building maturity and character. I doubt I am 

the only one here who, when still a child, memorized poetry, catechism, prayers 

and Bible verses. Included in my own childish repertoire (and wisely so, I 

reckon), were these words attributed to Solomon: “The fear of the Lord is the 

beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10). The Scriptures abound in such counsel. 

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,” repeats the psalmist, who 

then adds, “all those who practice it have a good understanding” (Ps. 111:10). 

As we have seen, it is this capacity to express knowledge through principle with 

practical or applied intelligence which is the real hallmark of moral education 

on the biblical view. Knowledge is Wisdom’s servant, and not the other way 

round.  So then, in the commentary of St. Thomas Aquinas it is unsurprising to 

find that: 
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…a wise man in any branch of knowledge is one who knows the 

highest cause of that kind of knowledge, and is able to judge of all 

matters by that cause; and a wise man absolutely is one who knows that 

cause which is absolutely highest, namely God. Hence, the knowledge 

of eternal things is called wisdom, while the knowledge of human 

things is called knowledge (ST 2.219, z).  

 

 The continuity of Christian reflection on this key distinction reinforces 

the point with persistent application to embodied wisdom, or practice of the 

virtues. Four centuries after St. Thomas, John Bunyan in his Pilgrim’s Progress 

has his character Faith observe that  

 

There is … knowledge and knowledge. Knowledge that resteth in the 

bare speculation of things, and knowledge that is accompanied with the 

grace of faith and love, which puts a man upon doing even the will of 

God from the heart (Pilgrim’s Progress, 1). 

 

 The source for both Aquinas and Bunyan is clearly the Bible. Yet there 

has long been some play—even tension—between a more Hellenistic 

intellectual abstraction and embodied application in Christian discussions of 

wisdom. The Renaissance philosopher Descartes, for example, believed that 

“the sciences taken all together are identical with human wisdom” (Rules for 

Direction of the Mind, 1); indeed, following in the wake of Descartes and 

Francis Bacon, the identification of human wisdom with the sum of scientific 

knowledge has become more or less the “conventional wisdom” of the secular 

university. In the Cartesian view aggregated knowledge in its quantitative 

dimension typically substitutes for the qualitative synthesis, wisdom. 

It is more typical of Christian formulations concerning educational 

purpose, on the other hand, to suggest that all of the intellectual disciplines in 

some manner flow forth from the Wisdom of God and best make sense when 

referred to their Ultimate Cause (Isaac Watts, The Improvement of the Mind; cf. 

Col. 1:9, 17-18). Knowledge of that Cause is therefore regarded as 

indispensable to the pursuit of all other knowledge, and all other knowledge, 

when rightly referred to Him, is an enrichment of that higher good which the 

Scriptures call Wisdom. Speaking of Christ as the incarnate exemplar, St. 

Anselm of Canterbury will say, “He is the intelligence of intelligence, the 

knowledge of knowledge, the wisdom of wisdom, and the truth of truth” 

(Monologium, 47).    

  Liberal education in the Christian tradition of the West has always 

implied a conversation which begins with biblical wisdom—the whole counsel 

of God, centered upon the person and praxis of Christ, revealed to us in 

Scripture, known in worship, and lived out in the life of the Church. In the light 

of this Wisdom we proceed to explore all of creation, including the words and 

works of men and women such as ourselves. This, one presumes, is what led 
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John Paul II to his suggestion concerning how philosophy might regain its 

place at the heart of the moral curriculum: “To be consonant with the word of 

God, philosophy needs first of all to recover its sapiential dimension as a search 

for the ultimate and overarching meaning of life” (Fides et Ratio, 81). 

 Augustine was among the early Christian writers who identified the 

Wisdom spoken of by the book of Proverbs (especially the personification of 

Wisdom in chapter 8) with the Logos, the Word from the beginning of John’s 

gospel (Soliloquies, Tractates on John). In its amplitude, Augustine’s 

pedagogical conviction was that one might also approach this connection from 

“without” the text, that Reason possessed of Truth would ultimately reveal the 

source of all wisdom to be Christ, the eternal Logos (Sermo 117.3; cf. Col. 

1:17). The best approach would be, however, to combine the methods of both 

faith and reason simultaneously. On Augustine’s view, the flow of insight from 

Scripture to rational inquiry and back again to Scripture gains increments of 

insight with each sweep of the widening gyre. Thus, he says, the wisdom of 

Christ in its turn confers a necessary order of moral discernment, for, unless 

God’s Wisdom in Jesus had condescended to adapt himself to our weakness, 

we could not properly differentiate between the high wisdom of God and the 

low cunning of men. Consistently with the Apostle James in his epistle, 

Augustine accordingly encourages his students to anticipate progressive 

refinements of understanding as part of the benefit of reading Scripture in 

community. Greater maturity enables one to distinguish between wisdom which 

comes “down from above,” and that which is “earthly, unspiritual,” even 

“devilish.” But it is definitively the Wisdom incarnate for us in Jesus—his 

example—which shows us the way to approach that which we try to understand 

in the world. Augustine quotes the Apostle James in his summary of the 

Sermon on the Mount in such a way to identify this kind of spiritual wisdom 

with moral virtue: 

 

For where there is envy and selfish ambition, there will also be disorder 

and wickedness of every kind. But the wisdom from above is first pure, 

then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits, 

without a trace of partiality of hypocrisy (James 3:16-17). 

 

Such passages identify pertinent virtues for a community in which such wisdom 

is to be nurtured (On Christian Doctrine 1.11.14).   

 

Freedom in Community 

 
Moral education on this traditionally Christian account is thus intrinsically, 

even inescapably, a communal enterprise. Whereas great knowledge may be 

acquired by solitary study, and individualized tutorial mentoring may further 

sharpen both wit and skill development, an education for wisdom requires, for 
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its proper practicum, a communal context. This is a point on which educators 

in the liberal arts tradition have pretty much always concurred. 

At the risk of pedantry, permit me to remind you that the Latin word 

collegium, from which we get the English word “college,” is accordingly 

appropriate to our reflection in several ways. Originally it signified a 

partnership or a body of associates engaged in a common enterprise: this could 

be a guild, a fellowship or any kind of civic association. In the time of the early 

church it came to apply to Christian religious foundations. The fourteenth-

century English translator of the Bible, John Wyclif, refers to “Christ and his 

colage, the Apostles” (1380); this much older idea of an original apostolic 

college composed of Jesus and his disciples is represented in wall painting in 

Roman catacombs, and there explicitly made analogous to Plato’s Academy 

and the school of Aristotle. But the firm connection with Christ’s teaching as 

foundation is definitive for the common use of “college” to signify, in the 

earliest days of university history, a society of scholars incorporated within or 

without a university. Such a college was then, of course, still dedicated to 

Christo-centric learning—not in the sense that it was always formally 

theological, but in the sense that it sought the radical exemplar of Wisdom 

within whatever sphere of knowledge. The College of the Sorbonne of the 

ancient University of Paris and the ancient colleges of Oxford and Cambridge 

began in precisely this way—as free associations of individuals who bound 

themselves together by a covenant of love (caritas) into a community explicitly 

dedicated to the pursuit of truth and wisdom.  Their many descendants typically 

also began, in John Henry (Cardinal) Newman’s words, as a response to the 

desire of the churches that “their people should be taught a wisdom, safe from 

the excesses and vagaries of individuals, embodied in institutions which have 

stood the trial and received the sanction of the ages….”  (Idea of a University, 

pref. xxii). Newman’s sentence may strike us oddly now in respect of the 

antimony we sometimes feel between “freedom” and “community,” but it is 

entirely consonant with the university tradition from which we descend. 

One must have a certain sympathy for the desire of contemporary 

educators in particular to be “free” from some burdens of the past. But for such 

a preoccupation with “freedom from” our connectedness to others, one usually 

pays a price. Freedom has become for our culture a debased term, and in its 

debased assertion, a contradiction, in many cases, of community. As such, 

freedom can now be represented in the University as the very highest good— 

an intrinsic good. But this is to make an end of what is properly a means, and 

the result is confusion.  

A few years ago there was a television commercial for a credit-card 

called “Chase Freedom.” Its musical jingle was the title line from an old 

Rolling Stones song, “I’m free to do what I want any old time”; the idea seems 

to have been that the way to short-term freedom is to accept a burden of long-

term debt. The Rolling Stones’ line captures an operative but defective myth 

concerning popular notions of the highest good. Contemporary notions of 
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freedom more easily reflect the modern secular connotation of autonomy and 

license rather than the classical and particularly biblical idea which is actually 

their contrary. As late as the Reformation, the word freedom signified 

something much more like “liberty of spirit” than “independence from others.” 

It did not imply being auto-nomos—a law unto the self. In bilingual 

dictionaries of the medieval period, for example, English “freedom” was 

glossed by the French word “largesse,” or generosity. That is, while in 

contemporary secular parlance “freedom” typically implies self-directedness, 

with little if any sense of corporate responsibility, the older word typically 

implied other-directedness, a certain generosity of spirit. This older sense, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, offers a much better translation of the biblical concept: 

even where liberation from bondage is intended in Scripture, the context is one 

of obedient relationship to God and to others (e.g. Ex. 20:1-2). When Jesus 

famously said, “you shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free” (Jn. 

8:32), he did not mean that the truth would make his disciples “independent” or 

“autonomous,” as is sometimes now suggested. “If you continue in my Word,” 

he says in the text, “then you are truly my disciples; [and then] you shall know 

the truth, and the truth will make you free” (Jn 8:31-32). Similarily, when the 

Apostle James spoke of the “perfect law of liberty” (Jas 1:25; 2:12) it was as a 

condition ideally suited to “visiting orphans and widows in their trouble,” and 

to keeping oneself “pure and unspotted from the world” (1:27)—that is, 

Christian freedom is a spirit of self-effacing generosity, not a license for the 

pursuit of self-interest.  

This older principle still has echoes, nevertheless, in our world of 

academe.  One example must here suffice. The AAUP, as it should, defends the 

principle of academic freedom, both in teaching and research, by arguing for its 

indispensability to the discovery of truth. Freedom is clearly understood—at 

least in the language of the document—to be an instrumental good: truth is 

evidently the greater good it serves. But wherever our exercise of academic 

freedom becomes an end in itself, or when its practice becomes a justification 

for intellectual irresponsibility or anarchic licentiousness, it should be equally 

evident that neither truth nor wisdom are likely to be an outcome of the 

exercise. Examples of the confusion abound, even in the AAUP documents.  

From the point of view of the biblical writers and others in their wake, 

other-directed freedom is an indispensable condition of virtuous education. 

Non-Christian writers of antiquity have also contributed powerfully to this 

understanding. Seneca, for example, like Aristotle before him, located this kind 

of generous freedom in the meaning of “liberal studies” itself, even as he 

insisted that “there is really only one liberal study that deserves the name—

because it makes a person free—and that is the pursuit of wisdom” (Letters to 

Lucilius, 88).  For freedom to be liberating, the ancients thought, we must 

exercise its potential for self-transcendence. That, too, is a function of wisdom, 

in particular to recognize that true freedom cannot exist in the absence of 

credible authority. 
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 Augustine, who so magnificently championed the pursuit of 

knowledge for the sake of Wisdom, accordingly warns that  

 

Because of the liability of the human mind to fall into mistakes, this 

very pursuit of knowledge may be a snare to [us] unless [we] have a 

divine Teacher, whom we may obey without misgiving, and who may 

at the same time give us such help as to preserve our own freedom (Civ. 

Dei 19:14). 

 

Freedom itself, Augustine teaches, is not an opposite to obedience under 

authority. Christian freedom is a gift whose effective use prescinds from the 

character of the Giver, whose image in us is manifested in freedom    

On this view one of the most productive things we can do to keep from 

being conformed to the bondage of a narrower view of human dignity in the 

university—and so preserve a generous liberality in the sense intended by the 

“liberal arts”—is to resist any merely licentious notion of freedom. If from such 

selfish individualism we are to be transformed by the renewing of our minds, it 

will be precisely so that we may, as Socrates and Jesus, St Paul and Aquinas all 

would teach us—distinguish pertinently between instrumental and intrinsic 

goods.  

It may be observed that some goods in a liberal education would appear 

to be both intrinsic and instrumental. One of these, as philosophers have often 

noted, is surely truth. 

 

Truth 

 

Contemporary prejudices which oppose the idea of religious truth as 

“unreasonable” are not at all a peculiar feature postmodern culture. Relativistic 

dismissal of mind-independent truth has long been a coping mechanism where 

conflicting notions of truth are contesting. More than a century and a half 

before Jesus was born the Roman slave playwright Terence wrote “Quot 

homines, tot sententiae”—there are as many notions of wisdom as there are 

people with opinions. Or, as the Book of Proverbs has it, centuries earlier, 

“Every way of a man is right in his own eyes” (Prov. 21:2; cf. 16:2). 

Problematically, however, for a purely secular and relativized notion of 

educational goods, the biblical wisdom writer adds, as the cynical Terence does 

not, a stiff corollary: “Every way of a man is right in his own eyes, but the Lord 

pondereth the hearts.” That is, for the biblical writer there is a perspective of 

objective truth which judges mere opinion, and even searches beneath it right 

down to personal motive (Heb. 4:12). On the biblical view we are accordingly 

self-deceived when we pretend to be relativists. And here, perhaps, is the heart 

of the matter. 



 12 
The Roman poet has something to contribute. He knew how much 

even the suggestion of possibly uncomfortable truth can infuriate those whose 

central motive, even in what they call the pursuit of knowledge, is actually a 

species of self-justification. Veritas odium parit, observes Terence, “Truth 

engenders hatred.”  It would not do so if it were merely a matter of opinion.   

It is a reflex of narrow self-interest to deny even obvious facts—for 

example, the inevitably partial nature of our own knowledge—that might oblige 

us in collegial courtesy to the interest of others whose most cherished beliefs do 

not please us. Such denials can become insistent however, even vehement with 

what René Girard calls the ‘violent contagion of mimetic desire’, when we 

confront those who lay claim to a universal wisdom—true whether we 

acknowledge it or not—and especially when such wisdom suggests a truth 

which counters what we might wish rather to be true—for example, the claim 

that we are self-made men, the creators of our own reality (cf Augustine, Conf 

10). Any contrary to this pluralist idea of ‘truth’ really does engender hatred.  

That is to say, in response to it otherwise rational beings may become 

intolerant—at least to the degree to which they think they can give vent to their 

intolerance safely.  This constraint is evident where religious belief is at issue, 

but it occurs in other contexts. In any of these environments, unfortunately, 

truth can cease to be a good, even instrumentally; as Alvin Plantinga has 

famously said (in reference to Richard Rorty), truth degrades” to what your 

colleagues will let you away with saying.” At that point, obviously, social 

construction becomes a tyranny from which liberal learning can scarcely hope 

to escape with any intrinsic goods at all. 

 Those of us in confessional universities who struggle to build on a 

different foundation should look on this hegemonic impulse of the secular 

university less in judgment than in companionable empathy, for we are not 

exempt. Internally, and with much self-scrutiny we too try to sort out the proper 

relation of instrumental and intrinsic goods, for we too are continuously 

tempted to rationalize, self-justify, or engage in propaganda. The secularization 

hypothesis may be dead at the global sociological level, but we have all been 

trained so long to think it both true and inevitable, that reflexes of that 

falsehood can become rationalized prejudice in many of our own conversations. 

If even we, who have a higher idea of Truth, cannot think clearly about the 

distinctive virtues of a religious foundation for a liberal education, it is 

probably because we have forgotten the most basic lessons of our own 

educational history. It is hardly less urgent then for us, if I may apply here a 

remark of John Paul II, “that philosophy be recovered at the point where the 

understanding of faith is linked to the moral life of believers” (Fides et Ratio, 

98).  

 In Shakespeare’s comic play, As You Like It, the witty character named 

Touchstone echoes both Socrates and St. Paul when he says, “The fool doth 

think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool” (5.1.34). Well, 

let Touchstone be our touchstone too, for in his own way he also points us to 
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the Rock. But we should admit that it is a Rock over which it is natural for 

people such as ourselves especially to stumble. 

 After many years of reflection, I have come to think that Augustine was 

surely right about another of his ‘incarnational’ analogies; namely, that for 

education to be efficacious, the teacher himself/herself must be a “touchstone,” 

a vital exemplar (OCD iv). Few today really want this accountability, which is, 

I suppose, why the Apostles thought that few among us should be teachers (Jas. 

3:1; cf. Rom. 2:21). But where a sense of calling to pursue wisdom and truth is 

authentic, those virtues which are our goal are indispensably also the means by 

which we may hope to attain the goal. Truthfulness can hardly be dispensed 

with if we really do want to discover truth. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Let me pull these thoughts together. I have tried to argue that for us to address 

the intrinsic goods of higher education (as opposed to merely technical 

training), to do our work accountably both in our scholarship and in our 

teaching, we will need to recover the sources of ancient as well as modern 

wisdom, the wisdom of others as well as that which makes us “seem wise in our 

own eyes.” As one who is in his own practice trying to take the particular 

insights of Christian revelation and tradition seriously, I am among those who 

believe that to be consistent in affection for the biblical as well as classical 

traditions we must learn to love “with heart, soul and mind” both God and our 

neighbor, whether the neighbor of the past or the neighbor of other cultures. We 

may hope that secularist colleagues who do not share our  religious affections 

will, seeing the advantages of such a wider worldview, recognize our marginal 

contribution to be both distinctive and worthy, and in turn prove to be liberal in 

the time-honored sense of ‘generous’—tolerant of the viewpoints which created 

the university to begin with. We ask not that secularists and atheists cease to 

debate us, in short, but quite the opposite: that they be willing to continue the 

debate.   
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