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ast week brought news of another troubling drop in SAT verbal 
scores, wrote literary critic E. D. Hirsch, Jr. in The New York Times. This cannot 
be viewed as good news to anyone, educator or not. “This score correlates 
with the ability to learn new things readily, to communicate with others, and 
to hold down a job. It also predicts future income.”

Apart from future earnings predictions—admittedly no small 
matter—the decline in scores certainly means that the realm of literature is 
now less accessible to an unknown number of children. Those who struggle 
at an early age in reading, reading comprehension, vocabulary studies, 
and spelling may come to that unwarranted conclusion that they are “just 
not a reader.” Like its twin lament, “I am just not a math person,” these 
demoralizing conclusions make indelible self-impressions upon young 
students. From the moment a student (wrongly) concludes that he is not a 
reader a pall hangs over the entirety of his educational pursuits. But words 
are ubiquitous and must be dealt with either as textbook assignments, five-
paragraph essays, or classic pieces of literature to be read and understood. 
I cannot imagine what it is like not to love words, but apparently a growing 
number of our children are falling into that dismal prospect.

Clearly one of the joys of advancing a liberal arts approach in 
Christian classical education is experienced as our students go “through the 
wardrobe” and enter a new realm, the realm of literature. There the moral 
imagination is cultivated, character is formed, dis-ordered minds are re-
ordered, and affections are aligned to love what is good and to eschew what 
is evil. Stories, in all of their narrative power, are unleashed upon the eager 
reader. The mythological nature of truth, as James Daniels writes in his article, 
means “our classrooms should be brimming with the use of storytelling, fairy 
tales, fables and narrative.”    

While human flourishing necessarily involves words and the 
literature they produce, we must not lose sight that flourishing must also 
include the spiritual dimension of the Gospel. Knowing the Story behind all 
stories and the Word behind all words is also our fervent hope for each of our 
students. They need to know and love Jesus, the Word made flesh. 
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“T            ruth, naked and cold, had been turned away from every 
door in the village. Her nakedness frightened the people. When 
Parable found her, she was huddled in a corner, shivering and 
hungry. Taking pity on her, Parable gathered her up and took her 
home. There, she dressed Truth in story, warmed her and sent her 
out again. Clothed in story, Truth knocked again at the villager’s 
doors and was readily welcomed into the people’s houses. They 
invited her to eat at their table and warm herself by their fire.” 
—A Jewish Teaching Story

 In Plato’s Republic, Socrates puts forth the follow-
ing statement:   “Don’t you understand that we begin by 
telling children fables, and the fable is, taken as a whole, 
false, but there is truth in it also?”  Alluding to the power 
of story, he goes on to state, “Shall we, then, thus lightly 
suffer our children to listen to any chance stories fashioned 
by any chance teachers and so to take into their minds 
opinions for the most part contrary to those that we shall 
think it desirable for them to hold when they are grown 
up?  By no manner of means will we allow it.”  (377a-b, 
trans. Jowett)
 When I began teaching in a classical school, I was 
notorious for not taking anyone’s word for what I should 
be teaching and why (much to my administration’s cha-
grin).  It wasn’t arrogance on my part; I wanted to see the 
ideas and research the resources on my own, all the while, 
not knowing what an insurmountable task that would turn 
out to be.  At the prodding of a mentor, I began reading 
Martinus Capella’s The Marriage of Philology and Mercury.  
The book begins with a story. 
  After seeking to no avail a wife among the god-
desses, Mercury settles his affections upon the mortal 
Philology.  The gods disapprove at first.  Later they decide 
that the marital union can occur but only on the condi-
tion that Philology partakes of a drink to make her im-
mortal.  When she ingests the beverage, it purges her of 
her mortality and also, more important to the story, of all 
learning - which she spews forth upon the earth.  To keep 
all knowledge from becoming chaotic, the gods give her a 
gift - seven handmaidens to assist in the ordering of truth 
which are the seven liberal arts.
 Now, some might find this story interesting or 
entertaining.  For me, it was intellectual purgatory.  Frus-

tration began to set in.  I was researching to find out about 
medieval pedagogy, not to hear some variations of Greek 
myths.  Then and there I began to realize something that 
helped me from that point on in my research of classical 
and medieval resources:  in investigating the pre-moderns, 
we see differences not only in content but also in their ap-
proach to truth.  It seemed (and seems) to me that it is best 
to think in terms of truth, generally before the thirteenth 
century, as being understood and promoted as mythologi-
cal.  For many of us, this word would seem odd to our ears 
as a description of truth.  But we are becoming more and 
more familiar with this terminology.  
 As classical educators, the concept of “story” plays 
a huge role in the interaction between teacher and student.   
Traditionally, the thought was that you must understand 
the nature of truth before you communicated it.  In the 
past, the nature of truth was considered as existing “myth-
ologically”- which is not as philosophical as it sounds.
 In his treatise on classical education, Norms and 
Nobility, David Hicks examines the nature of truth by 
dividing the idea of mythology into its two components:  
“mythos” and “logos”.  In chapter two, “The Word as 
Truth,” Hicks describes mythos as a spiritual and imagina-
tive attempt to make sense of reality that usually takes the 
form of a traditional story and logos as a rational attempt 
to make sense of reality that usually exists in the form of a 
word, fact, or proposition.  The pre-modern mind would 
draw on both the rational and the spiritual/imaginative not 
only to make sense of reality but also to express truth in 
the fullest way.
 This is a far cry from modernity’s take on truth 
and its tendency to reduce information to “just the facts!”  
We see this in the modern world’s viewing of “myth” as 
something “untrue.”  Post-thirteenth century man tends 
to take an analytical position on truth and thinking about 
truth, and he seeks to reduce it to facts and “parts.”  The 
assumption seems to be that truer meaning is found by 
stripping away the conceptual and imaginative “fluff” and 
focusing on the particulars of an object or idea.  The goal 
of the post-Enlightenment is to “analyze to pieces.”  This 
“de-humanizes” truth and thinking, leaving only data and 
parts with lesser meaning.  Neil Postman addresses this 
predicament by writing: “the scientific age didn’t wipe 

The Mythological Nature of Truth
by James Daniels
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out the deep need for a story.  All it did was undercut the 
traditional story embodied in traditional teaching – the 
drama of sin and redemption.”  In his work, Teaching as 
Story-telling, Kieran Egan puts forth the notion that “a fact 
may be the smallest unit of information, but a story is the 
smallest unit of meaning.”
 So, what does all of this have to do with classical 
instruction?  I would put forth two broad but practical 
principles. 
 First, I would apply this in terms of the way our 
students think and apprehend truth.  I believe that teach-
ers should be psychologists in the sense that we investigate 
the soul, especially the souls of our students, to discover 
how it is that they comprehend and learn.  Conceptual 
students will lean toward more mythos-centered thinking.  
The more analytical thinkers will be bent more toward 
logos-centered processing.  
 The more conceptual, mythos-thinkers tend to be 
your global, “big picture” thinkers.  We label these the 
“humanities” students and, sometimes (unfortunately), 
treat them as the non-math kids.  They pick up on knowl-
edge and ideas through stories, relationships, and discus-
sions over the big ideas.  The analytical, logos-thinkers tend 
to think in a more linear form.  Because, generally, math 
is taught more analytically in the West, we label these 
types of thinkers the “math kids.”  They more easily learn 
through check lists, bullet points, and formulas. However, 
both aspects of truth are important and are required to 
fully comprehend reality.  So, it is important that teachers 
express ideas in both conceptual and analytical ways.
 The second application is to the way we instruct 
– our pedagogy.  As teachers we should seek to cast a 
broader net, “catching” as many of our students as we 
possibly can through the way we communicate ideas.  
Teaching with a “mythological” view in mind may be the 
key.  This type of instruction starts with considering your 
personal bent by way of how you understand concepts 
and knowledge.  Do you have a tendency toward the big 
picture and broader ideas?  Then you may have to work 
harder at breaking thoughts down into bullet points for 
the students.  More of the analytical type?  You will need 
to make bigger connections, build relationships, and put 
particulars in larger contexts.  As you are accommodating 
for your students, allow for the more conceptual by telling 
stories and allow for the more analytical by reducing to 
particulars.  Using categories as a bridge between stories 
and data makes this transition effective.
 But how does that correlate to different practices?  
Our classrooms should be brimming with the use of story-

telling, fairy tales, fables, and narrative.   We should view 
the teaching of grammar not only as a sentence puzzle to 
be dissected but also as language to be discussed both by 
way of syntax and the ideas behind the words. We should 
approach problems in math and science through context 
and word problems for our big-picture students.  We 
should end our humanities discussions with a list of take-
aways for our more analytical students.
 In history, we should view and communicate it 
as a story.  We should be constantly making connections 
between the particulars of a given society and how they 
relate to the broad story of civilization.  For example, Steve 
Mansfield in his book More than Dates and Dead People uses 
five effective categories (religion, law, education, culture, 
and art) to move from the particulars of a time period to 
the overall story (and vice-versa).
 I would offer up one point in conclusion.  As 
Christians, we should intuitively understand this rela-
tionship on a theological and practical level between the 
mythos and logos of Scripture.  Truth for us as Christians 
is first and foremost a Person – the person of Christ.  God 
reveals this Truth to us through narratives and principles, 
story and law, poetry and theological principles. 
  In a recent conversation with Vigen Guroian (au-
thor of Tending the Heart of Virtue and several other noble 
works), he put forth the idea to me that the understanding 
of mythos, allegory, and metaphor is not an epistemologi-
cal understanding but an ontological understanding of 
nature and creation reflective of the symbolic and sacra-
mental nature of creation itself.  He went on to say that if 
mythos, allegory, and metaphor become just “functional,” 
then they lose their meaning and ultimately their power.  
Metaphors, etc., are arbitrary outside of the notion on 
being an insight into the fabric of reality – the way things 
work.   Great food for thought.
 I would offer the following quotes in summary.  In 
his essay On Fairy Stories, Tolkien explains that the gospel 
is the fairy-story above all fairy-stories (or maybe the myth 
above all other myth) because it is true.  G.K. Chesterton 
writes:  “Christianity met the mythological search for 
romance by being a story and the philosophical search for 
truth by being a true story.”  As keepers of “the Story” we 
should be about the work of conveying its fullest meaning 
by thinking about and instructing others in a “mythologi-
cal” understanding of the nature of Truth.

James Daniels is an Academic Consultant and Founder and 
Senior Partner of BetterSchools™.  His e-mail address is  
ljamesdaniels@gmail.com.
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We Can’t Teach Bible and Theology Like We 
Used To
by Nicholas Perrin

   ne of the most exhilarating moments in the learning 
experience is that moment in which the learner transcends 
habitual ways of looking at things. A new vision, a new 
map, a new paradigm – there is little to match such 
“Aha” moments. Therein, of course, stands the beauty of 
the classical approach. Whereas progressive models of 
education take for granted and indeed depend upon a 
worldview radically rooted in Enlightenment thinking, 
especially its favorite myth that we Enlightenment 
folk have finally arrived, most classical educators are 
aware that the Enlightenment lens is itself a historically 
conditioned phenomenon and cannot be assigned the 
Supreme Court status it implicitly presumes. After all, 
if we as twenty-first century moderns now clearly see 
all things that those of earlier times only dimly groped 
after, it does not make much sense to be in conversation 
with so many long-dead folk. The very fact that classical 
education lays such great store on the contributions of 
these same long-dead folk means that modernity does not, 
in fact, have it all sorted it out, despite its pretensions to 
the contrary. As Paul Ricoeur put it, “We are born into a 
conversation,” a conversation that has long preceded us.
 Despite this awareness among classical educators, I 
wonder if even in our best schools we often experience a 
curious lapse of conviction when it comes to teaching Bible 
and Theology. In my experience, I find that those who 
teach philosophy, literature, science, and math in classical 
schools are fully aware that these subjects are not static 
entities and that, accordingly, it is not the pedagogue’s 
main calling to back up the gravel truck of knowledge 
– beep, beep, beep – with the goal of data dumping. 
At the same time, when it comes to teaching Bible and/
or Theology in these same excellent classical schools, I 
wonder whether data dumping tends to be more the rule 
than the exception. I may be wrong, but I suspect that a 
good many Bible teachers fall into a posture in which they 
convey the propositional, the factual, and the givenness of 
their subject with an emphasis that far outweighs that of 
their colleagues who teach other subjects.  
 If I am right, I can find at least some good reasons 

for this. I teach Bible at a conservative, evangelical college; 
I sit on the board of a confessional classical school. If I stop 
believing the givenness of God’s self-revelation and one of 
our teachers at the school does the same, perhaps it is time 
for both of us to start looking for jobs elsewhere. Those 
of us who choose to teach at a confessional educational 
institution do so because we believe that all truth is God’s 
truth and must ultimately relate back to the Word of the 
self-revealing God. In the Protestant tradition, at least at 
its best, we start with the Word of God as the bedrock 
for our epistemology (theory of knowledge). To teach at 
a confessional school means certain commitments are 
non-negotiable. When it comes to contemplating the 
truthfulness of these commitments, I believe that it is 
sometimes necessary to say, “These convictions are not on 
the table; they are our table.” In my judgment, Christian 
classical education must, in the very nature of the case, 
stop short of an absolutely free inquiry as if everything 
were up for grabs. Everything is worth talking about, 
but everything is not up for grabs. To suggest as much is 
simply to subscribe without warrant to a thoroughgoing 
skepticism.
 But our pre-commitments hardly explain why Bible 
and Theology are taught so differently so consistently. One 
reason that we tend to data dump in teaching Bible and 
Theology (e.g., “Here’s the Bible, here’s what it says, and 
here’s what we believe.”) is because we are instinctively 
uncomfortable with attributing to these hallowed subjects 
the same dialogical dynamism we ascribe to literature, 
art, philosophy, etc. As a result, we end up applying the 
principles of classical education to the liberal arts overall, 
but we then pull back when it comes to the Bible. Perhaps 
more simply, we lapse into teaching Bible and Theology 
this way because this is how most of us have been taught. 
But the way in which most of us have been taught—either 
by our parents or at church—may have a lot more to do 
with the Enlightenment than we are aware. 
 As an evangelical, I am conscious that one of the 
major historical influences on modern evangelicalism 
was the Old Princeton School, not least the stalwart 
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champion of orthodoxy, Charles Hodge (1797-1878). Even 
if Hodge’s heyday was a good century after the end of 
the Enlightenment, his approach to theology can be seen 
as the epitome of an Enlightenment approach. In the 
opening pages of his Systematic Theology, he compares 
the study of theology to the study of the hard sciences, 
except that, in the case of the former, all the facts (the 
Bible’s propositions) are already there, waiting to be 
systematized. For Hodge the Bible was the architectonic 
“product of one mind,” at bottom a compendium of 
truisms. If Hodge sees the scripture as a static datum, and 
a sizeable swathe within the western church has followed 
suit, then it should come as no surprise to find the 
scripture being taught as a static datum.
 Of course, as critics of Hodge would later point out, 
that is precisely what scripture is not. True, scripture is 
the product of one mind in the sense that God inspired 
scripture, but God did so through many writers over a 
long course of history. So rather than being a repository of 
static facts, the scriptures are actually the inspired residue 
of the unfolding events of redemptive-history. That which 
is contained in the Old in seed form has its full flowering 
in the New. The first fruits of this flowering will occur at 
the eschaton when the New Heavens and the New Earth 
are established, and we come full circle back to Eden, yet 
an Eden that surpasses the first paradise. Take it from me 
or, if you prefer, take it from Thomas Aquinas or John 
Calvin, revelation is progressive and maintains an organic 
inner unity. In short, scripture is a story complete with a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. 
 So, unless by some strange reasoning, we allow the 
liberal arts to play on the full playground of intellectual 
history but force Bible class to sit still in detention the 
classical movement will do well to consider how it might 
better teach the Bible as story. By this I do not mean 
spending more time on such great stories as David and 
Goliath. What I do mean is laying hold of the story of 
David and Goliath and discerning its narrative links with 
the earlier Conquest (Goliath would not even have been 
an issue if Israel had been faithful in clearing the land in 
the first place), with the later Davidic covenant (Yahweh’s 
faithfulness in this scene anticipates the establishment of 
the kingdom later on), both of which in turn point forward 
to the coming of Christ’s kingdom and back to creation. 
To teach the Bible as story simply means to do biblical 
theology, relating all of scripture to its beginning (creation) 
and end (Christ). 
 It is at this point that we need to keep in mind the 

nature of scripture and our own post-Enlightenment 
location in intellectual history. The Bible is not a book of 
doctrine; it is instead quite simply a story, the story of 
Yahweh’s dealings with Israel which comes to its climax 
in the coming of Christ. True, we may and should deduce 
doctrine and propositions from this beautiful story, but 
let’s keep first things first. The biblical writers did not 
say to themselves, “Boy, I have so many doctrines to 
communicate, so maybe I can tell a story – or write an 
epistle or recount a vision – in order to illustrate those 
doctrines.” Instead, the biblical writers just saw themselves 
as telling it like it was, from God’s point of view, of course. 
Articulation of doctrines and systems, a special penchant 
of post-Enlightenment society, comes in second. The story 
remains primary.
 If we are uncomfortable with that, it is perhaps 
because we know that stories can be ambivalent, whereas 
propositions have the value of being relatively neat and 
tidy. Here we must keep a balance. In commending our 
faith to our children, we want to give them every reason 
to believe in its truthfulness. But we err if we think that 
we will accomplish this by reducing wholesale the organic 
and variegated nature of the scriptural story to a system 
of static facts. To be clear, this is not to object to systematic 
theology in principle. We in the church need systematic 
theology now more than ever. This is to say, rather, that 
systematic theology must have its place even as the story 
of scripture must have its place. And the place to begin 
is with the story: creation, fall, and redemption. If we fail 
to teach the Bible as God’s grand story, we will inevitably 
put a number of carts before a corresponding number of 
horses. We will also likely teach students to think of the 
Bible, at best, as an odd collection of moral stories and 
teachings, and, at worse, as a boring, lifeless thing. The 
culture is already telling young people that the Bible is 
boring and irrelevant. Why should we allow ourselves, 
against our best intentions, to confirm the point?
 If we are to teach Bible as story, I would also 
argue that the same goes for the teaching of theology, 
but for different reasons. Truth, more often than not, 
is a complex affair; it also often takes time to unfold. It 
might be some source of comfort to think that on the day 
of Pentecost all believers everywhere had an immediate 
and full understanding of the natures of Christ and the 
interrelationship between the members of the Trinity, but 
this is almost certainly not the case. While some of the 
very first believers may have been trying to sort out for 
themselves the nature of Christ (e.g., Is he of like substance 
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with the Father or the same substance?), such issues did 
not preoccupy the church until later. And when those 
issues did come to the fore, the church still took until the 
early fourth century before it decisively settled the matter. 
Other theological questions followed, which in turn 
provoked various positions along the way. Theological 
questions continue to emerge, and we are still finding our 
way among them. To understand theology, you have to 
understand historical theology, in other words, the story.
 When it comes to teaching theology, the post-
Enlightenment churchman inside of me is tempted to 
teach my students with such phrases as, “This is the way 
it is…”. Obviously, there are junctures where you have 
to say exactly that and with no apology. However, before 
we back up the gravel truck of theological knowledge too 
quickly, we should pay more serious attention to teaching 
theology as historical theology. Today we stand on the 
shoulders of our spiritual forbearers; we have inherited a 
vast theological inheritance. Why not let our students in 
on that richness by bringing them down the hallway of 
history, along the long elaborate process through which 

God’s people learned to discern truth from error? Within 
the classical model, it is not enough to show students the 
tree of modern knowledge; we need to show them the 
roots as well. 
 If we are accustomed to being taught Bible and 
Theology as a string of cognitive propositions, this 
does not mean we have to return the favor in our own 
pedagogy. In fact, I submit that unless we are satisfied 
with being grossly inconsistent, we have little choice 
but to teach our faith like other subjects – as story. Of 
course, in choosing not to teach the Bible as it has been 
taught to most of us, it means choosing to teach the 
Bible as it has generally been taught down through 
history. The Scholastic period of the High Middle Ages 
notwithstanding, Bible and Theology have always been 
taught as story. When we do the same, we really are 
heading ad fontes in the truest sense.

Nicholas Perrin is Franklin S. Dyrness Associate Professor of 
Biblical Studies at Wheaton College. He is also head of the board 
of Covenant Classical School in Naperville, Illinois.
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A version of this article was originally posted on Front Porch Republic (frontporchrepublic.com).

The Primary Error of Teaching Early English 
Education
by Ashley Trim

         uring my brief foray into public education, I taught a 
group of seventh-graders a typical lesson from a standard 
middle school literature textbook: we read a chapter from 
Ramsey Ullman’s Banner in the Sky and traced its rising 
action, climax, falling action, and resolution.  I noted that 
although the students had a working knowledge of these 
mechanics by the end of the class, they still knew nothing 
about the main character, could not tell what sort of a 
person he was, why he had undertaken his adventure, 
whether they liked him.
 I was reminded of my freshman biology lab 
dissection of a fetal pig.  The dissection equipped me to 
identify major organs and arteries, muscle and skeletal 
structure.  But friends from farming communities could 
attest that this knowledge of piglet anatomy did not 
translate at all into knowledge of pigs.  I grew up in the 
desert and had rarely seen a living pig.  I once made the 
mistake of referring to a pig as “cute” in the presence of a 
hog farmer’s grandson. He soon corrected me with a list of 
the vices of the species, the stench and sounds of the sty.  
In contrast to my lessons on the anatomy of a pig pickled 
in formaldehyde, he knew the movements and squeals of 
living piglets, could tell at a glance which were likely to 
thrive and which was the runt of the litter.
 In a sense, this was the difference between my 
students, with their careful lessons in literature analysis, 
and the child tucked under the comforter with a flashlight 
long after he is supposed to be asleep, desperate to see 
how the story ends. The first learns the anatomy of a 
cadaver; the second, the complexity of a living tale.  I pity 
my students, robbed even of the breathless excitement of 
the adventure.  But there is more at stake here.
 Using textbook anthologies of poems, short stories 
and selections from longer works, heavily supplemented 
with lessons on the mechanics of each selection and 
answer-as-you-go comprehension questions, teachers do 
their best to help students identify types of conflict, note 
distinctions between genres of literature and summarize 
the author point, skills which students can apply to 

complete works through occasional book reports.  In 
short, they are taught to study literature. The danger is 
that while learning to study literature, students will miss 
the experience of learning (and learning from) the stories 
themselves.
 We hear a great deal about the benefits of reading 
and being read to.  Social Scientists trace benefits to 
future economic or social success.  And of course, many 
children’s stories are themselves intentionally and not very 
subtly didactic.  Aesop’s Fables and Grimm’s Fairy Tales, or 
for that matter Dr. Seuss’s The Sneetches have clear morals 
that children can consciously identify.  Good teachers, 
understanding that children engage with stories, use 
storytelling to teach a variety of practical lessons, as well 
as to impart moral lessons (often culturally determined).  
But I am not concerned here with what reading equips 
children to do.  I am concerned with how stories affect 
who children are and how they understand their place in 
the world.
 I use the word “story” here to mean primarily the 
narrative of what, as children, we called “chapter books.”  
Lacking a more precise word, I want to draw a distinction 
between these and what we often mean when we talk 
about a bedtime story.  While short children’s tales are a 
treasured part of early childhood (I remember a dearly 
loved and much abused version of The Velveteen Rabbit 
with vivid watercolor illustrations), they play a different 
role in the imaginative life of a child, particularly after 
toddler-hood.  Think of the difference in a six-year-old’s 
response to, say, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No 
Good Very Bad Day and The Wind in the Willows. She may 
pretend to be Rat or Mole; it is hard to think of her doing 
the same for Alexander (though on her own bad days she 
may very well identify with him).[1]
 The greatest lessons stories teach are received 
unconsciously, are beneficial precisely because they are 
received unconsciously.  These are habits of thought, 
ways of understanding the world around us as well as 
understanding the world as it came before us.  In an age 
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that approaches education “scientifically” – obsessed with 
measurements, rubrics, standards and multiple choice 
assessments – it is unsurprising that we overlook those 
lessons of story-telling which cannot be quantified through 
end-of-chapter evaluation questions.  But it is precisely in 
such an age (when children study not History but “Social 
Science”) that these lessons are most needed.  We are more 
than ever in need of the balance of a literary perspective.
 The current approach to education encourages 
a certain way of thinking about cause and effect, where 
particular effects suggest series of particular and, to 
some extent, explainable causes.  This suggests that, with 
enough knowledge, a change in outcome can be effected 
by a change in process.  But at least when it comes to 
examining human experience such thinking tends toward 
oversimplification.  We identify necessary connections 
where none exist and assume that a particular action 
will, of necessity, bring about a particular result.  G.K. 
Chesterton warned against “scientific men” who “muddle 
their heads, until they imagine a necessary mental 
connection between an apple leaving the tree and an apple 
reaching the ground.”[2]
 There is, however, an alternative way of 
understanding cause and effect.  The child who grows 
up viewing human experience (past and present) not in 
terms of an experiment, but rather in terms of a story, will 
be more likely to think in terms of possible consequences 
than necessary effects.  Without denying the influences of 
environment, relationships and experiences, he will be less 
likely to see these in a deterministic light.  Anne Shirley 
falls off the roof not because she is an orphan neglected 
in early childhood, but because she would walk along the 
ridgepole.  Frodo destroys the Ring, but only through the 
unwitting help of the haunting Gollum, reminding the 
reader that resistance to temptation is far from guaranteed.
 Consider the difference in how the word cause 
can be used when discussing, for example, the “problem 
of modernity.”  If we understand historical causes in the 
first, deterministic sense of causation, our solutions will 
tend to focus on undoing the causes in order to reverse the 
effect – moving back to the farm, cloistering ourselves in 
small towns – Utopian suggestions at best. Understood 
in literary terms, the effects of these causes were not 
inevitable, nor is their trajectory guaranteed.
 It is important to note here that by challenging 
the determinism of Chesterton’s “scientific men,” the child 
who has learned from stories does not thereby abandon 
the idea of teleology.  On the contrary, he can recognize 

design as a central element to the story. The proof of 
young Arthur’s identity and purpose is a sword pulled 
from the stone.  The story-reader does not demand a 
reductionist explanation either of how Arthur moved the 
weapon or why he did not ignore the sword altogether. 
Understanding that the story required Arthur to succeed, 
the reader nevertheless realizes that there would be no 
story if there were not, somehow, the possibility of failure. 
Thus, the very experience of reading the story offers an 
encounter with paradox.  Like Chesterton’s “ordinary 
man” the reader learns to “take the two truths and 
the contradiction along with them.”[3] It is difficult to 
describe, much less defend, paradox apart from such an 
encounter.  Yet those who would deny paradox demand 
instead a certainty achievable only at the risk of ignoring 
or explaining away complex or seemingly contradictory 
truths.
 In an earlier generation, habits of thinking about 
paradox were passed down, not only through literature, 
but also through tradition.  We live at a time, however, in 
which unconscious tradition is, largely, no longer possible. 
Instead we keep supermarket check-stands stocked with 
magazines full of articles on “creating family traditions” 
– a process which, as the articles make clear, is anything 
but unconscious. Traditions are “those little rituals 
passed down from generation to generation,” claims one 
such article. “But what do you do if your family doesn’t 
have many traditions?  Well, you create them of course! 
Somebody has to create all these little rituals, so why not 
let it be you?”[4] This question may be appropriately 
considered rhetorical if the point of “little rituals” is to 
create fond memories of childhood or opportunities for 
family time. But the traditions we create are bound to be in 
our own image; shaped by us, they are unable to shape us.
 This is no new observation for classical educators 
who alternately mourn the passing of tradition and insist 
that all is not lost. Whether there is no hope or only very 
little hope for a return to tradition  (or whether the phrase 
“return to tradition” is oxymoronic), we would do well to 
recognize the potential for stories to reinforce traditional 
ideas and habits, without relegating us to an impossible 
retrenchment.  While it is nearly impossible, for the 21st 
century American student to imagine the culture and 
mores of 19th century England, the reader of a Jane Austen 
novel comes to understand them almost unconsciously.  
She gains the ability to critique her own generation 
without abdicating her responsibility to critique those who 
came before.  T.S. Eliot recognized that “We are always 
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faced both with the question ‘what must be destroyed?’ and 
with the question ‘what must be preserved?’”[5] Stories 
equip us to face these questions, not by taking away the 
limited perspective of our own age and place, but by taking 
us, for a time, out of it.
 
[1]There is obviously room for further distinctions 
between stories written for children and those which are 
simply accessible to young people, between the specific 
contributions of various genres, etc. And of course any 
discussion of literature raises the question of what should be 
included in a canon of “good” literature.  
[2]G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy, (New York: Barnes & Noble, 

2008). 42
[3]Chesterton,  20.
[4]Family Traditions: 10 Ideas to Get You Started, blogpost by 
Sherri. http://simplemom.net/family-traditions-10-ideas-to-
get-you-started/, accessed 15 June 2011.
[5] Mariner Books, 1960), 13.

Ashley Trim is the Research Coordinator for the Davenport 
Institute for Public Engagement and Civic Leadership at 
Pepperdine University, which encourages public engagement 
as a means for local governments to address pressing issues.   
Previously, Ashley taught middle school in rural California, 
prompting her to renewed thinking of how we teach.
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Teaching with Stories to Cultivate the Soul
by Trisha Detrick

    n The Abolition of Man, C.S. Lewis says that education 
is more than filling the mind and training behaviors.  It 
must also cultivate the soul.  He maintains that ancients—
such as Plato, Aristotle, and St. Augustine—sought to 
train the affections of their students by teaching them to 
love what was good and hate what was bad.  According 
to Lewis, education that omits exploration of truth, 
beauty, and goodness creates men who are ruled either 
by their intellect (“cerebral man”) or those who are ruled 
by their desires (“visceral man”).   He categorizes these 
men as “men without chests” – beings without moral 
governance or a sense of humanity.
 How then do we as educators seek to educate more 
than the segmented mind or spirit and to unite the whole 
being of the child?   How did Jesus Christ, God incarnate, 
engage people?  One method was telling stories.  Because 
His stories employed relatable scenarios such as farming, 
money, marriage, nature, and animals, both the well-
educated and the simple-minded alike could understand 
them.  Through each story, the Messiah sought to make 
a personal connection to the listener.  People could easily 
identify with the characters and place themselves inside 
the story.  This allowed each listener to engage completely 
and to gain a deeper meaning and application from the 
parable.  These narratives become timeless, allowing 
readers for thousands of years to experience the same 
stories again and again and to connect with new insights 
each time.  These stories are carried in the soul of the 
learner and are continually reflected upon long after the 
specific context of the lesson has been forgotten.  So, like 
Jesus, our lessons in the classroom must be purposefully 
crafted as well.  There is a valuable place for questioning, 
explanation, independent work, exploration, lecture, 
and note taking, but we should also tell stories whenever 
possible.  
 Excellent stories are crucial for training the 
affections of our students.  Reading and discussing 
imaginative literature with our students will lead them 
to recognize good as good and bad as bad.   Teachers 
need to teach students that there is conflict and sin in the 
world.  Teachers can use good children’s literature as a 
tool to show the power of temptation and the ability to 

overcome it.  Students should be encouraged to cheer 
for righteous decisions by characters, and they should 
be taught that godliness will triumph in the end.  As 
children age, parents and teachers must be aware of what 
children and teens are reading.  Popular literature that 
coerces young readers to applaud infidelity, dishonesty, 
and disregard for God’s law should tear at the trained 
affections of our children and be seen as a repulsive 
offense against God’s order.   If proper training is given 
early to teach children to love what is good and hate what 
is evil, the stories that stir their souls will be stories that 
proclaim God’s truth, beauty, and goodness.  
 Not only should we read good stories to our 
children, but we ought also to tell vivid stories.  If we 
want to engage students and cultivate a love of learning, 
our lessons must be vibrant stories within themselves.  
Students should see narrative subjects such as history 
and the Bible as one exciting story after another, with 
each culminating lesson capturing the imagination and 
leaving the students marveling at a great and mighty 
God.  Young eyes ought to be filled with anticipation 
and mouths left hanging agape as the students become 
fully absorbed in our lessons.  As the lesson ends, the 
students should yearn for more and retell the stories at 
home.  These are the outwards signs that allow teachers 
to see that students have been stirred to the core.   These 
moments clearly tell teachers that they have engaged and 
influenced the mind, body, and spirit of their students.  
 The teacher should not skim a lesson in a textbook 
and hope to produce these kinds of dramatic moments.  
Storytelling requires extra effort on the part of the teacher.  
A response of delighted abandonment requires research, 
study, and practice.  The teacher must internalize a story 
before she can expect such connection.  This requires 
studying a lesson from multiple sources and reading 
from a variety of perspectives.  It is helpful to include 
background information on people and places to give the 
characters depth and relevance within the story.  
 These details may not be recorded directly but may 
need to be inferred and added to the story: What were 
the people doing?  What did they see, smell, taste, hear 
or feel?  What were they thinking?  What did they look 
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like?  How did they interact with one another?)  Young 
students need to have these scenarios fleshed out so that 
the characters and events become real and personal.  
Gathering details takes time and effort, but the clearer the 
image is in the teacher’s mind, the more colorful a story 
she will present.  
 When a teacher feels that she has studied the lesson 
adequately, it is crucial that she rehearse the story out 
loud.  The story can be told to a family member, colleague, 
or even the mirror.  This kind of practice allows the 
teacher to identify gaps in the narrative that will require 
further study and to practice dramatic expression.  Simple 
techniques such as speaking softly, suddenly getting 
louder, speaking slowly, using facial expressions, moving 
around the classroom, using props, or repeating a word 
or phrase can dramatically enhance a story.  The more 
frequently a story is told in preparation, the more effective 
and polished the narrative will be when presented in the 
classroom.
 With the amount of preparation required to tell 
vivid stories, it is unrealistic to think that all lessons 
should be presented in this manner.  We should not, 
however, discount storytelling because it’s difficult.  
Begin with one subject at a time.  Choose lessons from 

your curriculum—such as historical events, biographical 
information, Bible narratives, science explanations, and 
grammatical concepts—that could be developed into 
colorful stories.  Study them, rehearse them, and polish 
them.  Make detailed notes so that the story can be created 
with less effort the following year.  Share the oral narrative 
with colleagues, and discuss its impact in the classroom.  
Ask one another for feedback, and encourage one 
another.  Build anticipation in your students before and 
after the lesson by asking leading questions and showing 
excitement for the story.  Finally, enjoy the story as you tell 
it to your students.  Be vulnerable in the story before your 
students.  Commit to it fully, and relish the response from 
your students.                   
 God created man in His own image – mind, body, 
and spirit.  It is the stirring of the soul that distinguishes 
man from the rest of creation and draws us to truth, 
beauty, and goodness; and it is this connection to the soul 
that brings a lesson to life.  Using stories in our classrooms 
to train the affections of our students will allow us to 
cultivate students in mind, body, and spirit.  

Trisha Detrick teaches fourth grade at The Geneva School in 
Orlando, FL.  She has taught in classical education for 12 years.
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Cultivating Readers: A Plan to Eradicate  
Illiteracy in Our Schools and Communities
by Denise Eide

         he English speaking world stands at a crossroads. 
Nations with English as their first language have some 
of the lowest literacy rates in the developed world. For 
decades educators have been debating about how best 
to teach students how to read and write in English, yet a 
majority of our students continue to struggle. As a culture 
we are deeply confused about how English works and even 
seasoned teachers do not know answers to basic questions 
such as, “Why is there a silent final E in have?” and “Why 
do we double the L in controlling but leave a single N 
in opening?” Even classical educators often lament how 
outdated and illogical the English spelling system appears 
and wonder at how much simpler it could be to teach if it 
were more transparent.
 Given the complexity of the code and the fact that 
its logic has been lost to most of the people, it is no wonder 
that sixty-eight percent of the America’s eighth graders read 
below grade level (The Nation’s Report Card). Only three 
percent of all adults read at the highest level of proficiency, 
while forty-nine percent of adults read at the lowest two 
levels of proficiency (The Adult Literacy Survey).
 In today’s society, the two primary guardians 
of successful reading instruction are remedial reading 
centers and classical schools. I have rarely met a teacher 
in a classical school who has complained about students 
struggling with reading, unless the student transferred 
from another school. This is because classical educators 
value teaching from parts to a whole and are not entrapped 
by the arguments that students learn to read by simply 
being surrounded by books, or that individual words 
should be memorized by sight. Rather, they teach the 
phonetic code and appreciate the necessity of drill in 
the grammar stage to build a solid foundation. Classical 
schools know that students learn to love books by being 
taught to read and by being surrounded with great 
literature.
 It is time to bring this knowledge to the culture at 
large, and classical schools play an essential role. Classical 
schools possess the tools not only to train the students 
who matriculate in their school but also to transform their 

communities and eradicate illiteracy one city at a time.
1) Begin with humility and listen. Look again at 
the literacy statistics. A majority of our nation’s 
citizens struggle with basic literacy skills. The 
literacy crisis surrounds us. It is not limited to 
the poor, or even the poorly educated. Countless 
professionals, when they are in a safe environment, 
will confess that English never made sense to them, 
that they hate to read, and/or that they struggle 
desperately with spelling. 
 Struggling year-after-year with reading—a 
subject that is so foundational to all others—
creates a well of pain and anger within people. 
To transform our communities, we must begin by 
listening, empathizing with their pain, and not 
pointing fingers of blame. The reality is that most 
people in our culture do not know how English 
works. They cannot pass on or teach what they do 
not know.
 We must humbly understand that some of 
the heated anger of people against phonics stems 
from miseducation that has hurt them or people 
they know. Consider how many people associate 
phonics rules with exceptions. Many logically 
minded people have become jaded against phonics 
because the little phonics they learned did not 
make sense.
 The people most adamant against phonics 
are oftentimes those for whom it legitimately 
does not make sense. Affirm their view and then 
demonstrate the power of the code. Teach them the 
four most common reasons for silent E, and then 
show them how this knowledge logically explains 
why we drop the E in likable but not in chargeable. 
Inspire and lead, but do not judge.
2) Become part of a movement to break the myth 
that English is illogical.  Until we change the 
widespread misconception that English is illogical 
and riddled with exceptions, it will not be taught 
systematically.  

T
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 This myth will only be broken when 
individuals start to search for more complete 
explanations of English. If you find yourself saying, 
“that is an exception,” or teaching sight words as a 
compliment to your phonics program, dig deeper. 
Reading research has progressed, and there are 
now systematic phonics programs that explain 98% 
of English words. Do not be content teaching an 
approximate phonics. 
 Did you know that there are nine reasons 
for a silent final E? Did you know that there 
are three Latin spellings of the sound /sh/ that 
explain the difference in spelling in words such as 
invitation, expression, and racial? 
 When you find answers do not share 
them with only your students, share them with 
the rest of your faculty, tell your neighbors, family 
members, and become part of breaking the culture-
wide myth that English is illogical.
3) Tell people this is new. American culture 
values what is “new” and frequently disdains the 
old. Though to classical educators phonics is as 
old as the trivium, to most people in our culture, 
systematic phonics instruction is new. One seventy-
year-old retired electrical engineer came to me 
with tears in his eyes after reading Uncovering the 
Logic of English and said, “I had no idea that there 
was a code to English words. Why didn’t someone 
tell me this? I have struggled to read and spell my 
whole life, though I could do high level math and 
engineering design. This would have helped me 
so much.” To many people with whom you speak, 
the code of English is new. Leverage this and do 
not be ashamed to admit when you discover a 
new phonogram or rule which enhances your 
understanding.
4) Learn about and reference the science of 
reading. The United States government has spent 
billions of dollars on reading research. Sadly 
most educators do not know what the research 
says or that it validates the methods of classical 
schools. The science of reading has conclusively 
demonstrated that the best way to teach reading 
is by teaching the five strands: phonemic 
awareness, systematic phonics, fluency, reading 
comprehension, and vocabulary development. 
 With advances in neuroscience we are now 
able to see how the brain reads. Functional MRI 

studies performed by Dr. Sally Shaywitz of Yale 
University and Dr. Reid Lyon at the University of 
Texas have shown that the reading brain utilizes 
the areas associated with sound and language 
located in the back left quadrant. Researchers 
have shown that reading students are not reading 
“whole” words, but actually decoding the sounds 
and blending them back together. They are doing 
this so quickly that it appears they are reading 
whole words.
 Students who are struggling with reading 
are using the front right side of the brain, which 
is thought to be used for vision and higher-order 
thinking. The brains of struggling students seem 
to reflect that they are relying on making educated 
guesses and interpreting individual word pictures, 
and they are not making the necessary auditory 
connections to the sounds. What is truly amazing 
is that it appears the brain can be easily “rewired” 
through systematic phonics instruction.
 Studies from the National Institute of 
Child Health and Development (NICHD) have 
demonstrated both in functional MRI studies and 
in longitudinal studies that with as little as eighty 
hours of systematic phonics instruction not only do 
students learn to read, often jumping grade levels, 
but their brain patterns also change to reflect the 
fact they have become strong readers. Classical 
educators now have the latest advancements in 
science to demonstrate the wisdom of their age-old 
reading instruction method.
5) Do not be deterred when people claim that 
phonics instruction is boring, disrespects 
children, and equals drill-and-kill. Listen to 
their concerns. Then explain that English has over 
2,000,000 words and that 98% of these words can 
be explained by only 104 tools. Well-educated 
adults must know more than 200,000 words. 
Ask them if they would rather learn the 104 
tools that explain them, or if they would rather 
memorize each individual word. Explain that 
sight-word education is the true drill-and-kill 
approach as it requires a vast body of knowledge 
to be memorized by rote without understanding. 
Then explain that drill and practice can be fun 
and engaging. Children love to practice phonics 
with games and multi-sensory activities. And 
demonstrate the importance of students being 
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taught in an environment where their questions are 
answered rather than dismissed as exceptions.
6) Provide free teacher training to educators in 
your community. Offer a workshop on literacy 
taught by one of your teachers, or bring in an 
outside literacy trainer and invite the faculty from 
other public and private schools.
7) Offer after-school or summer literacy classes. 
Keep the doors of your school open a few hours 
extra and provide free reading classes to children 
from other schools, or to adults. Be careful not 
to criticize the other schools but rather come 
alongside. Your teachers may be some of the best 
equipped educators in your community to teach 
reading, and your high school students would 
benefit greatly by tutoring others.
8) Educate the parents of your students. 
Remember many of the parents of your students 
struggle themselves with reading and/or spelling. 
Arrange for a lecture on systematic phonics for 
parents so that parents can support their students 

and grow.
9) Begin a community dialog. Write editorials in 
your local newspaper about literacy that do not 
blame, judge, or boast. Rather these pieces should 
share the positive news that English is not illogical 
and should explain the ways you are addressing 
illiteracy in your community. Host forums on 
reading education or community lectures on the 
logic of English at your school.

 Classical schools are poised to become a voice 
of change in their communities. Join me in fueling a 
grassroots movement that ensures that all children learn to 
read and transform their hearts and minds through the gift 
of reading.

Denise Eide is the author of Uncovering the Logic of English: 
A Common-Sense Solution to America’s Literacy Crisis.  
She is also the founder and president of Pedia Learning Inc., an 
educational publishing company providing educators and parents 
with resources for improving reading and spelling education.
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T
The Importance of Fairy Tales for the Lives 
of Our Children
by Vigen Gurorian

         hese are troubling times for our children. The range 
of dangers—both phyical and spiritual—that exists 
cannot be understated.  Our children are in jeopardy. 
We can measure a precipitous decline of morality in our 
youth, and we see them commit chilling acts of violence. 
We also constantly hear of the abuse of young children at 
the hands of adult predators.
 In my book, Tending the Heart of Virtue: How 
Classic Stories Awaken a Child’s Moral Imagination, I 
endeavored to show parents and teachers how they 
might begin in order to launch our children on the path 
of a life well-lived, to live a godly life in a world that 
often scorns what that represents and to equip them with 
the virtues to better discern good from evil. 
 In these times, Christian parents and teachers 
must find the means to address the whole question 
of character and virtue, despite the chatter of modern 
sophists who seek to persuade us that we wrong our 
children by instilling our own values in them.  Christians, 
however, believe that we live in a moral universe 
governed by a gracious God.  We believe that the Father 
who loves us and sent his only Son to redeem us from 
sin and death also holds us accountable as parents for 
how we raise our children and what kind of persons 
they become.  The kind of boat in which we cast off our 
children onto the sea of life makes a difference as to 
whether they sink into the abyss or reach the shores of 
Paradise. 
 You are educating your young charges in the rich 
soil of faith and the great tradition of classical learning.  
G. K. Chesterton wisely and boldly observed: “The truth 
of our human tradition and handing it on with a voice of 
authority -- an unshaken voice -- that is the one eternal 
education; to be sure enough that something is true to 
dare to tell it to a child.” So I congratulate you.
 Again, we mustn’t hesitate to address the whole 
question of virtue, what are its sources and how we 
might embody virtue in the lives of children, through 
the offices we hold in our communities, especially the 
offices of parent and teacher. The virtues are like gems, 

each solid with its permanent color and shape. We can 
throw a gem into a pond and let it lie at the bottom for 
a long time among other stones.  But if we should ever 
return to that pond years later and look for it, it will be 
the same and there will be no mistaking it for a common 
stone.  This is how the virtues are.  They are among the 
permanent things of human nature, and they are of great 
value. 
 The virtues define character.  They constitute 
character.  They are precedent to the choices we make. 
They give direction to the will so that our actions serve 
what is good and right.  One does not choose to be 
honest or courageous any more than one chooses to be 
false and cowardly.  Either someone is courageous or 
he is cowardly; there is no in-between. When we say a 
person is courageous, we mean that the virtue of courage 
belongs to the very essence of who that person is.  
 How do virtues come to be in a person?  They 
come to be through example and exercise, so that 
they grow into habits.  Moral character is a habitual 
orientation of the self toward the world that disposes 
a person to act from a sense of what is right in every 
instance. Think of the virtues as the powers of habit that 
enable us to avoid evil and to do good. 
 In Tending the Heart of Virtue, I argue that, in fairy 
tales and the great children’s stories, children are invited 
to meet compelling role models.  They are introduced 
to characters in whom they may identify their own 
personal struggle to exercise freedom imaginatively and 
responsibly in relation to family and friends and the 
rest of their growing world.  One of the points I make in 
the book about the moral imagination is that the moral 
imagination has to be formed early and experience 
counts. We can give our children an important kind of 
experience through the stories we read to them.  Stories 
bestow images to memory that become metaphors 
through which the child may preceive correspondences 
in his life and make judgments and evaluations.  
 We must show our children how to live in a 
world of metaphors and symbols, accessories of the 
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1Collected Works, vol. 28. p. 114.

moral imagination. George MacDonald once wrote that 
“if we wish to develop the imagination in the young, 
no doubt, the best beginning. . . is an acquaintance with 
nature,” by which he may be encouraged “to observe 
vital phenomena, to put things together, to speculate 
from what he sees to what he does not see.” MacDonald 
continues, “[Even] the coldest word was once a glowing 
metaphor and bold questionable originality.  Thy very 
attention, does it not mean an attentio, a stretching-to? . 
. . Take any word expressive of emotion—take the word 
emotion itself–and you will find that its primary meaning 
is of the outer world.” The imagination works at the very 
heart of human knowledge and speech, and transforms 
them.
 The moral imagination is that distinctively human 
capacity to conceive of men and women as moral beings, 
as persons and not as things, in other words, to recognize 
that the human face is itself a window into the spirit, 
which may otherwise be hidden from us.  Fairy tales 
have a special power to cultivate this power to percieve 
spirit in the world, and thus to recognize and affirm truth 
itself. G. K. Chesterton once wrote about what he called 
the “test of fairyland.” It is a test of the imagination, 
and it concerns moral truth.  Moral truth is different 
from mathematical logic. “You cannot imagine two and 
one not making three,” Chesterton observes, “but you 
can easily imagine trees not growing fruit.”  The lesson 
of fairyland, however, is not that tomorrow morning 
I should expect to find growing in my backyard a tree 
whose limbs are weighted down with hard candy.   The 
“magic” of fairyland is not a physical or biological science.  
A fairy tale may tell of an evil witch who possesses the 
mysterious power to turn a good prince into a stone and 
a fairy Godmother with the equally mysterious power to 
turn that stone prince right back into his true self.   But 
the veracity of the moral truths represented by these 
two inhabitants of fairyland, the witch and the fairy 
Godmother, does not reside in an explanation of their 
powers.  If we look for such an explanation in the fairy 
tale we will be bound to come up empty handed and 
disappointed. 
 The moral authority of the fairy tale lies in its 
peculiar power to enable us to see that we ourselves 
are capable of committing both the evil of the wicked 
witch and the good of the fairy godmother.  Fairy tales 
test us and challenge us to examine ourselves and 
determine whether we are like the wicked witch or like 

the fairy Godmother.  The great fairy tales invite us to 
test within our imaginations how we would respond 
to a circumstance in which good and evil are in the 
balance. They invite us to make correlations between the 
imaginary characters and the world they depict and the 
world in which we live.  In this fashion, fairy tales exercise 
and build up the moral imagination.
 The moral imagination is a way of seeing.  I have 
compared it to the light that enters the eyes and enables 
vision.  Moral vision is the capacity to tell goodness from 
evil and respond imaginatively in each circumstance 
to bring goodness about rather than evil. The moral 
imagination builds up in us a conscience and a sense 
of responsibility. It fuels our capacity to use our talents 
in creative and not destructive ways, to seek the good 
of others and not just seek selfish gain, and to act with 
honesty and decency and respect toward others at all 
times.  
 Moral rules and principles are not enough.  Their 
application depends upon the character of the agent 
and the spiritual light of the moral imagination that 
illumines the landscape of our lives.  If moral rules and 
principles were merely memorized and not supported by 
a moral imagination, they could be used for all the wrong 
purposes.
 Likewise, law is not the heart and soul of morality 
either. The old legalism that thinks it can cover every 
contingency of life with rules and sanctions is just as 
flawed as the reformist doctrine which prescribes that all 
one needs to do is teach children to think for themselves 
and they will find a moral compass.  Quite simply, “a 
child wants to know the fixed things, not the shifting.  
He enjoys the sea, not the tides. . . . He cannot decently 
be expected to learn to respect humanity (which is often 
a hard thing to do) and at the same moment to learn to 
improve it,”  wrote G. K. Chesterton.  But Chesterton also 
believed that these “fixed” or permanent things of the 
moral life are taught and learned through stories. Of fairy 
tales, he opined, they are the best instructors in morality.
 Plato argued that conversion to that which is 
moral, that which is just, that which is right and good 
is like an awakening -- like remembering something 
long forgotten.  Symbols, allegories, fables, myths, and 
good stories have a special capacity to bring back to life 
the starved or atrophied moral imagination.  Through 
dramatic depictions of the struggle between good and 
evil and the presentation of characters that embody and 

h See “Fairy Tales,” continued on page 19



18 Fall 2011 • Society for Classical Learning

bookreview

D

A Review of Stratford Caldecott’s Beauty  
for Truth’s Sake: On the Re-Enchantment  
of Education
by Matthew Vest

         oes it seem odd to hear the claim that mathematics 
and liturgy are related? That they are closely—even 
essentially—related? Or does it seem strange to consider 
that a mathematical proof may not be complete with 
the right answer if the construction of the proof is not 
beautiful? Or is it surprising that a respected scholar 
and fellow at St. Benet’s Hall, Oxford, would argue that 
the quadrivium of the seven liberal arts could serve as a 
powerful way to combat consumerism?
 These connections likely sound odd to our 
contemporary ears, but Stratford Caldecott’s impressively 
concise book, Beauty for Truth’s Sake makes a persuasive 
case that such connections and relationships are foreign to 
us because of the prevailing fragmentation and scientism 
in modernity. Against this modern worldview that 
emphasizes bare facts and non-related categories, Caldecott 
urges us to remember the “wisdom of the past” in the 
liberal arts tradition that seeks out the unity and harmony 
amongst the parts of the universe for the sake of the whole 
and to see the imprint of the Logos that orchestrates every 
part of creation into a cosmos of love. 
 Hence, Caldecott’s book seeks the integration of 
knowledge, and mathematics is his gateway to discuss the 
order and design of God’s creation. Specifically Caldecott 
introduces the quadrivium of the liberal arts: arithmetic, 
geometry, harmonics, and astronomy. These four classical 
disciplines were the culmination of the seven liberal arts 
and the prerequisite before students would move on to the 
more advanced study of theology, law, or medicine. 
 Yet, lest the mathematically fainthearted reader 
falter at the mention of classical mathematics in Truth 
for Beauty’s Sake, we should note that the quadrivium 
is not some specialized, textbook-driven approach to 
mathematics. The goal of the quadrivium is hardly to train 
minds merely to configure equations and outcomes like 
a scientific calculator. The quadrivium seeks to uncover 
what is behind and within mathematical problems and 
equations—namely the proportions and qualities of God’s 

creation discovered in the beauty and harmony of his 
revelation through the language of mathematics. Hence, the 
quadrivium wrestles not only with the question what and 
how but also with the question of why. The quadrivium is 
equally about beauty, order, imagination and poetics as it 
is about final outcomes and utility. Nor is the restoration of 
the quadrivium for today an antiquarian endeavor.
 However, while Caldecott emphasizes the 
quadrivium extensively, it is not right to say that this book 
is about the quadrivium. Caldecott argues for the renewal of 
the quadrivium in today’s education as a way to re-integrate 
faith and reason. He opens the book with these words: “In 
the modern world, thanks to the rise of modern science and 
the decline of religious cosmology, the arts and sciences 
have been separated and divorced. Faith and reason often 
appear to be opposed, and we have lost any clear sense of 
who we are and where we are going.”1  Caldecott proceeds 
to point out that this separation of faith and reason is a 
failure to see God’s sovereignty, grace, and order in and 
through creation. Against this modern separation between 
the “realm” of faith and reason (or between the arts and 
sciences), Caldecott seeks to reacquaint us with the seven 
liberal arts: “The classical ‘Liberal Arts’ tradition of the 
West once offered a form of humane education that sought 
the integration of faith and reason, and that combined the 
arts and the sciences, before these things became separated, 
fragmented, and trivialized.”2 
 With the goal of uniting faith and reason set, 
Caldecott does not hide the main thrust of his book:

1. Education is the passing on, or “transformation,” 
of culture that carries our “values, priorities, 
and the way we structure the world.” Hence, the 
fragmentation of contemporary education leads to 
the loss of generational values, even a “denial of 
ultimate meaning.” 
2. The “keys to meaning are form, gestalt, beauty, 
interiority, relationship, radiance, and purpose.”
3. “Education begins in the family and ends in the 

1Caldecott, p. 11; 2Caldecott, p. 12
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enact the possibilities therein, moral vision clears.  Light 
comes into our eyes – an illumination of our darkened 
intellects and a warming of our frozen hearts.  Fairy tales 
are not scientific hypotheses, nor are they practical guides 
to living.  They do something even better: they resonate 
with the deepest qualities of our humanity, they possess the 
power to draw us into the mystery of morality and virtue, 
and they enable us to envision a world in which there are 
norms and limits and in which freedom respects the moral 
law or pays an especially high price. Fairy tales show us 
that there is a difference between what is logically possible 
and what is morally felicitous, between what is rationally 
doable and what is morally permissible.  In fairy tales the 
character of real law belongs to neither natural necessity nor 
rational determinism.  Rather, real law is a comprehensible 
sign of a primal, unfathomable freedom and of a numinous 
reality and will.  Real law, the realest law, can be obeyed 
or broken, and in either case for the very same reason -- 
because the creature is both subject of and participant in this 
primal freedom.  Fairy-tale heroes are called to be free and 
responsible, thus virtuous and respectful of the moral law.  

 After a child has read Hans Christian Andersen’s 
The Snow Queen, the Grimm’s version of Cinderella, or John 
Ruskin’s The King of the Golden River  her moral imagination 
is sure to have been stimulated and sharpened.  These 
stories offer powerful images of good and evil and show a 
child how to love through the examples of the characters 
she has come to love and admire. Such memories become 
the analogues that the moral imagination uses to make 
real-life decisions, and these memories become constitutive 
elements of a child’s self-identity and character.  Such stories 
enrich the moral imagination and help children and adults 
to move about in the world with moral intent and ultimately 
with faith, hope, and charity.

Dr. Vigen Guroian is Professor of Religious Studies in Orthodox 
Christianity at the University of Virginia.  He is the author of nine 
books including Tending the Heart of Virtue: How Classical 
Stories Awaken a Child’s Moral Imagination and Rallying 
the Really Human Things: Moral Imagination in Politics, 
Literature, and Everyday Life. 

Trinity.” In other words, every part of life—from 
praise of God’s beauty to humble service and work 
to the contemplation and search for truth—is a way 
to God. “The cosmos [entire universe and all its 
parts] is liturgical by its very nature.”3 

 As these three points display, Caldecott’s thesis is 
about much more than mathematics, or even the liberal 
arts. These arts and disciplines are ways of organizing 
the journey to wisdom. And how different is this goal of 
liberal arts education than the goal of secular education 
in modernity? Against the backdrop of wisdom, the 
predominant goals of being “well-rounded” and 
credentialed for employment are transitory, whereas true 
education is a lifelong habit of learning, of seeking to 
understand what it means to be human (Imago Dei) and 
what it means to live redemptively as the church called to 
bear Christ to the world. 
 Perhaps the greatest worth of Caldecott’s book is 
how he connects the lost wisdom of the liberal arts to this 
mission of Christian education. Caldecott offers a vision 
of Christian education that is deeper than having prayer 
to begin the day and incorporating a Bible class into the 
curriculum. Caldecott reminds us of the need to convey and 
embody truth in the content and form of the curriculum, 
and a liberal arts education stands as a time-tested cohesive 

way to Wisdom. 
 Beauty for Truth’s Sake is a timely book for this 
secular age that has no memory and little “sense of the 
sacred.” Caldecott’s final vision of education seeks nothing 
less than to awaken in man a sense of his place as God’s 
beloved creature within the harmony of the creation song. 
This existence is a great mystery that can only be lived 
sacrificially as an offering of thanksgiving and worship. 
Hence Caldecott concludes with an appeal to the liturgical 
nature of the cosmos. He quotes Eric Peterson to make this 
point: 
 “The…worship of the Church is not the liturgy 
of a human religious society, connected with a particular 
temple, but worship which pervades the whole universe 
and in which sun, moon and all the stars take part. And so 
we read in the introduction to the Sanctus of the Liturgy of 
St. James: ‘Him do we praise the heavens and the heaven 
of heavens and their concerted might, sun and moon and 
all the singing galaxies of stars, earth, sea and all that they 
contain.” 
 Caldecott’s book is both refreshing and convicting.  
It challenges all believers on the root assumptions behind 
beauty, education, art, worship, and the way we view 
creation.

Matthew Vest is the Dean of New College Franklin in Tennessee.

 h “Fairy Tales,” from page 17
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