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        lassical schools are sometimes accused of offering a narrow, 
outdated curriculum.  While it may seem to these detractors that 
the goals of modern progressive education are much broader and 
all-encompassing than those of classical education, the opposite is 
actually the case.
 Modern education appears to be broader because it stands 
the student on the edge of a great plain with many signs pointing in 
different directions but with no clear path to help him get to the other 
side.  In fact, they say, getting to the other side isn’t really the point.  
Your choices are innumerable; just set out in whichever direction you 
choose and stop when you feel you’ve gone far enough.  Classical 
education, on the other hand, offers one well-worn path across the 
plain which at the end opens up onto an expansive, varied, and 
beautiful landscape which the student has been equipped by his 
journey to explore.
 The key to the difference between these two views of education 
is their contrasting ideas about who human beings are and what they 
are made for.  Christian classical education begins with a clear view 
of humanness, well explained in the first article of this issue, which is 
the basis for our understanding of man’s end.  Our end was ordained 
by the One who made us.  This truth stands in direct opposition to 
the view of many moderns that man chooses his own end.  A narrow 
path that leads to a pre-appointed end more dazzling than could have 
been imagined by the fledgling student is far to be desired above a 
broad plain full of those perpetually confused about the distinction 
between means and ends trying desperately to choose an end which 
will satisfy.
 This issue of The Journal is devoted to reminding us of the 
benefits of the well-worn path provided by the Western tradition. 
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I       have read that in the process of freezing to death, it 
is when you begin to feel warm that you know you are 
dying. So it is with the decline of the culture: The further we 
descend into cultural chaos and incoherence, the better we 
feel, and the better we feel, the less we realize that we have 
a problem.
 Up until fairly recently it was common to hear 
about the “crisis of the West.” This was when we were 
still feeling the cold. Numerous books were written on the 
subject, the most famous of which was probably Oswald 
Spengler’s Decline of the West. But there have been others: 
Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History, Richard Weaver’s Ideas 
Have Consequences, and James Burnham’s Suicide of the West 
―all, in one way or another, prophesied the coming doom 
of Western civilization. Spengler, in fact, uses 
the term “wintertime” to describe the phase our culture 
is now experiencing: a time of mental exhaustion, 
irreligiousness, and meaninglessness in art. 
 But now, as we fall into the last stages of our 
decline, we don’t hear so much about the crisis of the West 
anymore and we get--instead of cold prophecies of doom--
the warmer comfort of Francis Fukuyama’s End of History, in 
which we will all become economic and social liberals and 
live happily ever after in a secular version of the Millennial 
Kingdom. 
 Will Fukuyama’s “Last Man” please turn out the 
lights? 
 Those of us who still feel the frigid cultural air can 
be excused for trying to do something to avoid getting to 
the point where the cold is so severe that it feels warm. 
What is it that we should do to save Western civilization? 
There are several things that anyone on such a Quixotic 
quest should think about, the first of which is the question 
of what Western civilization is. 
 Spengler famously believed that even using the 
term “Western civilization” betrayed a sense of hopelessness, 
since, he said, civilization is what a culture becomes once 
it atrophies. So maybe “Western culture” is the better 
expression. With an understanding nod to Spengler we will 
use the terms interchangeably. 
 What precisely is Western culture? In a nutshell, it 
is the civilization 
that derives from the cultures of Athens, Rome, and 

Jerusalem, which was conquered and transformed by 
Christianity and which has been handed down 
through the centuries by an education system that has 
historically been referred to as “classical education.” 
 The Greeks represented philosophical and literary 
man. They produced the greatest philosophers and 
playwrights. With the possible exception of St. Thomas or 
Hegel, there is no philosopher who compares in insight and 
comprehensiveness with Plato or Aristotle. And there are 
no playwrights comparable to Aeschylus and Sophocles, 
although a few people would make the argument that 
Shakespeare is their rival. 
 The Greeks were humanists, a term we Christians 
often view with undue severity. I was recently in a panel 
discussion on classical education and one of the other 
panelists, when asked what was wrong with modern 
education, said, “humanism.” Humanism is exactly what is 
not wrong, either with the modern world or with modern 
education. We would be a lot better off if it were. 
 In his book The Everlasting Man, G. K. Chesterton 
speaks of the sophistry that drives much of modern secular 
thought, a sophistry that works “first to soften the sharp 
transition from animals to men, and then to soften the 
sharp transition from heathens to Christians.” In other 
words, there are two distinctions essential to the Christian 
view of the world: that between man and nature and that 
between God and man. It is these distinctions that modern 
thought obfuscates. 
 What we need to understand about the Greeks is 
that they at least, unlike their pagan predecessors, got the 
first part of this right. While the pagans who surrounded 
them were worshiping man-beasts fashioned out of stone 
―an idol with the body of a man and head of a bird, or with 
the head of a man and the body of a lion―the Greeks alone 
among the pagans idealized the human form. “Wonderful 
are the world’s wonders,” said Sophocles, “but none 
more wonderful than man.” Try to find in Greek statuary 
any such mongrel deities as those of the Egyptians or 
Babylonians and you will look in vain. 
 The only exception to this was the Centaur, a 
mythical creature (but not a god) with the body of a horse 
and the torso and head of a man. But the Greek’s fascination 
with this creature is probably due to the high regard 
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humanness

in which the Greeks viewed the horse, an animal whose 
nobility has always attracted the admiration of men and 
which, even today, is the common companion of aristocrats 
(horse racing, we are still told, is the “sport of kings”). “The 
ancients,” said Thomas Bulfinch, “were too fond of a horse 
to consider the union of his nature with man’s as forming a 
very degraded compound, and accordingly the Centaur is 
the only one of the fancied monsters of antiquity to which 
good traits are assigned.” The Centaur also served the 
symbolic purpose of representing the nature of man at his 
wildest and most bestial. 
 The main problem with the paganism of the Greeks 
was not that it was wrong, but that it was incomplete. This 
is something that we forget at our peril. It is not wrong to 
say that man is the highest and noblest of material 
creatures. He is, in fact, made in the image and likeness of 
God, and, therefore, he is all this―and more. The entire 
creation story in Genesis is a scaffolding for the construction 
of man. 
 The Greeks understood the proper metaphysical 
location of man―above the beast and below the gods. He 
was, as religious historian Mircea Eliade pointed out, the 
one animal who walked erect, a sign of his higher 
possibilities. Their gods were ill-conceived: products of 
their imaginations and projections of themselves. They were 
deities made in their own image because they had no access 
to the revelation of the God in whose image they were made 
without their knowing it―no revelation, that is, other 
than the natural revelation, which could only take them so 
far. But it was a revelation. 
 This understanding of man was an essential aspect 
of the classical worldview that was shared by Christian 
thinkers from Augustine and Thomas Aquinas to Richard 
Hooker, John Henry Newman, C.S. Lewis, and J.R.R. 
Tolkien. It is why these thinkers are often called “Christian 
humanists.” 
 The Greeks believed in something they called arête. 
It has many shades of meaning, but it generally has the 
sense of some kind of human or moral excellence. To have 
arête was to live according to your human essence or nature: 
It was the art of being human. This assumed, of course, 
some kind of human ideal to which men were expected to 
approximate. The closer they approximated this ideal, the 
more they were said to have arête. 
 The Greeks were not wrong that there was such an 
arête or human ideal, they were only wrong about how this 
arête was defined. To the Greeks human perfection involved 
two things primarily: strength and stratagem. These two 

traits were on prominent display in the two books which 
articulated their ideals: the Iliad and the Odyssey. Achilles, 
Hector, Odysseus―the stories of these figures in various 
ways expressed the ideals of the Greeks. They were 
exemplars of arête.
 
 It isn’t humanism that is the problem today, but 
anti-humanism. “This teaching about the place and special 
dignity of man is today on the defensive,” says Leon 
Kass in his great commentary on the book of Genesis The 
Beginning of Wisdom:

 
It has been attacked as both false and dangerous. 
Some say it expresses merely an anthropocentric 
prejudice, vulgarly called ‘speciesism” by some 
advocates of animal rights. Others, appealing to 
evolutionary theory, allege that far from being 
godly, man does not even differ fundamentally from 
other animals: since all life is in the same business―
survival and reproduction―man’s difference is 
merely superficial, a difference not of kind but only 
of degree. 

 The Greeks had it half right; the moderns have it all 
wrong. 
 The Romans, like the Greeks, were humanists. 
The Latin equivalent of the Greek arête was the Roman 
humanitas. They too believed in a human ideal, although 
it was slightly different from that of the Greeks. The old 
Romans were people of civil, filial, and sacred obligation. 
Unlike the Greeks, who speculated about the good, the 
Romans were people of practical virtue. They brought 
Greek philosophy down to earth. Theirs was an ethical 
culture, with Aeneas as their model. The “pious Aeneas,” he 
was called. There were other Romans too who exemplified 
their ideal of man. You can read about them in Plutarch’s 
Lives. 
 Although the Romans bowed to the superiority 
of the Greeks in philosophy and art, they excelled them in 
administration and efficiency. The study of the Romans is a 
study in political and ethical man. The Romans, said Russell 
Kirk, “were a people of strong classical endowments, grand 
engineers, tireless political administrators, organizers of 
military success; most of all they were men of law and 
strong social institutions, who gave the world the pax 
romana, the Roman peace.” 
 But to this recipe for Western civilization, we must 
add the ingredient of the Hebrews. If the Greeks were 
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speculative man in miniature, and the Romans practical 
man, the Hebrews were the spiritual. The Greeks were 
literary and philosophical; the Romans political. But we 
look to the Hebrews for how God deals directly with 
individuals and with nations. The Greeks speculated on the 
nature of wisdom and virtue; the Romans attempted 
to practice them; the Hebrews alone among men knew their 
author. The Greeks and Romans were the stepchildren of 
truth; the Hebrews were its natural children. 
 Christianity came historically out of Judaism. 
But when the classical cultures of Greece and Rome were 
subsumed in Christianity, the fathers of the Church did not 
reject the concept of an ideal man. While they reviled 
the vices of the Romans, they did not reject their virtues. 
The cardinal virtues theorized about by the Greeks and 
practiced by the Romans―justice, temperance, courage, and 
prudence―were fully accepted by Christian thinkers. But at 
the same time they saw their insufficiency. Rather than 
rejecting the concept of an ideal man, the Christians 
informed the concept with new life. To the cardinal virtues 
of the ancients they added the theological virtues: faith, 
hope, and charity. 
 To the Christians, the ideal man was Christ, the 
second Adam. While Homer’s Achilles was born of a mortal 
father and an immortal mother, Christ was born of a mortal 
mother and the immortal Father; while fictional Achilles 
was half god, half man, the historical Christ was fully God 
and fully man. 
 When G. K. Chesterton said that Christianity was 
the “fulfillment of paganism,” this is what he meant: not 
that Christianity was a further development of ancient 
paganism, but that ancient paganism (or at least the 
Greek and Roman form of it) was a stunted form of a truth 
that they, as men made in the image of God, knew was there 
but didn’t have direct access to. 
 This is what Lewis meant too when he contrasted 
paganism and modern secularism, saying that paganism 
was as a virgin and modern secularism like a divorceé in 
relation to Christianity. Modern secularism rejects the truth 
it knows; the paganism of the Greeks and Romans accepted 
a truth they had no way of knowing. 
 And one of the truths modern secularism rejects 
is the existence of any human ideal. It cannot accept the 
concept of an ideal man because it does not believe in man, 
but only in men. In fact, it rejects all transcendent truth. This 
is part of the reason that the classical education that was 
once taught in schools has been abandoned: because it was 

a scandal to the modern mind. 
 This is why, in the course of about two decades 
around the turn of the 20th century, a new philosophy 
of education took control of schools. In several waves, 
beginning in the 1920’s, first progressivism, whose goal is to 
change the culture, and then pragmatism, whose goal is to 
fit children to the culture, took control of schools. The goal 
of passing on a culture passed away. Latin, the chief means 
of learning grammar, the first of the liberal arts, was made 
a specialty subject in high schools and then eliminated 
altogether. Classic literature and history―the primary 
means of teaching cultural values―still hangs on, but 
only by a thread. These subjects cannot meet the new (and 
mostly meaningless) criterion of “career readiness.” 
 Modern schools talk about “cooperation,” after 
having abandoned the literature that once taught students 
how human beings related to one another. They champion 
“creativity” in the very act of stifling the imagination. They 
rattle on about “critical thinking skills” after having 
abandoned the only program that has any right to the title: 
the liberal arts. 
 If you want to conduct an interesting experiment, 
there is a very simple question you can ask the next time 
your educator friend tells you how much he thinks we need 
to teach critical thinking skills. Let him finish his sermon, 
and then ask, “Could you define critical thinking skills for 
me?” 
 You will never see a blanker stare. 
 Modern educators have abandoned the very things 
that are required to accomplish the goals they profess to 
admire. They have, in Lewis’ words, removed the organ 
whose function they demand. “They castrate, and bid the 
geldings be fruitful.” 
 Classical education is not only the best way to 
educate children classically, it is the only way to educate 
them at all. It is not just the best form of Christian 
education, it is the only kind of education that can 
accomplish the purpose of secular education. 
 “It is only Christian men,” said Chesterton, that 
“guard even heathen things.” 
 While we look down our noses at the Greeks and 
Romans because they worshiped man, we burn incense to 
the basest god of all: the Self.

Martin Cothran is director of the Classical Latin School 
Association and the editor of Classical Teacher magazine.



6 Fall 2014 • Society for Classical Learning

desiringtruth

Truth and the Classical Curriculum
by E. Christian Kopff

  ne argument for Classical Christian education is its 
practical effectiveness. An educated human being needs 
to command language and mathematics. The best route to 
teach the arts of language begins with grammar, proceeds 
to logic or dialectic and culminates in rhetoric. Some 
feel that this route parallels the way children develop. 
Others believe that learning any subject proceeds through 
these stages, from memorizing fundamentals to learning 
how to manipulate them to attaining real creativity. In 
the arts of mathematics, the quadrivium, students learn 
the basics, arithmetic, then how to apply these basics 
to two- and three-dimensional objects, geometry, with 
reasons for every step and then proceed to science, 
specifically astronomy, and music. (Obviously geometry 
is a good propaedeutic for other arts, such as painting or 
architecture.) Since this scheme of learning can be applied 
to all subjects, it might seem a matter of indifference what 
subjects, topics and works are used in actually teaching 
our students.
 Classical educators have not drawn this 
conclusion, however. In the fourth century AD, after the 
emperor Constantine declared the Christian faith a legal 
cult, Christian educators worked on defining the curricular 
content of Classical Christian education. 
 Since the ancient world the grammar stage of 
language was taught using Latin. “Grammar schools” 
taught Latin grammar. (During the Renaissance ancient 
Greek became part of the curriculum because the New 
Testament was written in Greek.) The content of the 
“reading list” was two-fold: Biblical and Classical. 
This double reading list could have introduced a sharp 
difference between the works of the Two Canons. The 
classical works of the curriculum were of high artistic 
quality, like Homer and Plato in Greek or Virgil and 
Cicero in Latin, but they did not possess the authority 
of Holy Scripture and contained polytheism and other 
ethical and religious errors. The Bible, on the other hand, 
taught divine truth infallibly, but its artistic quality varied 
from great literature like Isaiah or Job to plain and simple 
narratives such as Mark’s Gospel. There have always been 
those who made this distinction, from Augustine in the 
fourth century, who in his Confessions objected to being led 

to feel sympathy for Dido because of the beauty of Virgil’s 
verse, to Jan Comenius in the seventeenth, who denounced 
the immoral stories of Greek myth and Roman paganism. 
 For the most part, however, over the centuries 
classically educated Christians have been impressed by the 
truth found in the beauty of ancient literature. Naturally 
they acknowledged that the Christian faith contained 
truths known to us only by revelation in the Bible, for 
instance, Christ’s redeeming sacrifice. The great works of 
pagan literature, however, contained within their beauty 
important ethical, philosophical and even religious truths 
that made them essential for a liberal arts education. This 
point was made in the fourth century by Augustine’s 
Greek Christian contemporary, Basil the Great, Bishop 
of Caesarea. In his “Address to Young People, on how to 
profit from Pagan Literature,” he urged his nephews not 
to be misled by the religious errors of pagan literature into 
ignoring the moral truths found in works from Homer’s 
Odyssey to Plato’s dialogues. Those truths were like the 
fruit found on trees whose leaves gave pleasure to the eyes 
and also protected the fruit. Pagan literature contained 
inappropriate elements, but the great works combined 
beauty and truth to provide an excellent basis for a liberal 
arts education for Christians. 
 Homer and Plato were the highest exemplars of 
Greek pagan literature; Virgil and Cicero held a similar 
position in Latin literature. Does their artistic beauty 
explain their continuing role in the classical curriculum? 
Why, for instance, did colonial colleges like Harvard and 
William and Mary insist that young men demonstrate the 
ability to read the orations and dialogues of Cicero to gain 
admission? I suggest the reason was Cicero’s character 
as much as his talent. Cicero (106-43 BC) was a popular 
politician, who rose to the highest office in republican 
Rome, the consulship. He was a successful defense 
attorney, who also prosecuted a few significant cases. He 
composed dialogues on rhetoric, politics and ethics and 
wrote letters that are models of the genre. Cicero’s range 
of accomplishments inspired the ideal of the Renaissance 
man, the man for all seasons. In our own time we appeal to 
the specialist, the expert. During the great creative periods 
of the modern age from the Renaissance through the 

O
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American Founding, the opposite was true. Men as different 
as David Hume, Edmund Burke and John Adams took 
Cicero as their model in their careers and writings. Bright 
amateurs knew Cicero in ways that no specialist does today 
because today’s academic specialists do not model their 
lives on Cicero. His influence encouraged many educated 
folk to strive for lives that balanced philosophical thought 
and political action. The care and brilliance of Cicero’s 
epistles encouraged Jefferson to devote similar attention to 
his letters. Burke spent years prosecuting Warren Hastings 
for his mistreatment of the people of India in imitation of 
Cicero’s prosecution of Varro for his abuse of the people of 
Sicily. Hume’s Dialogue on Natural Religion carefully imitated 
Cicero’s dialogues. These are only some eighteenth century 
figures decisively influenced by Cicero’s life and example. 
Their ideal was a man who balanced a thoughtful ethical 
life with active participation in politics. Their wide-ranging 
creativity and deep commitment to consensual institutions 
reflected their admiration for the kind of excellence they 
found in Cicero’s life and works. 
 Virgil (70-19 BC), the other peak of Latin literature 
was equally influential. His poetry has played an important 
role in education since the Aeneid was first published under 
the Emperor Augustus. Almost every Latin poet after 
its appearance responded to it in admiration, imitation, 
competition or parody. It is the most commonly quoted 
work among the graffiti found on the walls of Pompeii. Its 
role in education continued into Christian times. The one 
surviving speech of the emperor Constantine devotes pages 
to explicating Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue as a prophecy of the 
birth of Our Lord. (Constantine’s “Address to the Assembly 
of the Saints” is preserved in a Greek translation made 
by the fourth century Church historian, Bishop Eusebius 
of Caesarea.) Manuscripts of Virgil’s works copied in the 
ancient world still survive, one of the few ancient texts 
beside the Bible of which that can be said.
 Virgil’s works were copied and used as school texts 
from the time of the revival of Classical education in the 
days of Charlemagne. They continued to be taught, studied 
and read with the humanist and Reformation reforms of 
medieval education in the early modern period. Classical 
education, including reading Virgil, continued to be the 
gold standard for education throughout the nineteenth 
century. In the twentieth century Virgil was the standard 
author read in fourth year Latin in high schools. Reading 
Virgil was the culmination of pre-collegiate classical 
education. Apart from the rich vocabulary and subtle use of 

syntax that studying Latin gave to the founders of modern 
Europe and America, Virgil played a major role in the lives 
of students. They took him seriously as a role model and a 
source of truth. 
 There is no more significant figure in the popular 
Christianity of the last century than C. S. Lewis.  His 
Christian apologetics touched many lives. He made 
important contributions to scholarship and creative writing 
in science fiction and children’s literature. His conversion 
to Christianity marked a sharp division in his life, one 
memorably recounted in his autobiography, Surprised by Joy. 
One area of continuity, not division, is his study and love of 
the ancient Classics, especially Virgil. 
 Lewis himself was the product of a classical 
education, studying Greek and Latin at four English public 
schools and with a private tutor, W. T. Kirkpatrick, the 
inspiration for Professor Kirke in the Narnia books. Lewis 
loved Virgil’s Aeneid wholeheartedly (1939). 

I have read the Aeneid through more often than I 
have read any long poem; I have just finished re-
reading the Iliad; to lose what I owe to Plato and 
Aristotle would be like the amputation of a limb. 
Hardly any lawful price would seem to me too high 
for what I have gained by being made to learn Latin 
and Greek. If any question of the value of classical 
studies were before us, you would find me on the 
extreme right. I do not know where the last ditch 
in our educational war may be at the moment; but 
point it out to me on the trench map and I will go to 
it.

 In Preface to Paradise Lost Lewis sees clearly that at 
the heart of the Aeneid lies the question of vocation. 

It is the nature of a vocation to appear to men in 
the double character of a duty and a desire, and 
Virgil does justice to both…. On the one hand we 
have Aeneas, who suffers but obeys….On the other 
hand, we have the women, who have heard the call, 
and live long in painful obedience, and yet desert at 
last. Virgil sees their tragedy very clearly. To follow 
the vocation does not mean happiness: but once 
it has been heard, there is no happiness for those 
who do not follow…. The will remains suspended 
between two equal intolerables.

‘Twixt miserable longing for the present 
land



desiringtruth

8 Fall 2014 • Society for Classical Learning

And the far realms that call them by the 
fates’ command.’

 It will be seen that in these two lines Virgil, with 
no intention of allegory, has described once and 
for all the very quality of most human life as it is 
experienced by anyone who has not yet risen to 
holiness nor sunk to animality. It is not thanks to 
the Fourth Eclogue alone that he has become almost 
a great Christian poet. In making his one legend 
symbolical of the destiny of Rome, he has, willy-
nilly, symbolized the destiny of Man.

 J. R. R. Tolkien, like his friend, C. S. Lewis, had 
a classical education, which shaped him as scholar and 
creative writer. He wrote a family friend, “I was brought up 
in the classics, and first discovered the sensation of literary 
pleasure in Homer.” In his important essay on “Beowulf: The 
Monsters and the Critics” Tolkien turned to Virgil to explain 
what the Beowulf-poet was trying to do. (In the process he 
tells us much about what he was to attempt in Lord of the 
Rings.) “He was, in fact, like Virgil, learned enough in the 
vernacular department to have an historical perspective….
He knew much about the old days,” but “one thing he 
knew clearly: those days were heathen—heathen, noble and 
hopeless…. The poet of Beowulf saw clearly: the wages of 
heroism is death.”  “In Beowulf we have, then, an historical 
poem about the pagan past…. It is a poem by a learned man 
writing of old times, who, looking back on the heroism and 
sorrow, feels in them something permanent and something 
symbolical.” Beowulf is “his attempt to depict ancient pre-
Christian days, intending to emphasize their nobility, and 
the desire of the good for truth.” Tolkien’s description of 
Beowulf is also true of Lord of the Rings.
 Vocation is one theme not found in Beowulf that 
is central to Lord of the Rings and the Aeneid. For all their 
differences, Frodo and Aragorn share a deep sense of 

vocation. Vocation is linked to destiny, fatum, a key word 
in the Aeneid. Christians call it Providence. Fate and 
Providence come from different worldviews, but they touch 
in the speeches of Jupiter and Anchises. At the end of Book 
Eight Aeneas picks up his mother’s gift, a shield decorated 
with scenes from Rome’s future history. “He rejoices in the 
pictures, though he does not know the events.” (rerumque 
ignarus imagine gaudet.) Tolkien may have remembered this 
line as he composed the Council at Rivendell, where Frodo 
accepts his mission. “I will take the Ring,” he said, “though 
I do not know the way.”
 We must never ignore the beauty and artistic 
power of the great works of classical literature, but these 
works also shaped people’s lives and moral commitments. 
Cicero gave to key figures from Petrarch in the fourteenth 
century to Adams and Jefferson, Hume and Burke in the 
eighteenth a model of the fulfilled human life that they 
strove to emulate. Virgil did not just achieve high standards 
of artistic accomplishment, although that is no small gift. 
He gave to Christians like C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien 
a literary work shaped by a sense of vocation that is both 
fulfilled and tragic. Vocation is guided in the Aeneid by 
pagan fatum, which is not the same as, but is also not 
completely different from Christian providence. Lewis and 
Tolkien learned many things from their Classical Christian 
education. Among them is what Tolkien called “nobility 
and the desire of the good for truth.” We need these traits if 
we hope to keep the Western Tradition alive.

E. Christian Kopff is Associate Director of the Honors Program 
of the University of Colorado, Boulder. He is the author of The 
Devil Knows Latin: Why America Needs the Classical 
Tradition (Wilmington DE, 1999) and the Introductions to 
Herbert Jordan’s translations of Homer, The Iliad (Norman OK, 
2008) and The Odyssey (Norman OK, 2014).
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The Glory that was Zulu, the Grandeur  
that was Papua
by Jason R. Edwards

              ey, hey, ho, ho, Western Civ has got to go!”
 -- Chanted by Stanford University protestors in 
1988

Besides:
Monotheism
Code of laws
Philosophy 
Mathematics
Literacy
Chemistry 
Physics
Modern Medicine
Sanitation
Electricity
Transportation
Electronics
Computers and 
Space Travel

What has Western Civilization ever done for the world?
 -- Question posed by a poster produced by 
ProtestWarrior.com

 If an essay on the essentialness of teaching Western 
Civilization is needed for Christian classical educators, 
the ramifications may be too much to bear. Nevertheless, 
even if this preaching is for the choir, defending the need 
for instruction in Western Civilization should still prove 
profitable for as Elizabeth Kantor states, if “you had to 
name one thing that the vandals who’ve seized control of 
our college campuses don’t want their students to learn, 
it would be Western civilization.”1  Sadly, parents must 
now assume that freshman studies, if it includes Western 
Civilization at all, will do so only in the form of criticism, 
denigration, and blame. Therefore, if the precious gifts 
bequeathed to this generation by their forefathers are to be 
retained, elementary and secondary educators across the 
country have a lot of work to do. As such, let these words 
serve as an encouragement to fulfill duty and these facts as 

some defense against the postmodern barbarians that wish 
to dismiss Western Civilization altogether.
 Arguing to abolish such courses, historian Page 
Smith actually provides a valuable working definition of 
“Western Civilization” that encapsulates its precious nature. 
He wrote in 1990 that the  

Classical Christian Consciousness was the fruit of 
two thousand years of a fascinating and intricate 
process. At its center was, first, a set of deeply 
held convictions about man and society and man’s 
relation to the gods held by the Greeks. This culture 
may be said to have virtually invented abstract 
thought. It was followed by the “driving force of 
Western Civilization,” the medieval Church, the 
Renaissance, and, most important of all for an 
understanding of the modern world, the Protestant 
Reformation. To put the matter as succinctly 
as possible: when you agitate for Western Civ 
programs, you are asking the Secular Democratic 
Consciousness to teach the Classical Christian 
Consciousness, and that is, obviously, a losing 
proposition.2 

Smith goes on to say that “if our ‘Western Civilization’ 
advocates were to be more candid—and more accurate—
and offered their course as ‘Western Christendom,’ they 
would find far fewer supporters.”3 
 As Page Smith knew even in 1990, the assumptions 
of contemporary higher academia run counter to the idea 
of teaching Western Civilization. As such, waning since the 
late 1960s, required Western Civilization courses have now 
essentially disappeared.4  Philosophical relativism inspired 
the attack, demanding the removal of Western Civilization 
for two primary reasons. The first and most referenced 
revolves around so-called “Eurocentrism” – the critique 
that European culture should not be celebrated because all 
cultures are equal and it is therefore inherently offensive, 
particularly to people from other cultures, to do so. More 
subtly, relativism stands opposed because the teaching 

“H



of Western Civilization inherently supposes a fixed, 
rather than evolving, nature of man. In other words, the 
concerns of Socrates, Cicero, Paul, Dante, and Shakespeare 
are important today because the fundamental nature of 
man does not change with time. Even more notably (and 
more offensive to the relativist) is the assumption that the 
truths discovered by Socrates, Cicero, Paul, Dante, and 
Shakespeare are equally valid today because truth does not 
change with time.
 If one rejects relativistic assumptions, removing 
Western Civilization from a core curriculum loses 
philosophical merit. Nevertheless, practical concerns, which 
may or may not reflect relativistic assumptions, might 
remain. The argument here, particularly in the United 
States, is that in the 21st century, the United States has been 
filled with non-Westerners and thereby a broader cultural 
milieu should be learned and appreciated. Moreover, 
the “shrinking” of the world through technology might 
demand a more multicultural approach. Therefore, the 
typically proposed course of action is not merely to drop 
Western Civ but to replace it with something better. That 
“something better” is almost always World History.  
 These practical concerns can appear quite 
convincing and perhaps the most compelling argument 
for a World History course even stems from a Christian 
perspective. Considering Smith’s description for 
instance, the Christian is not interested only in “Western 
Christianity” but the whole of Christianity – God’s 
unfolding redemptive plan, not just for Western man, 
but all of mankind. Furthermore, the teaching of Western 
Civilization and World History are not mutually exclusive 
so teaching both may be the best route. However, since time 
precludes schools from covering all of history, priorities 
must invariably be set. The argument here is that when 
in conflict, an American school, and particularly one 
bearing the names of Christian and classical, ought to grant 
precedence to Western Civilization over World History. 
 The flawed nature of teaching “World History” 
begins the proof of the superiority of Western Civilization. 
As has already been indicated, World History courses 
(and, very importantly, the textbooks that support them) 
are generally designed to endorse relativism at best 
and undermine Christianity at worst. World History 
courses almost invariably devolve into a collection of 
cultural snippets where evaluation is abjured. This fact 
is interrelated with the other endemic flaws of teaching 
World History and that is the impossibility of narrative; the 
subject is simply too abstract and unwieldy. How can one 

tell the disparate story of the entire world? And, if there 
is no “story,” there is no “hi-story.” World History by its 
very nature devolves into a hodgepodge collection of “they 
did this, these others folks did that, and who cares?” This 
pedagogical nightmare structurally embodies relativism 
while snuffing out interest in actual history by burying 
narrative in a mountain of meaningless happenstances. 
Henry Ford actually would have been right if he had just 
said World “history is just one damn thing after another.” 
Successful history courses need an organizing narrative and 
World History typically cannot provide one. In fact, that 
very reason was why Western Civilization courses began at 
the beginning of the 20th century as educators attempted to 
reform the failure of World History at both the secondary 
and undergraduate levels.5  At the end of the 19th century, 
World History had already proven itself to be pedagogically 
untenable. How ironic that the academy seems to have 
forgotten its own history and is now seemingly doomed to 
repeat past mistakes.
 Even if World History was not deeply flawed 
in its very nature, the strengths of teaching Western 
Civilization would still demand its predominance. The 
uniquely valuable nature of history is that it is the one 
discipline that can unite and encompass all of the others. 
Just as snippets of past events cannot hold one’s interest 
without an organizing story, scraps of subjects lose their 
potency when learned in isolation. A weakness of modern 
schooling (deserving far more attention and concern) is 
the breakdown of knowledge into artificial specialties. 
Students learn math, language arts, science, art, theology, 
and music in intellectual vacuums rather than seeing the 
interconnectedness of it all. While it might require an 
impossible reorganization of schooling to ensure students 
fully understand the interrelations of these disciplines, 
within today’s commonly used structures, a strong sense 
of history is the only hope students have of seeing how art, 
science, philosophy, and theology all developed alongside 
one another. Christian classical schools have committed 
to teaching the theology, art, literature, and science of the 
Christian and classical world (and this journal is exploring 
the wisdom of such a commitment). The teaching of 
Western Civilization is the way for students to see how their 
subjects interrelate. In other words, not only can Western 
Civilization be taught narratively, but it provides a narrative 
into which all the other subjects fit.
 Though taboo to say, another crucial reason 
Western Civilization should have priority is because it is the 
best civilization. As R.V. Young writes, this fact
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ought to be self-evident to any disinterested 
observer whose vision is not warped by ideological 
astigmatism. Any rational, impartial evaluation 
will judge the material comfort and prosperity 
characteristic of the modern era, along with the rule 
of law and administrative prowess that make them 
possible, to be unique achievements of Western 
civilization. Moreover, their emergence in the West 
are not fortuitous, random phenomena: the sheer 
physical fact of triumphant modernity is directly 
attributable to the convergence of Greek thought 
and Judeo-Christian revelation in the formation of 
European culture. Imperialism, slavery, oppression, 
and violence – the sins with which the West has 
been saddled – are common to all civilizations; 
the industrial revolution, scientific medicine, the 
symphony orchestra – these benefits and countless 
others are exclusive creations of the West. To 
ignore this manifest reality requires a credence in 
coincidence verging on superstition.6 

Though obviously not perfect, Western Civilization has 
proven itself the greatest civilization to stride the earth and 
thereby deserves veneration and study. 
 Even if Western exceptionalism is rejected, Western 
power cannot be ignored. On a purely pragmatic analysis, 
Western Civilization must be studied because it has become 
the dominant civilization of the world. E.D. Hirsch Jr. 
has spent over three decades proving the essentialness of 
“cultural literacy” especially to the disadvantaged.7  The 
international language of business is English and the 
culture spreading across the globe is Western. For better or 
worse, for the foreseeable future, those fluent in the West 
have advantages over those not conversant in it. It would 
be yet another painful irony if the children of the West were 
actually the most illiterate of it.
 Perhaps the West’s greatest trait is its willingness 
to be self-critical. Its harshest critics seem to always miss 
the paradox that their freedom to criticize the West, while 
living in and enjoying the West, would generally not be 
tolerated anywhere else. Nevertheless, to protect Western 
Civilization, to improve it, to fulfill its promise will require 
love, and love requires time, thought, understanding, and 
exploration. Anthony Esolen bluntly describes the contrary 
designs evinced in a multicultural World History approach. 
He writes:

The very purpose of what is miscalled 
multiculturalism is to destroy culture, by teaching 
students to dismiss their own and to patronize the 
rest. Hence the antidote to love of this place is not 
only a hatred of this place, but a phony engagement 
with any other place. Multiculturalism in this sense 
is like going a-whoring. Pretending to love every 
woman you meet, you love none at all. Nor do you 
genuinely get to know any of them, since it never 
occurs to you that there are any depths to learn to 
appreciate.8  

A legitimate and necessary role of school is to develop the 
lover of place. This lover of place, this patriot, is not the 
one who ignores faults, but is the only one who will do the 
hard work of improving and defending a place, a culture, 
a civilization. In contrast, the craven, the ingrate, and the 
abuser all operate on the fundamental assumption that one 
place is as good as another.
 Twenty-first century American children need to 
learn to appreciate the unique blessings that they benefit 
from if their children will have any hope of enjoying them 
too. If the unique nature of the West is not understood, 
these blessings will be lost from both erosion within and 
attack without. The benefits of the West are not automatic, 
as so many sadly assume. Samuel Huntington explains 

All civilizations go through similar processes of 
emergence, rise, and decline. The West differs 
from other civilizations not in the way it has 
developed but in the distinctive character of its 
values and institutions. These include most notably 
its Christianity, pluralism, individualism, and 
rule of law, which made it possible for the West to 
invent modernity, expand throughout the world, 
and become the envy of other societies…. Western 
civilization is valuable not because it is universal 
but because it is unique.9 

There are few more important lessons for teachers to teach 
today than Western Civilization. As Niall Ferguson argues, 
“at its core, a civilization is the texts that are taught in its 
schools, learned by its students and recollected in times 
of tribulation…the biggest threat to Western civilization 
is posed not by other civilizations, but by our own 
pusillanimity – and by the historical ignorance that feeds 
it.”10 
 The teaching of Western Civilization is a necessity 
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that all Christian classical schools should naturally 
recognize.11  As Western Civilization courses sadly 
disappear from almost all course catalogs, it is all the more 
crucial that Christian classical schools step once again into 
the breach to provide, not the trendy education, but the 
needed one.

Jason R. Edwards is Professor of History at Grove City College in 
Grove City, PA, where he is also a fellow at The Center for Vision 
and Values.
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Praeparatio Evangelica: Why Christians Should 
Read the Pagan Classics
by Louis MarkosI     am proud to teach at a university that is committed to 

bringing together the Greco-Roman legacy of Athens and 
the Judeo-Christian faith of Jerusalem. What that means in 
practice is that we believe that true wisdom can be learned 
from such pre-Christian writers as Homer, Sophocles, Plato, 
Aristotle, Cicero, and Virgil. Why is that the case?
 Although, as a Baptist, I hold a very high view 
of the Bible as the inspired and inerrant Word of God, I 
also know that Christ, not the Bible, is the ultimate source 
of Truth. The Bible is but the most perfect and reliable 
embodiment of that Truth which resides in Christ alone. 
The distinction here is vital. If it is the Living Messiah, 
and not a single book, that is the source of Truth, then it is 
possible for that Truth, albeit in a lesser, fragmented form, 
to appear throughout the imaginative literature of man. 
 “From one man,” Paul teaches the Athenians, God 
“made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the 
whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and 
the exact places where they should live. God did this so that 
men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and 
find him, though he is not far from each one of us. ‘For in 
him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your 
own poets have said, ‘we are his offspring’” (Acts 17:26-8). 
 We have all—pre-Christians, Christians, and post-
Christians alike—been programmed by our Creator with a 
desire to seek and yearn after the God who is Truth. If it is 
true that we were made in his image, that he is not far from 
us, that it is in him that we live and move and have our 
being, then it must also be true that those Great Books that 
record the musings of man’s greatest seekers and yearners 
will contain traces, remnants and intimations of that 
Wisdom which made us. 
 Truth is not limited to the Scriptures; the Bible, 
though it tells us all we need to know to find salvation in 
and through Jesus Christ, does not attempt or purport to 
be an encyclopedia of all knowledge and wisdom. It can 
lead us to Christ and can instruct us in the rudiments of 
our faith, but it cannot answer all our questions nor can it 
satisfy all of our deepest desires and yearnings for truth, 
beauty, and goodness. 

 God speaks to us in many other ways and 
through many other mediums, and, though Christ and 
the Scriptures (both the Word of God) must ever act as the 
touchstone against which all such communications are to be 
measured, we must not allow any “puritan” suspicions of 
the moral value and doctrinal status of humanistic pursuits 
to prevent us from accessing these encoded messages from 
our Creator. We must not reject the teachings of Plato or 
the symbols of classical mythology as pagan deceptions, 
but learn to discern within them a seed of truth whose final 
source is the Triune God. We must learn that though Plato 
did not see as clearly as Ezekiel or Paul, he did see, and 
what he saw merits close and loving study. 
 Despite the fact that our world and our humanity 
are fallen, God’s hand can still be discerned in the laws and 
the wisdom that keep the former in motion and the latter in 
check. Each nation has its Torah and its Book of Proverbs, 
and, though only the biblical manifestations of these 
essential elements of human life carry complete authority, 
traces of God’s truth and presence are to be found in all 
of them. All our works and our ideals are blackened over 
by the stain of sin, and yet, now and again throughout the 
history of mankind, the Light of Christ has broken through 
in the lines of a poem or the maxims of a philosopher or the 
decisions of a lawgiver (Cyrus, Augustus).
 Wherever man has sought with his entire being to 
perceive the truths of his Creator, God is there. He does not 
always approve, but he is always present. And, at times, 
he will speak through the mouth of the pagan: to present 
a new kind of hero who must move beyond the physical 
prowess of Achilles and the craftiness of Odysseus to learn 
the (proto-) Christian virtues of patience, faith, and hope 
(the Aeneas of Virgil’s Aeneid); to denounce injustice and 
cycles of vengeance (the Antigone of Sophocles and the 
Oresteia of Aeschylus); to attest to the hidden nature of sin 
and the need for a scapegoat (the Oedipus of Sophocles); 
to prepare the heart for the arrival of a God-Man who will 
suffer and who will expose the legalism of the Pharisee (the 
Bacchae of Euripides); and to warn us against wrath and 
instruct us in what it means to be human (Iliad and Odyssey 
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of Homer).
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 Any of the works listed in the above paragraph 
could be used to illustrate how the highest pagan literature 
contains glimpses and intimations of the greater revelation 
to come; however, I would like to focus instead on a single 
poem from the end of the classical age that was hailed by 
early and medieval Christians alike as proof that the God 
of the Bible intentionally prepared the Greco-Roman world 
for the coming of the gospel (praeparatio evangelica was the 
pregnant phrase used by the fathers of the church). I speak 
of a lyric poem that Virgil wrote about 40 BC (over a decade 
before he began the Aeneid) that seems to prophecy the 
Jewish Messiah. 
 Sometime after defeating, with the help of Marc 
Antony, the senators who had assassinated his adopted 
father, Julius Caesar, the young Octavian (later to become 
Caesar Augustus) began to pester his favorite poet, Virgil, 
about writing a Roman epic that could compare with those 
of Homer. Not feeling sufficient for the task, Virgil turned 
instead to the less lofty genre of pastoral poetry. Invented, 
or at least perfected, by the Alexandrian poet Theocritus, 
pastoral poetry calls its urban readers back to an innocent 
Golden Age when man lived a simple life close to nature. 
 Most of the ten poems that make up Virgil’s 
Eclogues (or Bucolics) depict the life of carefree shepherds 
who pastor their flocks and play songs on their pipes. 
But then something happens in the Fourth Eclogue. 
Unexpectedly, wonderfully, Virgil waxes prophetic, 
announcing to his readers that he will now sing of 
somewhat higher things. Here are some selected lines from 
the poem in the magisterial translation of the former poet 
laureate of England, C. Day Lewis:

Sicilian Muse, I would try now a somewhat grander 
theme. . . . 
Ours is the crowning era foretold in prophecy:
Born of Time, a great new cycle of centuries
Begins. Justice returns to earth, the Golden Age
Returns, and its first-born comes down from 
heaven above. . . .
This child shall enter into the life of the gods . . .
And rule a world made peaceful by his father’s 
virtuous acts. . . .
Goats shall walk home, their udders taut with milk, 
and nobody
Herding them: the ox will have no fear of the lion . 
. . 

Come soon, dear child of the gods, Jupiter’s great 
viceroy!
Come soon—the time is near—to begin your life 
illustrious!
Look how the round and ponderous globe bows to 
salute you,
The lands, the stretching leagues of sea, the 
unplumbed sky!
Look how the whole creation exults in the age to 
come!

 Though critics still debate the identity of the divine 
child extolled in the poem, Virgil almost surely had the 
young Octavian in mind. Indeed, it is likely that the Fourth 
Eclogue was inspired by the Treaty of Brundisium which 
temporarily ended the civil war between Octavian and 
Marc Antony, in part by brokering a marriage between 
Antony and Octavian’s sister. As such, the treaty promised 
future days of peace, prosperity, and propagation. 
 Still, whatever the exact historical impetus was 
that inspired Virgil, it cannot be denied that the poem, 
when shorn of its references to Jupiter and the gods, 
reads like a passage out of Isaiah, Jeremiah, or the Psalms. 
Though Greco-Roman mythology abounds with stories of 
demigods—Achilles, Hercules, Perseus, Aeneas—Virgil’s 
“dear child of the gods” stands in a category of his own. 
He will be more than a hero, more even than a slayer of 
beasts. He will bridge heaven and earth and bring Peace 
and Justice to the world. He will bring to consummation 
the crisscrossing strands of history and to fulfillment the 
desires of the nations. Under his rule, the prophecy spoken 
700 years earlier by Isaiah will at last come to pass: “The 
wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie 
down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the 
fatling together; and a little child shall lead them” (11:6). 
 Well, not exactly. It is important to remember that 
Virgil did not write out of a biblical tradition, but out of a 
pagan one. He did not have access to Genesis, but he was 
steeped in the Greco-Roman belief that mankind had fallen, 
in successive stages, from a pastoral Golden Age, to an 
impious Silver Age, to a martial Bronze Age, to the present, 
degenerate Age of Iron. Virgil’s divine child will bring about 
the return of the Golden Age, even as he will oversee the 
creation of something far grander: a pagan New Jerusalem 
superseding a lost pagan Eden. That glorious dawn will 
arrive at the end of a grand cosmic cycle that would 
be glimpsed, a half century later, by a group of pagan 
Magi following their own rich, extra-biblical astrological 
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tradition,
 Though I firmly believe that it was, ultimately, 
Yahweh who breathed on Virgil, it must not be forgotten 
that Virgil’s pagan prophecy has its roots in the gentile soil 
of Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Plato, Theocritus, and 
Cicero. Though every true light finds its origin in the Father 
of Lights, Virgil draws into his prophetic eclogue the lesser 
lights of his predecessors. Yes, Virgil saw dimly in a mirror, 
but what he saw bore the outline of the Incarnate Truth that 
would enter the world a generation later. 
 Christian educators who feel called to keep alive 
the Western tradition would do well to start with Virgil’s 
Fourth Eclogue. Every time I read it, I am reminded of two 
lovely lines from my favorite Christmas carol: “the hopes 
and fears of all the years / are met in thee tonight.” The thee, 
of course, is Bethlehem, the city where a long-anticipated 
child came down from the heavens above and began a 
process that would eventually reclaim all of creation. 
 Granted, a Christian can celebrate the fullness of 
Christmas without having read the Fourth Eclogue, but 
how much fuller that fullness can be when it includes the 
knowledge—both spiritual and aesthetic, theological and 
literary—that the Jews were not the only people in the 
world who yearned for One who would make all things 
new. The Medievals understood this well, and that is why 
they would begin their Annunciation plays, not only with 
the words of such Old Testament figures as Moses, David, 
Isaiah, and Daniel, but with that very sibyl who led Aeneas 
on his journey through the underworld (Aeneid VI): a sibyl 
who also appears on the Sistine chapel alongside the great 
prophets of Israel. Indeed, there are some medieval plays in 
which Virgil himself takes the stage and reads lines from his 
Fourth Eclogue. 

#
 In closing, I would encourage classical Christian 
educators to supplement their reading of Virgil with a 
well-known essay by a man who, though he lived and died 
in the fourteenth century, is widely heralded as the first 
man of the Renaissance: Petrarch. In “The Ascent of Mount 
Ventoux,” Petrarch shares with his father confessor his 
experience of climbing to the peak of a mountain, not for 
any practical purpose, but simply to accomplish the deed. 

 As he climbs, he contemplates the parallels between 
his physical journey up the precipice and the spiritual 
journey of his soul toward God and laments how inattentive 
he has been to the latter. In a sudden moment of shame, 
he is struck by the realization that the pagan philosophers 
knew better than he the inestimable worth of the soul. If 
Plato and Aristotle and Cicero knew, with their limited 
knowledge, the value of the soul, should not he, a man 
gifted with the full revelation of the Scriptures, be all the 
more diligent in his spiritual pilgrimage?
 Significantly, this realization comes to Petrarch 
after he opens randomly his copy of Augustine’s Confessions 
and comes upon a passage in which Augustine rebukes 
his fellow mortals for expending so much energy on 
surveying the mountains and oceans and stars and so little 
on exploring themselves. That Petrarch should be convicted 
by a random sentence from the Confessions should come 
as no surprise, for Augustine himself records in that very 
book how he was finally converted when he took up a Bible 
and read the first passage on which his eyes fell. Petrarch 
himself makes this connection in his essay; what he does 
not mention, but certainly knew, was that many Medievals, 
seeking divine guidance, would flip open the Aeneid and 
read the first verse of Latin that caught their eye (a practice 
known as the Sortes Virgilianae).
 Indeed, Petrarch likely has the sortes in mind, 
for he ends his essay, not with a quote from the Bible or 
Augustine, but with a series of four lines from Virgil’s 
Georgics, a mini-epic on the art of farming which he wrote 
in between the Eclogues and the Aeneid. For Petrarch, the 
wisdom he found in the Scriptures, in the church fathers, 
and the higher pagans was all of a piece. When read 
properly, they pointed together up the steep ascent of 
virtue.

Louis Markos (www.Loumarkos.com), Professor in English and 
Scholar in Residence at Houston Baptist University, holds the 
Robert H. Ray Chair in Humanities; he pursues these issues at 
greater length in his From Achilles to Christ: Why Christians 
Should Read the Pagan Classics and Heaven and Hell: 
Visions of the Afterlife in the Western Poetic Tradition. 
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Knowing the Past to Navigate the Future
by Sean A. Riley, PhDI  f we are to guide 21st century students towards truth, 

beauty, and goodness, we have to understand the default 
assumptions they bring with them to every conversation.  
Knowing what they believe and where those beliefs 
originate is especially important in the realm of moral and 
political education, where the distance between where they 
are and where they should be is so extensive.    
 Our students inhabit a disorienting world.  The 
salient feature of contemporary moral and political 
discourse is that we have what seem to be unresolvable 
disagreements about the nature of the good life.  
Disagreements about which actions are right and wrong, 
about which policies the government should adopt, and 
about which goods we should privilege over others boil 
down to fundamental disagreements about the nature of the 
good life.  Moral pluralism and an accompanying relativism 
are assumed realities by nearly everyone who enters the 
public square in the 21st century, and our students are no 
exception.  
 Moral and political discourse has not always been 
so disordered, and it became so through a series of subtle 
shifts over the course of the past half century.  Introducing 
students to the Classical and Medieval authors who lived 
prior to the disintegration of moral and political discourse, 
showing them where in history the conversation shifted, 
and helping them think through the consequences of those 
shifts can help them understand themselves better and help 
them critically examine the assumptions they have inherited 
from their culture.  In what follows, I recount some of the 
history.  The story is much more complicated than the one 
I shall tell here, but my hope is that this brief introduction 
will provide some context for further study.
 We start with the ancients.  Both the Greeks and the 
Hebrews believed that the Good was something objective, 
universal, and eternal and that purpose was woven deeply 
into the fabric of the universe.  Plato, writing against the 
relativists of his day, the sophists, argued that the Good was 
an eternal form in which all other good things participated.  
By taming the wild parts of one’s nature, the appetites and 
the strong emotions, with reason, one could steer one’s life 
towards the Good.  Disagreements about the nature of the 
good life were for him the fault of human ignorance, not 

indicators of the lack of objective standards.
 Aristotle agreed with Plato that moral goodness 
was objective and universally applicable to all human 
beings.  To be a good human being meant to be good as 
the type of thing humans are, namely rational animals.  
A flourishing human being on his view was one that 
optimized both his rational faculties and was able to 
contribute to the common good.  To do that, one needed 
to acquire the virtues, dispositions to think, feel, and do 
what is right and good.  One gained the virtues through 
education, particularly through education that habituated 
students into good communal practices.  The key virtues 
he and Plato exalted were justice, wisdom, fortitude, and 
temperance.  Aristotle added other qualities that made one 
good in social settings, like being witty and generous, to the 
list as well.  Most virtues, for him, were the mean between 
excess and deficiency, so being witty was good, but being 
either a boor or being a buffoon was vicious.  Cowardice 
was irrationally deficient, while rashness was irrationally 
excessive, and courage, the mean between the two, was the 
ability to do the good in the face of danger.
 The good life for both Plato and Aristotle was only 
possible in a community oriented towards the common 
good.  Members of the community were to be educated to 
share a conception of the good life for human beings and to 
acquire the virtues needed to pursue that common good.  In 
stark contrast to contemporary individualism, the ancient 
Greeks believed that the individual good and the common 
good were deeply connected.
 The Hebrews, though markedly different than the 
ancient Greeks in many respects, were like them in that 
they believed in an objective moral order.  They offered 
deeper insights into the nature of the good life through the 
doctrines of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation.  
The Doctrine of Creation asserts that human beings are 
given a nature within the context of an ordered universe.  
Because of the fall, however, human beings became broken 
and therefore unable to enjoy the friendship with God 
they were intended to have.  As a result of sin, the law was 
given to restrain sin and incline people’s hearts towards 
God.  Through the covenants, God reached down to broken 
humanity to offer restoration, which came decisively in 
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the sacrificial and transformative death and resurrection 
of Christ.  Followers of Christ are promised justification 
and sanctification and an eventual end to all the chaos and 
suffering caused by the fall.  Because God has reconciled 
humanity to himself, the good life becomes possible again, 
though only in an imperfect way this side of Heaven.  In the 
promised consummation Christians are given a sure hope 
that frees them to pursue limited, imperfect goods in this 
life, knowing that perfection awaits them in Heaven.  
 In the Medieval era, Augustine, a kind of neo-
Platonist Christian, shared Plato’s conception of the good 
as being transcendent, over and above all particular 
examples of good things and true independently of human 
knowledge or choice.  As a Christian, he equated that Good 
with God.  His conception of the good life was Platonic in 
many ways but complicated by his deep understanding 
of the will.  For Augustine, it is not the case that to know 
the good is to do the good.  Rather, humans can know the 

good and still willfully rebel against it.  He considered sin 
the orientation of the heart away from the Good towards 
nothingness.  Drawing from the teachings of Jesus, he was 
more concerned about the orientation of the heart than 
he was about external actions or even the good life in this 
world.  Augustine made an important distinction between 
the good life in the worldly city of man and the good life 
in the city is God.  Writing while the Roman Empire was 
beginning to crumble, Augustine gave Christians a way 
to live the good life and establish good communities in 
the absence of worldly order.  He complicated the Greek 
worldview by suggesting that the virtues needed for 
citizenship in the city of God sometimes make one less 
successful in the city of man.  When the world is out of joint, 
he argued, one might need to take the path of martyrdom.  
 Thomas Aquinas, like Augustine, was a Christian, 
but unlike Augustine, he traced his intellectual heritage 
back to Aristotle.   He argued that Aristotle was basically 

Classical Latin 
School Association 

An association of schools imparting the culture 
of the Christian West to the next generation 
through the Classical Core Curriculum.

 ✓ Professional development services

 ✓ Marketing your school in your community

 ✓ Increased online exposure for your school

 ✓ On- and off-site teacher training

 ✓ Education and teacher resources

 ✓ School accreditation

www.ClassicalLatin.org 
(502) 855-4830 Sapientia Et Virtus



defininggoodness

Society for Classical Learning • Fall 2014  19

right that if one wanted to flourish in this world, one 
needed the virtues.  However, like Augustine, Aquinas 
argued that humans were not just created to flourish in this 
world.  We were created for loving union with God, and 
union with God requires the acquisition of the theological 
virtues - faith, hope, and love.   The life of the virtuous man 
may not always lead to success in this life.  It will, however, 
lead to beatitude in the afterlife.  
 Aquinas on the political side made some 
distinctions between various types of law.  He asserted the 
existence of a divine law, which he split into the eternal 
law, the overarching principles by which God governs 
the universe, and the divine commands He gives us in 
Scripture.  The natural law, according to Aquinas, flows 
out of the divine law.  God created us with a certain nature 
and that nature determines what we must do and not do to 
flourish.  So the natural law is grounded in creation, which 
is grounded in the eternal law, and the divine laws simply 
clarify for us what should be clear to us by means of the 
natural law.  Aquinas thought that we should be able to 
know most of what God wants us to do simply by utilizing 
reason properly to study human nature.   The natural law 
consists of objective truths about morality.  When we create 
civil laws, they are either in harmony with the natural law 
or they are not.  With a conception of the objective natural 
law standing above all civil laws, those who subscribed to 
Aquinas’s natural law theory had grounds for criticizing 
bad laws.  If civil law were the highest law, then those in 
power would determine the laws, and the laws would only 
be overturned by force.  According to Aquinas, might does 
not make right.  The natural law stands in judgment over 
the civil law, making it possible to criticize unjust laws.
 Later William of Ockham and John Duns Scotus 
developed the concept of natural law further, but they 
ultimately embraced and refined divine command theory.  
They argued that God’s commanding or willing X is what 
makes X right, and God’s forbidding Y is what makes Y 
wrong.  God’s reasons for willing X and prohibiting Y they 
considered ultimately inscrutable.  We cannot always know 
the reasons for God’s commands.  We have to obey because 
of our position under God’s authority.  Whether natural 
lawyers or divine command theorists, the late medievals 
believed that there was a standard above worldly standards 
and that it may be morally required that someone rebel 
against a civil authority.  Objective standards, external 
and superior to human will, provided a constant check on 
power.  
 Some major changes occurred in the transition to 

the early modern era. One of the major catalysts of change 
was Machiavelli, who moved away from the concept of 
virtue, the good-making qualities that are supposed to 
help one flourish as a human being, to the concept of virtú, 
which are the qualities that will make one successful.  We 
can hear the echoes of the sophists here.  How can I win 
friends and influence people in Renaissance polite society?  
By having virtú.  Machiavelli makes a clear fact/value 
distinction.  Politics is about facts.  Morality is about values.  
Through careful study, one can discover the objective truth 
about how to maintain one’s power.  Machiavelli argued 
that one must sometimes use immorality to your advantage, 
or else come to ruin.  Morality is more flexible than that.  
Sometimes a prince must lie, cheat, steal, threaten, and kill 
to achieve his ends.
 Another major change took place when Thomas 
Hobbes replaced the divine right of kings with secular 
absolutism.  Prior to Hobbes, within the feudal system, 
kings began to centralize their power, asserting that they 
functioned as God’s representatives on Earth.  Prior to 
the Reformation, the only possible legitimate check on 
their power within that system would have been the 
Catholic Church under the leadership of the popes.  In the 
Leviathan, Hobbes removed God from the equation.  Like 
many Christian political theorists before him, he examined 
humans in the state of nature, which he described not as 
Edenic, but rather as a savage world in which everyone 
had a right to everything, a right to steal, kill, and harm 
whomever they wished.  Life in the state of nature for him 
was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”  As he tells 
the story, living in such a savage state of nature, everyone 
feared everyone else because even the strongest, most 
intelligent person could be killed by the weakest person 
if given the right opportunity.  Nobody was safe.  Out of 
fear all decided to bind themselves together in a social 
contract, a kind of secular covenant with each other.  In the 
contract everyone relinquished their rights to everything 
in exchange for the safety only a very powerful sovereign 
could provide.  Hobbes argued that the sovereign, because 
he was made sovereign by contract, embodied the will of 
the many.  Law thus became the expression of the will of 
the sovereign.  Later, Locke and Rousseau, who neither 
shared Hobbes’s pessimism about human nature nor his 
love for monarchs, worked to limit the power of individual 
sovereigns and give the power back to those represented by 
the government.  In the process, however, they largely kept 
God out of the equation, leaving humans to determine the 
nature of the good life on their own. 



defininggoodness

20 Fall 2014 • Society for Classical Learning

 Modern moral theorists such as Kant and John 
Stuart Mill attempted to rescue the Christian moral 
system in the face of increasing opposition during the 
Enlightenment.  They tried to generate universal principles 
that would help ground the inherited Christian moral 
system in some aspect of human nature.  Kant tried 
to ground morality in pure reason.  His principle, the 
Categorical Imperative, read much like the Golden Rule, 
requiring individuals to try to imagine what it would be 
like if their plan of action were to become the general rule 
that all people would follow.  So, for example, if one was 
not able to rationally and consistently will that all people 
should lie, then one ought not to lie ever.  In another 
formulation of the Categorical Imperative, Kant required 
that one always treat humans as ends in themselves and 
never merely as means.  In other words, if one was planning 
to do X to someone else, one must first have that person’s 
consent before proceeding.  No one can morally simply use 
another human being for his or her own ends.
 Mill argued that when deciding between possible 
courses of action, we should always try to bring about the 
greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of 
people.  By happiness he meant not the rich conception of 
human flourishing Aristotle and Aquinas described but 
rather pleasure and the absence of pain.  Though he made 
allowances for intellectual and aesthetic pleasures to count 
as higher than base physical pleasures, his conception of 
happiness depended entirely upon what humans, in their 
fallen state, actually desired rather than what they were 
created to desire. 
 As the deontologists (as the followers of Kant 
came to be called) and the Utilitarians (as the followers 
of Mill came to be called) duked it out for moral theory 
supremacy, with both sides generating strong arguments 
against the other, philosophers like Nietzsche and later the 
British logical positivists called their whole enterprise into 

question.  Nietzsche argued that humans should evolve 
past the herd morality they have inherited and create their 
own “table of values,” while the positivist contended that 
all moral language is literally meaningless except insofar as 
it expresses the speaker’s personal preferences.  
 So, today, in the absence of a shared conception of 
the common good, we are left with a weak libertarian no-
harm principle.  Because no one can agree on the nature 
of the good life, the only actions that should be outlawed 
are those actions that harm other people in their individual 
pursuit of whatever goods they choose.  We are given no 
direction beyond that from most contemporary moral 
and political theorists.  The focus has turned to rights 
over responsibilities, personal opinions instead of eternal 
truths, and respect and tolerance in place of wisdom, 
justice, temperance, fortitude, faith, hope, and love.  If our 
students are to find moral direction and provide leadership 
in a fragmented and confused world, they must become 
conversant with the rich Classical and Medieval tradition 
and enter the public sphere with ideas that are so old that 
they will appear radical and innovative.
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English, Bible, and philosophy courses, coached tennis, football, 
and the Ethics Bowl team, and served as a dorm dad.  He has 
also led summer travel courses to Greece, Turkey, and China.  
He currently serves The Stony Brook School as Academic Dean.  
Prior to teaching at The Stony Brook School, Sean taught courses 
at Baylor University, McLennan Community College, and Live 
Oak Classical School in Waco, Texas.  Sean is the author of 
Recovering the Saints from Modern Moral Theory, available 
on Kindle.  He lives on Long Island with his wife, Emily, and his 
four children, Aidan, Liam, Honora, and Quinn.



Medieval Beauty
by John Mason HodgesW       ise men have said that if one rejects beauty, he also 

rejects truth, and vice versa, and perhaps they are right. 
Beauty has to do with the correspondence of various 
disparate elements that make a whole: diversity combined 
with unity.  If that is the case, then to dismiss the truth claim 
that there is a God, and therefore no super-natural realm, 
does a great disservice to beauty by rejecting the notion that 
material things can correspond to the invisible supernatural 
world.  The medieval mind had no such difficulties (they 
could not imagine a strictly naturalist world).  They looked 
for correspondences in numbers, proportions, symbols, and 
the relation of spiritual and natural worlds, then dedicated 
themselves to reflect their findings in their arts.  Beauty was 
to be found in the Creator and in His creation.  For several 
centuries, philosophers and mathematicians pondered 
the relations of material and spiritual things by way of 
what has come to be called the “Medieval Synthesis,” an 
approach that sought to bring harmony to the material and 
spiritual, the vertical and horizontal, the light and dark, 
the quantitative and the qualitative...without dismissing 
either element.  The rejection of the supernatural part of the 
cosmos is a relatively recent event in the history of Western 
Civilization.  What effect would that rejection have on our 
definition of beauty? 
 In the Middle Ages, there were three key ways to 
approach the notion of beauty, all of which found their 
sources in both Greek and Jewish thought.  Think of them 
as number, light, and symbol.

Number:  Quantity
 “Congruentia” is the word used by many of the 
classical and medieval philosophers to describe beauty 
found in the congruence of proportion and number. The 
study of numerical proportion was essential to 12th and 
13th century aesthetics.  Umberto Eco, in his book, Art 
and Beauty in the Middle Ages, quotes both Augustine 
and Cicero as sources for the medieval understanding 
of congruence as beauty.  The notion is that beautiful 
objects (human beings included) have a certain symmetry, 
proportion, order of elements that create unity from variety.  
 The medieval mind was thoroughly steeped in 
an understanding of the world by way of number.  The 

Quadrivium (as taught in the cathedral schools of the 12th 
century, and the University of Paris formed in the beginning 
of the 13th century), was a study of number and its 
applications.  Arithmetic, Geometry, Astronomy, and Music 
made up the Quadrivium, and the subject of Music was first 
and foremost a study in proportion and harmony.  But the 
severity of number alone did not fully describe the notion 
of the beautiful in music, or in other arts.  The medieval 
mind called on a combination of numerical purity and 
practical experience.  Harmony was more than the perfect 
ratio of numbers, including the pleasure of the ear, but it 
did require the numbers to work.  In this way, the medieval 
approach protected the people of their day from the 
tyranny of personal preference that results from a purely 
introspective definition of beauty.
 Another example of the medieval understanding 
of proportion was the ‘Golden Mean’ (the approximate 
proportion of any two consecutive numbers in the 
Fibonacci Series, represented by the Greek letter Phi), a 
proportion found in nature (sunflowers, nautilus shells, 
some say human beings), and in the application of other 
mathematical and geometric patterns in the architecture 
of the time.  The designers of cathedrals such as Chartres, 
which helped usher in the great period of the Gothic in the 
12th and 13th centuries, made brilliant use of the circle, 
square, equilateral triangle, and the assorted shapes that 
can be taken from their combination to build stone edifices 
without the use of steel.  The symmetry, order, regularity, 
repetition, and carefully balanced weight ratios in the 
Gothic cathedral were all the result of the medieval love of 
the beauty of proportion.
 Of course, this definition of beauty as proportion is 
nearly entirely based on quantity rather than quality, and 
even the philosophers of the time insisted that there was 
also a qualitative aspect to beauty, so more consideration 
was needed to fully define beauty.

Light:  Quality
 There is a quality to beauty.  The medievals reveled 
in the color of things:  flowers, birds, gemstones... they 
delighted in the purely sensual aspect of color.  This second 
approach to beauty in the Middle Ages was light.  Light is 

beauty
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not just the opposite of dark; light is a presence and dark is 
its absence.  White light can be broken into all the colors the 
eye can perceive.  Light has always been held to symbolize 
perception and sight so it is easily connected by way of the 
imagination to truth and reason.  In the early Middle Ages 
large buildings had to have strong walls to hold up their 
heavy roofs, so these stone walls needed to be thick and 
have few windows.  This meant that the interiors of these 
buildings were usually very dark, requiring candles even 
in the daytime.  But medieval geniuses such as Abbot Suger 
worked to find ways to get light into cathedrals expressly 
to represent the beauty of light indoors.  This desire for light 
led to the invention of the Gothic arch, the flying buttress, 
and the ribbed vault that together allowed the walls to be 
thinner and roofs higher making it possible to have larger 
windows which of course illumined the cathedral.
 The beauty of light is also connected to the beauty 
of numerical proportion, since white light contains a 
combination of all colors.  So light is a kind of unity in 
diversity.  This makes light the perfect symbol for beauty 
and the presence of God, which leads to the third kind of 
medieval beauty.

Symbol and allegory: metaphor
 Light can represent truth, or God’s presence.  This 
metaphoric relationship is a symbolic relation of a natural 
phenomenon to a spiritual reality.  There was a difference 
in the medieval mind between a sign and a symbol.  A sign 

points the way to the signified, while 
a symbol participates in the signified.  
A sign might read, “Memphis 12 
miles” but could never be mistaken 
for either Memphis or 12 miles.  On 
the other hand, a symbol resembles 
what it points to.  A cross that one 
wears on a necklace, for example, 
resembles the object it refers to.  Both 
the necklace and the cross are in the 
same shape.  Light, in the case of the 
Gothic cathedral, doesn’t just signify 
but symbolizes the presence of God.  
Light literally illuminates.  Light 
makes it possible to see.  Light is a 
real presence that dispels darkness 
(which is only light’s absence).  Light 
can be broken into all colors, and so 
can represent unity and diversity.  God 
brings wisdom, God helps us see in 

the dark of our sin, He dispels evil (which, like darkness, is 
not a real thing, according to Augustine).  Light is beautiful; 
God is beautiful.  So the medievals looked for things in this 
world that could symbolize eternal spiritual realities that 
they often took as more real than the material world.
 Other symbols are found in Communion, where 
the sacrament of bread and wine symbolizes body and 
blood.  Jesus would tell His disciples in the parable of the 
Sower that the seed the farmer sows is the Word of God.  
All the organic development of seeds into plants becomes 
an allegory for the healthy spiritual life of the good soil.  
This metaphoric relation of seed to Word goes quite deep, 
extending to the deepest mysteries of how seed becomes 
grain, grain becomes bread, and then, in the deepest 
mystery of all, bread becomes Body -- Body of the Word -- 
in the Sacrament, proving that the seed is the Word of God.
 In the cathedrals, the combination of the first 
two kinds of beauty, proportion and light, are joined 
with the third, allegory and symbol, in the magnificent 
art of the stained glass window.  In it, a Bible story might 
be presented and even wordlessly interpreted while 
simultaneously providing light, an example of unity and 
proportion as well as the qualitative color that delights the 
eye.  These great windows are far more than pretty; they are 
profound.
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Conclusion:  truth and beauty
 The question asked at the beginning was, what 
might happen to beauty if we dismiss God and the 
supernatural from our view of the world?  Without a 
supernatural realm to refer to, we can no longer relate 
natural phenomena to the Trinity, the beauty of God’s 
wisdom and His presence.  We can still manipulate 
materials, such as paint, stone, glass, and light, into shapes 
we encounter in the material world, but we can no longer 
shape them to reflect something symbolic of the spiritual 
realities.  This does not end our human creativity, but it 
limits and cripples it greatly, and eliminates a key aspect of 
the definition of beauty.  Without the truth, we lose a great 
deal of beauty.  Great artists will be reduced to using their 
various crafts to speak of the tragedy of human existence, 
and will be well rewarded for doing so.  Without God, 
we eventually lose our ability to craft as well, and the 
combination of those lost abilities with debased tastes over 
time inevitably leads to art that is little more than grunts 

and gestures. Without God we lose both beauty and our 
humanity.
 It is all the more important that we exercise the 
imaginations of our students.  The medieval approach to 
reason included reference to the imagination, knowing that 
the imagination is a gift from God to mankind; an organ 
given for the appreciation of harmony, proportion, light, 
symbol, and the connections between the material and the 
spiritual worlds.
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civilization based on a Christian view of life and the world. 
He also serves as scholar-in-residence for the National Fellows 
movement. He worked as a professional conductor from 1983-
2009, and he also held the position of Associate Professor of Arts 
and Culture at Crichton College.
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Education as an Education of Judgement,  
Part II: Perfecting the Intellect
by Laura BerquistW         hen we talk about excellent education there are two 

notions we should consider. One is excellence – something 
that is very good in its order. And by itself, that notion 
allows for quite a lot of variation. But the other notion is 
education itself – which is the movement from ignorance 
to knowledge, the perfecting of the intellect. That seems 
to me the more important idea. How does one perfect the 
intellect? What is the best way to move the mind from 
ignorance to knowledge? 
 There are two basic views of education, or at least 
there are two basic views of education that I encounter 
among serious advocates of classical education. One is the 
“work hard, accumulate data, discipline the mind, strive 
for more and better” school of thought. And there is much 
to be said for this view.  I agree with it in many ways. Here 
the underlying idea is that since the intellect is perfected 
by knowing, the more it knows, the more perfect it is. That 
makes sense. We certainly respect those who know in any 
field, and we really respect those rare individuals who 
seem to know a great deal in many fields. Further, we know 
that it is good for people to work hard. We want to see our 
children able to work hard. They learn perseverance, and 
they learn to accomplish goals.
 However, there is a problem, both in theory and 
in practice, with the view that the best way to perfect the 
intellect is to simply do more, learn more facts, and work 
really hard. In the third book of the De Anima Aristotle 
argues to the immateriality of the soul, and finally to its 
immortality, from the fact that the mind can know an 
infinite number of things. If the perfection of the intellect 
lies in learning facts, then we are doomed to failure. No one 
can know an infinite number of things. If this is how we are 
to perfect the intellect, we can’t get very far. 
 Further, and very importantly, we are like a man who 
is blindly following directions to a goal he doesn’t see. How 
do you order the facts that you accumulate if you don’t 
have an idea of education that goes beyond those particular 
facts?  
 There is another view, however, one that sees the 
perfection of the intellect in another light. This view, I 

think, is fundamental to classical education. There is a way 
to perfect the power of the mind, so that it is universally 
capable of knowing the objects of knowledge. To illustrate: 
I have a certain ability to lift heavy objects. Say I want to 
perfect this ability. I can exercise my muscles so that they 
get stronger. Eventually, if I stick with it, they become as 
strong as they can be. Then, though I don’t in fact lift every 
heavy object I can, I am capable of lifting all of them. My 
power has been perfected. Or, I have some ability to resist 
tempting chocolates. If I exercise that ability, it gets stronger. 
It is easier and easier for me to pass by the chocolate left 
on my counter by my children. After a while, I can pass by 
any chocolate. I don’t have to pass by them all in order to 
accomplish this. I only need to strengthen the power to pass 
them by. 
 The view of education I am proposing starts out 
with something similar to this. We don’t have to know 
everything there is to know in order to perfect our knowing 
power (good thing, since we can’t know everything, at 
least not in this life). What we have to do is exercise our 
power to know. We do that by learning particular things, so 
in that way the two views are alike. But the initial goal of 
education in this second view is not to simply accumulate 
more information, but to perfect the power of knowing, 
so that one can use it whenever one desires, especially 
with respect to the objects most worth knowing. Thus, the 
exercise is not seen as an end in itself, but as a means to 
further perfection. Much of what we do as we educate our 
children we do in order to accomplish this first step. We are 
helping them perfect their ability to know, using particular 
facts, but directing the accumulation of data to two ends: 
exercising, increasing, and perfecting the ability of the child 
to know, and doing that in such a way and with such matter 
as to help the student eventually achieve the true goal of all 
knowing: wisdom. 
 Where we want to go finally, in terms of education, 
is to wisdom. We want to know not only the facts, but the 
reasons for the facts so that we can develop right judgment. 
We want to think about the highest things, the most noble, 
the most interesting in themselves. We need a knowing 



power that is up to the challenge.  It is my belief that the 
curriculum one uses should have this end specifically in 
mind. So, classical education for children should develop 
the foundation of the liberal arts, the sciences to which 
they are ordered and Sacred Theology, and it should do 
it in such a way that the student’s intellectual powers are 
strengthened. 
 Now, one more point. The first step in perfecting the 
intellectual powers of the students involves strengthening 
the imagination, or power of making images, as all thinking 
for us requires the use of images, or phantasms. 
 The exposition I am about to give as to how one 
thinks comes from the De Anima of Aristotle, and it comes 
from a remarkably complex series of considerations. I am 
summarizing the conclusions of that involved argument, 
and therefore, necessarily, won’t do justice to the whole. 
Nonetheless, as I think every teacher should have at least 
a general understanding of this process, I am going to give 
the summary, defective as it may be. 
 First, one receives the form of external objects by 
means of his five senses. He sees, hears, smells, tastes 
or touches the objects around him. That information is 
received by one or more of the five proper senses and 
passed on to what Aristotle calls the common sense. He 
reasons to the existence of this faculty because he sees that, 
though the eyes can tell, for example, that the object on the 
table is white, and the tongue can tell that it is sweet, the 
eyes can’t tell that it is sweet, and the tongue can’t tell that 
it is white. Yet the person knows that it is the same object 
that is both white and sweet. Therefore, there must be 
some place in one where this information is integrated, and 
Aristotle calls that place the common sense.
 Then, just as the proper senses receive from the 
external objects, and the common sense receives from the 
proper senses, the imagination receives the integrated form 
from the common sense. But this power (the imagination) 
retains what it has received, unlike the proper senses, so 
that we can produce at will images of the objects we have 
sensed.
 The power of imagination may be compared to a 
slate. The forms which come from the senses are like seals, 
pressed into the wax. Sometimes the wax is too hard and 
the seal has to be pressed over and over in order to make 
the image. Sometimes the wax is too soft and the seal 
makes an impression the first time, but the wax mushes 
and the image is gone. Sometimes the wax is just the right 
consistency and then the image is nice and clear, sharp 

around the edges, a faithful image of the original.
 Next, this integrated object is passed on (via nerves, 
I suppose) to what Aristotle calls the vis cogitativa, or 
‘thinking power’. The function of this power is to sort 
the objects into like kinds. It doesn’t require universal 
knowledge, but only deals with the particulars in front of 
it, simply sorting them. An analogy that occurs to me is the 
way the baby uses that sorting toy that has holes on the top 
in the shape of a triangle, a rectangle, and a circle. He picks 
up the block in the shape of a triangle and sees that it fits 
with the triangle-shaped hole, so he puts the block in there. 
Similarly, he sees that the circle-shaped cylinder fits in the 
circle-shaped hole, and puts it in. He doesn’t need to make 
some general consideration of ‘triangularity’ or ‘circleness’ 
to do that, he just sees a likeness in two particular things. 
The vis cogitativa works something like that. 
 Now, there is more to the process of thinking. These 
images, retained in the imagination, and sorted into like 
kinds, are used by what Aristotle calls “the agent intellect”, 
the active power of the mind, which, so to speak, shines 
a light on the images in the imagination. In virtue of this 
light, the universal form of the object is received into 
“the possible intellect”. In that reception, understanding 
takes place. Given this process, clearly, the condition of 
the image is of great importance in the effectiveness of 
the understanding. Even concepts concerning immaterial 
objects like truth and beauty require an image. (De Anima, 
Bk III, Ch 7, 15). When one considers the highest objects, 
which are immaterial, he uses a sense image.
 So, as educators we must be concerned about 
perfecting whatever we can of every part of the process of 
thinking. There is not much one can do about the way the 
common sense works, or how the form is initially received, 
(though it is those things that the special education teacher 
largely concerns himself with), but the formation of the 
imagination is something that one can and should address.
 To develop the imagination, the student should 
memorize, observe and sequence in his early years, 
Kindergarten through 5th grade. This both strengthens and 
makes docile his imagination, so that in the next stage of 
learning, usually 6th through 9th grade, he will have the 
help of a trained imagination in following and constructing 
arguments. In turn, it is essential to this education that 
when the student is capable of grasping and marshaling 
arguments, he should practice doing so (In 7th through 
9th grade the desire for argument is often noticeable!). If 
he does, then the last stage, the rhetorical, can be given to 
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articulating those arguments elegantly, in the service of the 
truly noble. The student should, at these various stages, 
have the opportunity to consider much of the same material 
in a different light, based on his ability, interest, and level of 
formation.
 As we consider the curriculum as a whole we want 
to keep these considerations in mind. At each stage of 
development we should respect the level of content and 
methodological formation appropriate to the particular 
student. We should make sure that the specific assignments 
pave the way for the next stage of formation, gathering 
material that can be formed in a particular way later on. 
 Now, one could go too far with this insight. One 
doesn’t only acquire information in the grammatical stage, 
or only analyze in the dialectical stage. Rather, these are 
the activities that characterize the stage.  The student in 
the early stages of formation, for example, is consciously, 
consistently, and with delight, using the method that 
pertains to this time of life. He loves to memorize and is 
much better at it than most of us are. He observes closely, 
and naturally practices sequencing. He can analyze, too, 
and does so, certainly if he is using an analytic phonics 
program, but his intellectual life is not characterized by 
analysis. He doesn’t do it naturally, all the time, with 
everything. The student in the analytical, or dialectical, 
stage does analyze and argue naturally, all the time and 
about everything. He delights in it.
 In the last years of our schooling, 10-12th grade, the 
student, in my opinion, is well served by working on a large 

argument developed over time, an argument that works 
with the ends of rhetoric. One could do this in a number of 
ways; in my program we have a four-year conversation in 
history about the nature of government, as well as a four-
year conversation in science about substance and accident.  
In religion we work on the motives of credibility over a four 
year period. Throughout these courses of study the children 
are asked to consider matters in the light of the expedient 
and inexpedient, the just and unjust and the praiseworthy 
and otherwise. They write both papers and essays on these 
questions and discuss the matters. They are encouraged to 
make a judgment and explain it convincingly.  Thus, the 
whole four years is ordered to an understanding that comes 
to fruition in 12th grade.  
 As educators interested in classical education, the 
education that built Western Civilization, we want to 
prepare our students for the life to come, both in this world 
and the next. To do that we give children the tools they 
need in two ways. We use a method which strengthens 
the intellectual powers of the student and we arrange 
educational content that lays the foundation for classical 
education in its fullness and provides the principles for 
judgment. 

Laura Berquist is a graduate of Thomas Aquinas College and the 
author of Designing Your Own Classical Curriculum.  She 
is also the founder of Mother of Divine Grace School, a distance 
learning program serving more than 4000 students.



SCL is partnering with Gordon College to offer 20 
classical students two weeks of study in the beautiful 
medieval city of Orvieto, Italy. Let your students 
know about this great opportunity at a very good 
price! Here are the details:
• Two Week Program/Seminar in Orvieto for SCL 

high school students
• Based on the Gordon in Orvieto, semester-long 

program operated by Gordon College
• When: The last two weeks of July, 2015
• Leadership: Hosted by Gordon College in 

partnership with SCL as a jointly-sponsored 
program

• Theme: What Does Jerusalem Have to Do with 
Athens? Students will explore a related question: 
“On what terms have educated Christians 
over the centuries allowed the classical and the 
Christian – the Greco-Roman and the Judeo-
Christian intellectual heritages – to mix it up in 
the same classroom?”

• Onsite instruction: Students will live and study 
in a beautiful, restored monastery in Orvieto, and 
take some trips to nearby cathedrals and Italian 
cities to study and reflect.

• Staffing: Gordon provides administrative support 
and logistics

• Teaching: Gordon provides a professor, SCL may 
provide teachers who assist the professor

• Cost: Approximately $1400 for two weeks (not 
including airfare)

See the SCL website for details!

TWO WEEKS INOrvieto, ItalyOrvieto, Italy
WITH SCL AND GORDON COLLEGE!
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steps. Students learn best by reading excellent, whole-story examples of literature and by growing 
their skills through imitation. In this series, you can expect your students to grow in all forms of 
modern composition—narrative, expository, descriptive, and persuasive—while at the same time 
developing unique rhetorical muscle. Each exercise is intended to impart a skill (or tool) that can 
be employed in all kinds of writing and speaking. The exercises are arranged from simple to more 
complex. What’s more, the exercises are cumulative, 
meaning that later exercises incorporate the skills 
acquired in the preceding ones. This method 
derives its strength from the incremental and 
thorough development of each form of writing. 
The Writing & Rhetoric series is a step-
by-step apprenticeship in the art of writing 
and rhetoric.“Classical Academic Press has 

successfully created a  
truly classical writing program  

for the modern student.”

-Sarah, Amongst Lovely Things

Book Review: The Liberal Arts Tradition: A  
Philosophy of Christian Classical Education
by Kevin Clark and Ravi Jain
Reviewed by Matthew BiancoT     he writing of book reviews warrants a hesitancy that is 

often ignored, at least if social media and the blogosphere 
are accurate indicators. With any book, the reviewer is often 
unqualified to review the author in question. Who, truth 
be told, would feel qualified to review the work of a Nobel 
prize-winning economist, for example? That is exactly the 
case with the book being reviewed herein. Who among us 
would be qualified to write a review for a book on classical 
education by Kevin Clark and Ravi Jain? Few have done 
the amount of research and preparation that these two 
committed to, along with the experience in teaching and 
education that they brought to the writing of their most 
recent publication, The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Philosophy of 
Christian Classical Education. 
 This book, published in 2013 by Classical Academic 
Press, has received the praise of Christian classical 
schoolteachers and headmasters, homeschool curriculum 
developers, university professors, and research institute 
presidents. This is high praise for a paperback book 
weighing in at less than 170 pages.  Clark and Jain, 
moreover, hold nothing back in setting forth this clear, 
concise thesis for their work: “The seven liberal arts were 
never meant to stand on their own as the entire curriculum, 
for they are designed particularly for cultivating intellectual 
virtue” (Clark and Jain 2).
 The Liberal Arts Tradition, with that thesis in view, 
embarks on a journey for the sake of the Western Tradition. 
Walking the reader along the various points on the 
educational path, Clark and Jain remind him of the earliest 
phases in education: piety, then gymnastics and music. 
Piety, “the proper love and fear of God and man” (13), is  a 
necessary but often overlooked aspect of a child’s education 
if for no other reason than it is assumed that it has already 
been instilled or will be instilled by the education and 
discipline that will follow. Piety cultivates love for God and 
love for neighbor; it cultivates a healthy respect and honor 
for father and mother—best understood in the fullness of 
those terms to include all of those who have gone before 
us, those who have participated in the passing on of culture 

from one generation to the next. The teaching of piety, then, 
is accomplished, in part, by the passing on and reception 
of the very tradition we are striving to keep alive, because 
“without a respect for this Western Christian heritage and a 
desire to emulate the great leaders and thinkers of the past, 
Christian classical education surely unravels” (17).
 Gymnastics and music, moreover, are just as 
necessary and just as overlooked as piety has been. 
Christian classical education creates monsters if it succeeds 
only at growing the mind to the neglect of the body 
and soul. “Musical and gymnastic education point to a 
profound truth about the nature of human beings: the body 
and soul are united in such a way that failure to cultivate 
the capacities inherent in either is a failure to cultivate the 
whole person” (20-21).
 Clark and Jain continue to take the reader through the 
more familiar Trivium, often the only landmark attended 
to on this journey, then through the Quadrivium, which 
has only recently gotten any attention. Finally, they 
introduce the reader to two other landmarks along the 
path: Philosophy and Theology. Philosophy, not reduced 
only to the intellectual foray into well-known names such 
as Freud and Hume, but seen also to include a more robust 
study of what was once called natural philosophy, now 
known primarily by its synonym, natural science, as well 
as the study of moral philosophy and metaphysics. All of 
these conclude with the study of Theology, the queen of the 
sciences. 
 Clark and Jain set out as their thesis that Christian 
classical education was never meant to be reduced to the 
seven liberal arts, far less so to just the Trivium. Each step 
along the educational journey builds upon and needs 
the preceding steps to be fully grasped and understood 
and thus to lead us to wisdom. All of this matters, they 
argue, because “education is more than the transference 
of knowledge; it is the transmission of values, culture, and 
the proper ordering of loves” (ix). To properly engage in 
education, as defined here, students need more than just the 
arts of the Trivium and Quadrivium; they need instruction 
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in piety, music, and gymnastics. They need instruction in 
philosophy and theology. They need an education of the 
whole human person. 
 Most readers will have already grasped the 
importance of the Trivium, yet Clark and Jain show how 
it connects to the previous concepts of piety, music, and 
gymnastics too often ignored. For example, “dialectic is 
the art of reasoning through the voluminous material 
encountered in a thorough musical and grammatical 
education” (41) and an education in piety, one might 
add. Dialectic is not the art of reasoning through what 
a student has just encountered, but through this and all 
of the previous information encountered throughout 
his life. Add to this the case for the Quadrivium: “the 
study of mathematics leads the mind toward pure reason 
and cultivates the love of wisdom…. The mind learns 
to transcend the level of changing opinions to identify 
objective truth” (50). The latter serves as a great aid applied 

to previous studies through the Trivium, and the former 
is a great aid that will lead students through the study of 
philosophy (for that is what the phrase ‘love of wisdom’ 
means) as well as theology.
 Piety, which inculcates love for God, neighbor, and 
our cultural inheritance, is precisely what is lacking in 
modern education: “This rejection of the past, our neighbor, 
and nature, may in fact be the hallmark of modernity” (11). 
Gymnastics, moreover, is necessary, Clark and Jain rightly 
conclude, precisely because “education is not merely an 
intellectual affair, no matter how intellect-centered it must 
be, because human beings are not merely minds…. A full 
curriculum must cultivate the good of the whole person, 
soul and body” (23). And, musical education, they show, 
“considers some of the same ‘subjects’ as the liberal arts, 
[although] it does so from the perspective of forming the 
heart, the sense of wonder, and the affections. It contains 
in seed form the liberal arts and the philosophies. What is 
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sown by music and gymnastic training will be cultivated 
later in the liberal arts portion of the curriculum…” (29). As 
stated above, these ideas encountered earlier in education 
prepare the student for later education in the liberal arts 
and, ultimately, in philosophy and theology.
 With regard to philosophy, Clark and Jain remind 
the reader that it is an inclusive study, inclusive of natural 
philosophy (science), moral philosophy (ethics), and 
metaphysics (the True, the Good, and the Beautiful). “Most 
ancients and medievals believed that man both constituted 
the community and the community in turn made him into 
a true man” (114). Natural philosophy gives knowledge of 
the community’s environment, moral philosophy of man’s 
and the community’s ethical obligations, and metaphysics 
of their coherence, of reality itself. Philosophy, then, helps 
man to rightly constitute a community and to rightly be 
made into a true man by it, and philosophy is “studied 
with all the tools of the liberal arts, both linguistic and 
mathematical” (113). Thus, it both necessitates their 
previous study and becomes part of the purpose for their 
study.
 It is important to note that Theology is the final end 
to which we devote all of our studies. Thus, Theology as 
“God’s revelation is a source of knowledge in addition 
to that studied by the classical curriculum, [requiring] a 
science devoted particularly to its study” (129). Theology 
is the goal of education because, among other things, “it 
furnishes the concepts of creation, universe, intelligence, 
telos, and so on, which are essential to our understanding 
of the natural world” (131). Everything we are teaching, 
including the seven liberal arts, point us toward this end, 
but it is this end which will also and finally fill out and 
unify all that we have studied. 
 This is the thesis of Kevin Clark and Ravi Jain in 
The Liberal Arts Tradition. It is a call to Christian classical 
educators, be they school teachers, administrators, or 

homeschoolers, to no longer forget the broader tradition 
incorporating more than just the Trivium and to 
intentionally seek out, use, and apprehend the whole of 
the tradition, preserving our Western Christian tradition 
as we do so. While Clark and Jain do a compelling job 
at presenting their thesis, there is more to say. If there is 
a complaint, and there isn’t, it would be that the book is 
too short. It is filled with footnotes that might have been 
worked into the text itself, but the book was meant to be the 
beginning to a larger conversation and that demanded the 
format it has.
 A book review written by the unqualified is limited 
in what it can say and do. All that has been written here has 
been written in light of the author’s limited experience and 
knowledge of Christian classical education and the Western 
Christian tradition. Any interaction with this book will be 
greatly expanded by the experience and knowledge the 
reader himself brings to the text. Kevin Clark and Ravi Jain 
have begun a conversation and you are being invited to join 
that conversation. Don’t ignore this invitation; purchase a 
copy of The Liberal Arts Tradition: A Philosophy of Christian 
Classical Education, grab your favorite highlighters and pen, 
and join the conversation. It is a conversation worth having, 
and they and you will be bettered by having participated in 
it.

Matt Bianco is the Education Director for Classical Conversa-
tions, a national homeschooling curriculum and network of com-
munities. He has tutored eleventh and twelfth graders in his local 
homeschooling community, in all subjects, including algebra, 
geometry, trigonometry, and physics. He lives in North Carolina 
with his altogether lovely high school sweetheart, Patty, and their 
three children, Alec, Andrew, and Ada. There, he most enjoys 
reading and conversations, generally accompanied by tasty bever-
ages and his pipe.
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