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St. John’s College is indeed a college.  But it is very much more than that.  It is both an idea and 

an ideal.  It is a place designed from the inside out, according to principles that are both unique 

and universal.  It is its own theorem and its own proof.  It is the most vital institution in higher 

education.  It is a place that inspires love not because it is perfect, but because it is perfectly 

itself.   

I am the luckiest person in higher education.  How many people can claim that they have 

passionately admired an institution from afar for a very long time, and then have been invited to 

join that community?   I’m simply pleased as punch to be here.  This is a community, however, 

that exacts a price.  From the moment one becomes a Johnnie, one finds oneself drawn into that 

most characteristic Johnnie behavior, talking endlessly about rather important things. 

I have been here just over four months.  During that time, I have had the great pleasure of getting 

to know my colleagues through conversation.  They have pressed me to think carefully about the 

project we are engaged in.  I have participated in seminars, attended lectures, and read with a 

rollicking group through a Shakespearean play.  And just this week, I had the honor of leading 

my first preceptorial on one of my favorite authors, Jorge Luis Borges.   Most importantly, I have 

spent many hours in conversation with our students.  My admiration for their courage, having 



selected to follow the most rigorous path towards a college degree that anyone might pursue, is 

profound.  They are much more courageous than I was at their age, or am even now. 

My short time as part of the St. John’s community, already rich in conversation, has led me to 

think quite a lot about this thing we call liberal education.  What I would like to offer this 

afternoon is a series of reflections on what we do and why we do it.   These reflections are much 

too short, too rough and too raw to be dignified with the title of essays.  They also lack the 

virtues of concision and precision found in a well-wrought aphorism. They’re really just 

paragraphs, and not very finely crafted at that.  But to make me feel better, let’s call them 

something elevated, like folia, leaves.  Like the Sybil’s leaves, they are interchangeable and will 

fall where they may.  Since their subject is the liberal arts, seven folia seems like an appropriate 

number. 

 

1. The Liberal Arts are the Arts of Memory 

Contemporary culture appears to be averse to the pursuit of liberal education.  This should not 

surprise us.  To call the era we live in "modernity" is to fetishize the present.  We live in a 

perpetual "now"—this “modern” age—and that “now” is held to be qualitatively superior to the 

“not-now,” otherwise known as the past.  The newest, the flashiest, the most up-to-date is the 

thing most desirable.  The state of modernity is thus the state of perpetual forgetting.  To valorize 

the present is to slough off the past.  Liberal education, however, is predicated upon 

memory.  The heart of liberal education is conversation in shared space, but the soul of liberal 

education is conversation across time.  To take seriously the thoughts of those who have come 

before us is to add dimensionality to the otherwise flattened experience of living in a perpetual 

now.  This is radically unfashionable, but it is essential nonetheless.   



 

2. Liberal Education and Liberty 

It is commonplace to claim that the purpose of liberal education is to free the individual, 

“liberal” coming from the Latin, liber, to be free.  Of course, what is not commonly agreed upon 

is what the individual is meant to be freed from.  In the ancient world, liberal education was the 

education of the free man -- that is, one who was not bound to labor and could therefore spend 

time cultivating one's mind.  Leisure was the precondition of such an education.   This was also 

the Oxford of Cardinal Newman or Evelyn Waugh, and still lingers in the notion of the 

undergraduate years at college as a sort of Arcadia (one populated at most colleges, I might add, 

by groups of libertines suspiciously calling themselves Greeks).  Another claim made upon 

liberal education is that it frees one from prejudice.  Human beings are encased within a cocoon 

of pre-spun ideas, opinions and preferences.  Liberal education splices open that cocoon. We 

emerge into the world in an altered state, transformed, capable of flight.   Others hold that to be 

liberally educated is to be freed from illusions.  Our movement is from the cave of shadows into 

the searing day.  This is the model that promises enlightenment.    I would argue that the telos of 

liberal education is to free us from ourselves.  Our work is primarily internal, an activity of the 

soul.  We are bound tightly by our pride.  It constrains us.  It isolates us.  It distorts our 

relationships with others, with the world, and with Truth.  The first order of business in a liberal 

education is to chasten.   

 

3. Virtue or Virtuosity  

Modern education has become increasingly oriented towards virtuosity.  It promotes the honing 

of skills, generally towards useful ends.  It is technical and narrow in focus. We have witnessed 



over the past decades the ascendancy of the STEM disciplines, Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Math, and the dominance of Business as the single largest major in the nation.  

Anyone pursuing a degree in the liberal arts has been cornered at one time or another by a 

fretting uncle or a dismissive neighbor: “What are you going to do with that?”  Yet the goal of 

liberal education is not virtuosity, but virtue.   The Greeks used the term, arête, for excellence.  It 

refers to the single-minded pursuit of an admirable goal.  We might seek to become an excellent 

X, where X might be a violinist, a computer programmer, or a pole vaulter.  Liberal education, 

however, challenges the notion that we should be defined by what we do.  It suggests, rather, that 

we should be concerned first and foremost with who we are.  In a liberal education, the primary 

object of study is the human being.  Turning inquiry back upon ourselves, we find that what 

defines us is that we are “thinking things.”  We are above all else rational creatures.  Our pursuit 

of arête ought therefore to be the pursuit of logos.  This, then, defines the proper focus of a 

liberal arts college.  Were we a conservatory we would seek excellence in the arts. Were we a 

seminary, we would seek excellence of the spirit.  Yet we are something like a conservatory of 

the mind, dedicated to the proposition that the most characteristic trait of the human being is that 

we are thinking things, and that the virtue we strive for is the excellence of the intellect.  This 

conviction does not deny nor diminish other forms of excellence in the world -- but it argues that 

self-reflective inquiry lays the foundation for the art of being human. 

 

4. Liberal Education Leads to Civil Discourse 

A commitment to the arête of being human, leads to a capacity for civil discourse.  If the pursuit 

of excellence of the mind is predicated upon conversation and discussion, that is, if the arena of 

the intellect is the exchange of ideas, one must treat other minds as infinitely valuable.  This 



involves a significant degree of humility, accepting that we each superimpose upon the world a 

kaleidoscopic set of opinions, which shift and change shape chaotically.  It also involves a 

degree of confidence, allowing that while we may often be wrong, we are not always so.  A 

seminar is civil discourse in action -- it is a conclave of those willing to revise and amend 

opinion; it is a polis, where the currency is persuasion and the treasury a reliquary of truth.   

 

5. There is no such thing as a "liberal art" 

The term “liberal art” is in and of itself an absurdity.  There is no singular art that liberates. 

Liberal education runs across a network of ways of knowing the world.  It understands that as 

human beings, we can know the world only imperfectly.  Let me offer an illustration.  Each of 

our five senses communicates something distinct, yet vital, to us.  We can smell the freshly 

baked apple pie, see the nicely browned apple pie, feel the toothsome pie crust in our mouth, 

taste the gelatinous sweetness of the pie on our tongue, hear praise of the pie.  In isolation, each 

of our senses offers a fragmented perspective on phenomena.  Taken together, we experience the 

whole.  Similarly, the liberal arts have historically offered seven “senses,” seven organs for 

knowing the world.  In the Middle Ages, these fields of knowledge were categorized as the 

trivium – grammar, logic, and rhetoric – and the quadrivium – mathematics, astronomy, 

geometry and music.  Today, our notion of the liberal arts, as with most things, is more fluid.  

Yet what must not be lost is the commitment of liberal education to aspire towards a multivalent 

approach to knowledge.  A true education must traverse a broad landscape of subjects, from 

literature and philosophy to mathematics, the sciences and the languages, and put those subjects 

in conversation with one another. Where truth is to be found, it is found only fleetingly, as one 

synapse fires to the next, leaping across the arts of knowing. 



 

6. One Cannot Receive an Education 

Words matter.  We commonly, and casually, say that we received our education at School X or 

College Y.   This is a category error of the first order.  To receive something is to accept it.  It 

puts the receiver in a passive posture.  To “receive” an education, one would have to be a 

receptacle of some sort, a container waiting to be filled.  Yet the word itself, education, expresses 

the opposite.  The term originates from the Latin, “ex ducere”, which means “to lead out.”  What 

does this tell us about the process of education?  It involves movement.  It is active. It is 

participatory.  It entails collaboration between one who is led and one who leads.  These leaders 

we call “teachers”.   A teacher may be another person, present to the learner, perhaps around a 

seminar table.  A teacher may also be one who has lived long before the student, who has left 

traces of profound insight or resplendent beauty, that draw, like a lodestone, one out of oneself.   

Teachers do not push, they do not drag, they do not compel. They invite the student on a 

pilgrimage, one in which they are fellow travelers.  Taking up the call, the student is led out of 

complacency, out of docility, out of ignorance. 

Some may think that to be led, to follow, is not in accord with the freedom inherent in a liberal 

education:  Why these 120 books?  Why this tradition?  This skepticism assumes a rather 

desiccated notion of liberty, a rather modern notion, which takes autonomy, self-governance, as 

its starting point.  Self-governance, however, is the end point of education.  To be liberally 

educated is to have been led out of bondage.  There are many forms of slavery, all pernicious, 

and overcoming the first, ignorance, is only the beginning of the journey.   

 



7. We see through a glass, darkly… 

There are, broadly speaking, two ways of knowing the world, both of which are necessary, yet 

ultimately irreconcilable.  What we know can be divided into two categories – that which we can 

measure, and that which we cannot.  On the one hand, human life is finite, bounded, defined by 

ridges and borders.  On the other, we touch the infinite.  Because we are more than mechanical, 

because we each have a mysterious sort of agency, our lives are imbued with the qualities of 

better and worse.  We make choices, and try to do so with the best information possible.  This is 

reflected in the liberal arts, divided into the trivium and the quadrivium.  The first set of 

disciplines encompasses the qualitative aspects of human experience: speech, expression, 

discernment.   The latter, the aspects of the world that we can measure – time, distance, breadth, 

number.  Our work as seekers of truth is to hold all these forms of knowing in our minds 

simultaneously and to craft a synthesis that reconciles the whole.  None of us is capable such a 

project– we see through the glass, darkly – but were we able to achieve this synthesis, we would 

approach that ever-elusive quality called wisdom.   

 

I hope you will forgive me for these underdeveloped ideas, forgive me if I have been tedious, or 

if I have been simply wrong.  That quality called wisdom certainly eludes me.  Yet let me 

conclude be restating what I do know is true: 

St. John’s College is indeed a college.  But it is very much more than that.  It is both an idea and 

an ideal.  It is a place designed from the inside out, according to principles that are both unique 

and universal.  It is its own theorem and its own proof.  It is the most vital institution in higher 

education.  It is a place that inspires love not because it is perfect, but because it is perfectly 



itself.  It is an institution that I have come to love rather quickly, and will cherish always.  Thank 

you for allowing me to join this community. 

 


