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Introduction 

The specialization of the academic disciplines in the contemporary research 

university has brought colossal advances in scientific knowledge and technology. The 

sheer number of facts “we” know, and the countless ways research has allowed “us” to 

manipulate our environment and our bodies, justify the awe with which we contemplate 

our accomplishments and the academic institutions on which they largely depend. Less 

publicly visible, but still impressive, are the accomplishments of specialization in the 

humanities. We know ever more historical facts about ever more focused topics in ever 

smaller time periods. We have increasingly detailed knowledge of languages and their 

history, and better and better established texts of historical documents. We owe much of 

this knowledge to meticulous, highly specialized scholarly work. 

But this specialization has come at a cost, a cost largely hidden and not negligible. 

The evolution of the modern research university and the very specialization that drives it 

so efficiently have entailed a costly forgetfulness of the original intent of a university 

education. This forgetfulness is so profound that it is in fact a change of heart, a change 

of aim, a change in what we care about. And as such, it is a change in the kind of persons 

the university aims to nurture and shape, and in the kind of faculty it prizes and employs.  

The great universities of the world were formed to train the keepers of wisdom. 

They were formed to educate an elite in an understanding of the nature, value, and 
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purpose of human life so that that elite might convey such understanding, as far as 

possible, to the people, and so maintain, and possibly improve, the wellbeing of the larger 

society and its members. Wellbeing, in this connection, was only secondarily the sort of 

thing that could be fostered by technological advance; wellbeing was primarily a state of 

character, a disposition of the will and the affections, a “moral” understanding of oneself, 

one’s fellow human beings, and the universe we dwell in. The change of purpose that I 

speak of is forgetfulness, in many parts or possibly even in the whole of the research 

university, of the goal of educating whole persons with some semblance of wisdom. In its 

place we aim to train in techniques, whether in legal debate and medical practice, or 

quantum physical research, the refinement of fiber-optic transmission, the establishing of 

an ancient text, the mastery of medieval French, or the writing of professional papers in 

epistemology and metaphysics.  

Wisdom is the aim the contemporary university has “forgotten.” The present 

collection of essays on “great texts” from Homer to O’Connor hopes to contribute to a 

possible recovery of something like this ancient aim of higher education.  

 

Wisdom as the End of Education 

One salient, if ironic, example of the disciplinary hypertrophy and narrowing of 

focus mentioned above is the philosophical discipline of epistemology. Until late in the 

20th century, Anglo-American epistemology focused its considerable analytic 

resourcefulness on one epistemic good, which it called “knowledge.” Knowledge, in the 

preferred sense, was roughly justified true belief. Thus you (usually) have knowledge 

when you sincerely assent to a proposition, and that proposition is true, and you have an 
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adequate justification for sincerely assenting to it. Perhaps this particular focus reflects 

the emphasis on knowledge in the contemporary university.i  

Lately some epistemologists have come to think that knowledge, so conceived, 

has been overrated (see, for example, Kvanvig 2003). Understanding is a much more 

substantial and valuable fruit of intellectual development and of our endeavors to increase 

it. Given the talent in the field, it seems to some of us lookers-on that it took the 

professional epistemologists a surprisingly long time to figure this out. To those involved 

with reading and teaching great texts it has always been pretty obvious that “knowledge” 

as the epistemologists understood it is not the aim of a university education, or of reading 

great texts.  

The epistemologists who have begun to turn their attention to understanding 

would all agree, I think, that understanding involves grasping connections and seeing 

relationships among things, whether the things be parts of a sentence, parts of an engine, 

parts of a theory, causes and effects, historical events, texts incorporated in or 

incorporating other texts, or certain truths (on the one hand) and oneself (on the other). 

Understanding is making some kind of sense of things, appreciating some significance or 

rational order in them. It comes in degrees. It can be shallow or deep, minimal or 

extensive, barely or richly articulated, crude or subtle, trivial or important. Wisdom, I 

take it, is a kind of understanding, namely understanding that is deep, extensive, subtle, 

and important. And it is important because its objects are human life and all that bears 

most importantly on the quality of a human life.  

Wisdom, then, is not just any understanding. We can imagine a professor with an 

encyclopedic knowledge of some complex text—say, Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 
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Karamazov—who also has an extensive grasp of the interconnection of the details of the 

story to one another and to the whole. Further, this professor understands the text very 

well in relation to Dostoevsky’s other works, his letters and notebooks, the events of 

Dostoevsky’s life and literary influences on his work, the political and social conditions 

in relation to which the novel was written, and so forth. But—her knowledge of the text 

does not amount to wisdom. How could this be, given that The Brothers Karamazov is 

about human life and all that bears most importantly on the quality of a human life? How 

could this extensive understanding not amount to wisdom? 

Ancient Greek and Greek-inspired philosophy aimed at wisdom, and at least from 

Socrates to the Hellenistic philosophers thought of wisdom as a trait to be cultivated 

through intellectual-moral disciplines designed to shape not only one’s intellect, in some 

narrow sense, but also one’s affections, desires, loves—one’s goals—in life (see Hadot 

1995). Thus the various strategies for gaining wisdom in the ancient world could be 

called, in the words of a title by Martha Nussbaum (1992), “therapies of desire.”ii 

Without the disciplined education of our desires, none of us is happy or healthy; we all 

need therapy. So the ancients’ answer to the question at the end of the last paragraph 

would be, “To have all that knowledge and understanding of The Brothers Karamazov, 

and yet not have gained wisdom, our imagined professor would have to lack the 

appropriate love or desire, and the organization of her knowledge and understanding 

around this desire.”  

Now it’s hard to imagine anyone accomplishing the kind of understanding that I 

have imagined our professor to have of Dostoevsky’s great book without her being 

passionate about anything at all. Perhaps she always aspired, since her youth, to be an 
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important professor at an important university, and that ambition drove her to her current 

understanding of the book. Or maybe ever since she was a child she has loved to solve 

puzzles, and The Brothers Karamazov and its authorial, political, and social background 

provided a fund of just the kinds of puzzles she likes to solve, and her understanding has 

grown out of solving one after another.  

The ancient philosophers would not have thought either of these passions to be 

the kind that grounds wisdom. Neither professional ambition nor the pleasure of puzzle 

solving betokens an aim worthy to be the ultimate aim of a human spirit. For Plato, the 

desire that could ground wisdom was the love of the transcendent Good; for Aristotle, it 

was the desire for human wellbeing (eudaimonia); for the Stoics, love of the rational 

order in the universe. For Dostoevsky himself, it was the love of Christ. One sees a 

pattern here, a pattern that shows by contrast why the loves I have imagined our professor 

having are not the kind to inform wisdom.  

So if wisdom is to be acquired through a reading of the great texts, that reading 

must not only advance the student’s facility at making connections among parts of a text, 

or between a text and its historical background, or among the texts in the syllabus, but 

must also foster an understanding of the reader’s life in the context of this universe in 

which we find ourselves, so that the reader can be growing in his or her desire for the 

good. No one can acquire wisdom without a conception of the good that is consistent 

enough to enable him or her to learn to love it. Each of the ancient schools taught and 

presupposed in its therapy of desire a particular conception of the good, and it is hard to 

see how it could have done otherwise. It did so, too, in a pluralistic context, in vivid 

awareness that its own conception was not the only option in the market. 
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One of the difficulties of making wisdom an aim of education in the typical 

modern research university is that such a university can presuppose no shared conception 

of the human good. It can presuppose, at any given point in its evolving history, a 

particular conception of good chemistry, good engineering, good mathematics, good 

textual research, good United States history, and (more controversially) good sociology, 

good psychology, good literary theory. But it cannot presuppose any particular 

conception of what it is for a human being to live a fulfilled and excellent life, or of the 

metaphysical background (the conception of reality) that might correspond to and justify 

such a life. Nor can it sanction any particular scheme of moral formation for its students. 

The best it can do in this regard is to foster a more or less promiscuous tolerance of just 

about any character formation and behavior imaginable (except intolerance, with which it 

may identify any effort to proselytize or nurture its students in certain proscribed ancient 

religious outlooks).  

An advantage, then, of a frankly Christian university is that it can presuppose 

such a framework, a metaphysics, a conception of the good for human beings, as is 

needed for the holistic formation of its students. It can, with a good conscience, 

intentionally go about teaching the great texts, which all embody and express one wisdom 

or another, in a wisdom-oriented way. It can approach the texts, whether pagan, 

Christian, other-religious, or post-Christian, from a passionate and metaphysical 

standpoint that is commodious for nurturing actual, and not merely hypothetical or 

experimental, wisdom in its students.  
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The Essays in this Volume 

 This book contains eighteen chapters by people who teach great texts in the 

university, offering guidance on how to read a diversity of particular texts from the 

western tradition crossing an expanse of about 2700 years. The period begins in paganism 

and is dominated for 1500 years by Christian writers, after which some of the great 

writers are “post-Christian.” Most, but not all the authors of the essays in this volume 

teach in Christian institutions of higher education, and most of the authors teach at Baylor 

University, where an apparently successful experiment is being conducted on reviving the 

teaching of great texts in the undergraduate curriculum. The essays here offered are the 

product of conversations among friends committed to a fairly uniform vision of what the 

teaching of great texts is all about. Not all of our texts are official members of the “Great 

Books” canon. Some are simply favorites of the essay’s author. In the case of at least one 

author (Robert Kruschwitz) the chapter offers an argument that the text in question 

warrants a place in a great texts curriculum.  

 I will now introduce the essays, not in the order of our table of contents, but 

according to their contribution to the project of instilling Christian wisdom in ourselves 

(the professors) and our students. Accordingly, a particular analysis of the concept of 

Christian wisdom will guide the introduction of the essays. That analysis includes six 

points, of which the first is,   

1) Wisdom is a heartfelt understanding of the good for human beings where that 

good is “ethical” but not narrowly so (not just a knowledge of duty, for example); for the 

wise person the good is also beautiful, attractive, interesting, desirable. Wisdom, thus, 

has an “aesthetic” dimension. 
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 Early in the history of the church, the fathers who developed a distinctly biblical 

and Christian wisdom appropriated Plato’s Symposium. It therefore stands as a prime 

example of a pagan work read with the faith-whetted intellectual appetite of the Christian 

community. Under Douglas Henry’s guidance (chapter 3) the class will read the 

Symposium with special attention to two powerful loci that can occasion the learning of 

Christian wisdom. Plato’s beautiful account of Erôs’ ascent from the sensory savoring 

desire of beautiful particulars to the intellectual savoring desire of perfect eternal 

universal Beauty is plausibly read as a somewhat short-falling anticipation of a similar 

progress of the soul towards God. The other locus is the comedy of Alcibiades’ drunken 

lovesick speech in praise of Socrates, whom he compares to a grotesque but seductive 

satyr-doll that secretly encloses sublime images of the gods. Thus Alcibiades, despite his 

own spiritual grotesqueness, seems to have a vision for the good that can penetrate 

through appearance to the deeper reality. Such vision for the hidden good is an aspect of 

wisdom, but Christians have also supposed that all people, as spiritual creatures, are 

subject to this power, and thus harbor an inclination and ability to see God. 

 Anthony Esolen’s beautiful chapter (9), itself a song, guides our reading of Dante 

to let the Comedy impress on us that paganism yearns for a beauty it cannot grasp and 

points to a fellowship beyond its power to craft. At its best, human reason unaided by 

God’s self-manifestation is driven by a love that finds fulfillment only in God’s free gift 

of life and the community that gift makes possible. Wisdom is more than the power to 

explain, or even to choose reliably the best course of action. It is also the capacity to 

appreciate, to taste the goodness of the good and to see and feel the limits and deficits of 

what stands in need of completion. “Rationalism,” as the typical pathology of modern 
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academic life, is literally errant, a kind of wandering blindness, and Christian wisdom 

involves a heartfelt appreciation of rationalism’s foolishness. Dante’s Comedy, then, in its 

very songlike or poetic beauty, can contribute to our wisdom, if only we manage to read 

it well. 

 Paul Contino (chapter 16) appeals to Dostoevsky’s own interpretive guidance in 

taking The Brothers Karamazov as a work intended to transform the reader’s taste and 

consciousness. The beauty to which the book sensitizes us is the “severe” beauty of 

Christ, thus a good that requires a special cultivation of our seeing to recognize and care 

about. As in the Symposium, this is a beauty of which more easily recognizable beauties 

(like that of Grushenka, or the novel itself) partake, so that the latter can conduct us to the 

profoundest beauty. They can serve as conduits toward what is more deeply and 

transcendently lovable because, as Christians and Platonists believe, the ultimately good 

is singular and has no contrariety within Himself. Yet as soon as we begin to appreciate 

the beauty that we must love if we are to be wise, we find that it accuses and challenges 

us. Because we ourselves are distorted, we do not see clearly. We do not love or think 

aright, and so our glimpses of undistorted truth alarm us, and we shrink back into our 

more comfortable and trivial loves. But Dostoevsky’s hope is that, as we read The 

Brothers Karamazov, the beauty of the book and of its main characters—Alyosha 

Karamazov and Father Zosima—will draw us toward a more mature love of the One they 

both serve. 

2) Wisdom tends to create, and to presuppose, a narrative unity of the life of the 

wise individual, a sense of his or her own identity, an understanding of his life as having 

a “point,” as making sense. 
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In her essay on Virgil’s Aeneid (chapter 5), Julia Hejduk explores interpretations 

of the “darkness” of Virgil’s depiction of human life, the senselessness of Dido’s and 

Turnus’s misfortunes, and the personal unfulfillment of Aeneas’s heroism and hard work. 

In contrast with the egoism of the Greek heroes, Aeneas aims to found a community; he 

lives a “sacrificial” life. But he does so in a world governed by egoistic gods with 

“unassuageable thirst for the power and honor represented by blood sacrifices,” so that 

theology is no resource for making personal sense of individual people’s lives. From the 

personal point of view, the pessimism of the book of Ecclesiastes seems to have the final 

word:  

“Meaningless! Meaningless!” 

 says the Teacher. 

“Utterly meaningless! 

 Everything is meaningless” (1.2). 

Ovid seems to revel in Virgil’s darkness, drawing the shades even further closed, but 

also, like a frivolous existentialist, losing Virgil’s moral seriousness. A recent novelist 

seeks to deny the darkness by patching up Virgil’s narrative, “correcting” such details as 

Aeneas’ practice of human sacrifice and the disaster in which many erotic attachments 

end. Hejduk ends her essay commending Dante’s Christian treatment of Virgil as the one 

that simultaneously preserves Virgil’s honesty and makes satisfying individual sense of 

lives of sacrifice. Since honesty and sense-making are aspects of the virtue of wisdom, 

Hejduk’s guidance in our reading of the Aeneid can function as a tutorial in wisdom. 
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3) The self-understanding of the wise individual places her in a “world” — 

physical, social, and cultural. The sense of her identity involves a sense of belonging to a 

community of thought and value. 

Barry Harvey’s essay (chapter 10) on Catherine of Siena’s The Dialogue presents 

her work as “a form of spiritual exercise” in which she holds together “what may seem to 

us to be contrary tendencies: contemplation and the active life, prayer and corporeal 

works of mercy, reason and revelation, the acquisition of virtue and absolute dependence 

on God’s grace, the life of the mind and the life of the affections, [and] the importance of 

ascetic discipline and the inclusion of the laity who walk the ordinary way of love.” On 

Harvey’s reading of The Dialogue, Catherine does not think that wisdom is acquired 

through private ecstatic (“mystical”) experiences of God (though she had such 

experiences). Christian love of neighbor and God is the necessary foundation of wisdom, 

which is spiritual union with God, and this cannot be achieved apart from a discipline of 

prayer, worship, study, and works of mercy. Harvey also deepens our understanding of 

The Dialogue by placing it with respect to changes that were taking place in the church’s 

understanding of theology, liturgy, and ethics in the years leading up to Catherine’s 

authorship. In some ways Catherine resists, and in others she reflects, these changes.  

In Beth Newman’s guide (chapter 12) to reading Teresa of Avila’s Las Moradas, 

(known by the somewhat misleading English title of The Interior Castle), Newman 

advises us to take the work as an exposition of Scripture by a loyal and active, albeit 

critical and reforming, member of the body of Christ, the church. Since some read Las 

Moradas as an exercise in spiritual solipsism or as offering a doctrine-less and generic 

“spirituality,” it is perhaps the more striking to try reading this book, which is so 
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obviously preoccupied with self-knowledge and the nature and development of the soul, 

in full appreciation that we are “bodily” in two senses: we have members, which we are 

to put into intelligent motion on behalf of our Lord Christ; and we are members, organic 

functional parts of the Lord’s body, the church. Nevertheless, the book is clearly about 

the various possible spiritual states of a soul and how to acquire the better ones by prayer. 

It is a book about Christian practice, and thus a handbook of the practical side of 

Christian wisdom. 

Few ideas are more central to Christian wisdom than the distinctively Christian 

understanding of evil and the related concept of violence. Ralph Wood reads Flannery 

O’Connor’s The Violent Bear It Away as an instructive fictional exploration of these 

ideas. A series of discussions of this shocking novel in a college or university context that 

allows for free and serious use of Christian theology as an interpretive key might serve to 

jar our students and ourselves out of the secular habits of thought about our identity and 

our life that our culture daily encourages in us.  

Our culture is “therapeutic,” utilitarian, and spiritually reductive. It encourages us 

to demythologize and naturalize evil; it encourages us to think of the human good not as 

the venturesome, possibly unpleasant, and arduous following of God’s will, but what 

Wood calls “anthropoid contentment.” It tends to idealize human autonomy rather than 

honoring obedience to the call of God. It tends to think of mentally defective people as 

“useless” and to suppose that both they and we would be better off if they did not exist.  

By contrast, O’Connor’s novel encourages us to consider that evil might be a 

palpable and transcendent—indeed, a personal force—in the world, and that our good 

might consist in a suffering obedience to God found in the one community of love that 
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refuses to regard anyone as “useless.” It is hard to imagine how O’Connor’s vision could 

be given the serious, wisdom-engendering reading it deserves in a classroom dominated 

by the very cultural ideas she is seeking to undermine. 

4) Since the wise person has a sense of belonging to a particular community of 

thought and value, catechesis (“theological” education, getting clear on what we 

believe) is an essential part of becoming wise.  

Phillip Donnelly (chapter 14) sets John Milton’s Paradise Lost in two primary 

contexts, that of Milton’s political convictions concerning the relation of the English 

monarchy to religious belief and practice, and that of a debate over the limits of 

philosophy as a source of wisdom. Milton writes the story of the fall in epic form, using 

literary devices inherited from both pagan antiquity and the practices of biblical 

interpretation developed by Christian poets and theologians, to give nothing less than a 

general biblical account of the ways of God with man. In so doing, Milton defends a 

conception of human wisdom that requires particular divine revelation and shows how 

creation and providence are compatible with real human freedom and responsibility.  

On Donnelly’s proposed reading, Milton is in silent dialogue with Plato, 

particularly with Plato’s idea of the proper moral-intellectual formation of the soul in the 

Republic. Milton differs from Plato on the place of literary art in the best development of 

virtue, both “intellectual” and “moral.” In symmetry with the created contingency of the 

world, our knowledge both of that world and of who we are and what our good is has an 

unavoidably informational or empirical character, according to Milton. We cannot know 

by thought and imagination alone what we need to know to live the best possible human 

life. Philosophical dialectic, even combined, as Plato combines it, with literary artfulness, 



Roberts	  14	  

	   14	  

does not provide a sufficient education of mind and heart. We need revelation if we are to 

be rightly formed as human beings. No matter how smart we are, true ethics is not 

something we can just “think up.” Nevertheless, our moral and intellectual appropriation 

of that revelation requires thought. So something like Plato’s dialectic, or the method of 

“triall by what is contrary,” is a crucial device in our spiritual development. A reading of 

Paradise Lost that takes seriously the cues to which Donnelly’s essay calls our attention 

will be a context for students to think carefully about their own moral education and that 

of anyone for whose formation they may in the future be responsible. In this way, such a 

distinctively Christian reading will be an occasion for their deepening in wisdom. 

Two loci of wisdom on which students will focus as they read James Joyce’s 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man under the guidance of Dominic Manganiello 

(chapter 18) are the nature and development of the soul, and the nature and purpose of 

art. In the case of both loci Joyce’s book is a brilliant inversion of health and truth as 

these have been understood by the most profound thinkers and artists of the Christian 

tradition, and cannot be properly understood except as against the background of the 

tradition it inverts. Both the brilliance and the inversion can be instructive for those who 

wish to nurture and be nurtured in that tradition. The novel teaches that the finest soul 

finds its own creative way, not in submission to God through acceptance of church 

teaching, but in the experimental dismantling of received tradition and in refusing 

direction by external authority. And it teaches that art, as a reification of the artist’s own 

creative brilliance and erotic energy, rather than God, is the proper object of 

uncompromising devotion. The starkness and fineness of the contrast between these 

conceptions of life and art can deepen the reader’s appreciation of the Christian way. 
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In the modern context, the doctrine of human sin marks off the Christian 

consciousness from much that is taught in the surrounding culture. In his essay on 

Thomas Aquinas’s On Evil, Robert Kruschwitz (chapter 8) proposes the use of a text that 

is not included in traditional great texts curricula (indeed, it was only recently published 

in English). He argues that Aquinas’s discussion of the seven capital vices, which has 

historical roots in monastic “therapeutic” (or prophylactic) exercises for combating 

destructive sin, is especially well adapted to the ethical and spiritual aspirations of our 

current generation of college students. An appreciation of human frailty, dysfunction, and 

sin—in short, an understanding of what prevents us from being happy and healthy human 

beings—is surely an essential aspect of Christian wisdom, and Aquinas’s On Evil is 

vastly superior, for this purpose, to the texts that are conventionally read in undergraduate 

ethics courses.  

By the time Aquinas rethinks the ancient schema of human pathology, the social 

context of discussion has moved from the monastery, with its immediate spiritual-

practical goal of soul formation, to the university, with its more intellectualist aims. Still, 

the medieval university was a Christian university, with a strongly shared conception of 

the human good and a general commitment to the Christian formation of persons. And 

our contemporary Christian universities and colleges, while far from being monasteries, 

are more congenial institutional settings for nurture in self-understanding than their 

secular counterparts. Texts like On Evil offer occasion for basic instruction in Christian 

doctrine, without which full-fledged Christian wisdom is not possible. 
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5. The sense of belonging is a historical consciousness, a kind of cultural 

“memory”; the wise person knows and understands his antecedents, and sees himself and 

his present world in terms of them. 

 The theme of John O’Callaghan’s chapter (17) is that of active forgetting and 

remembering of who we are and who has formed us. In On the Genealogy of Morals 

Friedrich Nietzsche proposes that if we are to come to know ourselves, to become truly 

healthy and mature as human beings, to become wise, we must engage in a certain active 

“forgetting.” On O’Callaghan’s reading, Nietzsche accepts a project that has been under 

way since the earliest modern philosophy, namely the project of making ourselves 

autonomous. The foil against which the project is a rebellion is any understanding of 

ourselves in which we acknowledge our indebtedness to others, but the paradigm case is 

Christianity, which teaches that God made us in his own image and requires obedience 

from us. Thus Augustine comes to know himself by accepting Catholic teaching, and so 

coming by introspection to see that he is made in the image of the triune God. Modern 

philosophers (Descartes and Kant get special attention) throw off the authority of the 

church but do not complete the movement towards autonomy. Descartes continues to 

believe that he is made in the image of God and allows himself to be bound by the limits 

of truth, while Kant finds in pure practical reason a moral law to which he must submit. 

According to Nietzsche, these philosophers’ failure to achieve autonomy, and thus 

wisdom and happiness, is that they did not discover and use active forgetting, along with 

its defiance of truth. They continue to remember the tradition they have inherited from 

previous philosophers and the church. They continue to remember where they came from. 

Nietzsche’s contribution, which according to him marks a major turning point in the 
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history of philosophy, is that you can actively forget your debts to your tradition and thus 

become a truly self-made man!  

While acknowledging that a number of Christian approaches to King Lear are 

possible, Roger Lundin (chapter 13) leads us in a reading that places the work at the same 

time in the historical setting of broad cultural change and the intimate context of 

wrenching personal loss. The historical context is the onset of “modernity,” that period in 

which “nature” comes to be conceived as an impersonal mechanical force with which 

human beings vie for mastery according to the disjunction: master nature for your own 

advantage or, to your detriment, be mastered by it (or by others who have learned to 

master it). Accordingly, modernity evacuates from nature any suggestion of providence. 

When King Lear foolishly abdicates his throne he thereby forsakes the protections of 

social convention associated with his position, and lays himself open to human ambition 

and malice and thus to the senseless forces of nature. For Lear, the nature in which he is 

subjected to the storm by his ambitious, unloving daughters is not a theoretical matter for 

historical-cultural analysis, but a question of the meaning of his own life. So to 

understand Lear’s agony and his personal need to make sense of his life in the face of 

nature, the reader needs to have some personal reference for Lear’s desolation, some 

point of connection in his or her own life by which to begin to appreciate what Lear is 

going through. Lundin reports his own growth in understanding King Lear (and thus life 

as a human being) as turning crucially on a personal loss. Any of us can supply an 

analogous story of our own. However, understanding does not come from “personal 

experience” alone, but from our ways of framing our experience. And Lundin testifies to 
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the importance of Christian theology, especially modern theology, in the formation of his 

understanding of himself through great literature. 

In his reading of Augustine’s Confessions, Michael Foley (chapter 6) charts 

Augustine’s use and abuse of classic books as they figured in his development. He shows 

how Augustine’s understanding of these books reflected moral stages in his life, such that 

as he moved from waywardness to more perfect attunement to the moral Author of the 

universe, he also moved from being a worse, to being a better, reader of excellent texts. 

Thus the model of excellent reading suggested by the Confessions is that it cannot be 

separated from a positive process of moral progress on the part of the reader. “The lesson 

for us as educators,” writes Foley, “is to be as solicitous about our students’ formation as 

we are about their accumulation of facts or truths.” This is wisdom for teachers, and will 

counsel a special kind of care in the selection and interpretation of texts in the classroom. 

But it is also wisdom for the students, because a reading of the Confessions that 

highlights the roles of texts in Augustine’s conversion along the lines that Foley 

commends will occasion reflective awareness, on the part of our students, of this intrinsic 

connection between the intellectual and moral virtues of the excellent reader. 

Scott Moore’s guide to Homer’s Odyssey (chapter 2) calls the reader’s attention to 

three features of this epic comedy: the much-revisited theme of descent into hell, and the 

contestable Homeric virtues of wisdom and justice. Moore is especially keen that our 

students should appreciate how each of these themes is taken up, criticized, transformed, 

and deepened in the great texts of the subsequent millennia. All of these features provide 

opportunities for wisdom-cultivating discussion of the text. It can be instructive to read 

the account of Odysseus’ descent into the underworld in juxtaposition with the other 
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descent stories that Moore mentions, and then to think of all the pagan ones in the light of 

the fact that our Lord himself, as part of his ministry, descended into hell. Another focus 

for discussions of the Odyssey is the virtues of the heroes. In particular, their conceptions 

of wisdom and justice seem (or ought to seem) very alien to the mind of Christ, and so to 

our minds if we are growing in Christian virtues. But as Moore points out, relatively 

modern people like Machiavelli (and we might think too of Nietzsche) may be, in their 

thinking about virtues, more like Homer than like Christians. In these ways and in many 

others a reading of the Odyssey provides an enormously rich environment of ideas for the 

cultivation of Christian wisdom.  

6. The wise person is “discerning,” knowing how to divide, separate, and 

distinguish, appreciating differences, but is also alive to similarity, analogy, and 

continuity among ideas. 

In my chapter on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (chapter 4) I propose a number 

of ways we can read Aristotle’s Ethics in juxtaposition to the New Testament so as to 

increase our powers of ethical discernment — our understanding of our own ethical 

outlook, as well as Aristotle’s. I then discuss at greater length two major convergences, 

namely, the concept of virtues and that of friendship. I suggest that Aristotle’s actual 

method of analyzing virtue concepts is more similar to the New Testament’s approach 

than he claims, though the particular virtues he promotes are more different from New 

Testament virtues than most people realize. I then argue that Aristotle has conflicting 

models of friendship — one that conceives it as a kind of justice, and one that models it 

on generosity.  The generosity model bears greater resemblance to New Testament agape, 

but one feature of Aristotle’s view goes on partially to undermine the resemblance.   



Roberts	  20	  

	   20	  

If we are actively trying to live the Christian life, as many students and faculty 

members in Christian universities do, this distinction-making will bear significantly on 

our own self-understanding, desiring, feeling, and acting, and this understanding will 

verge toward wisdom. Wisdom involves knowing who we are and where we stand. As 

Christians we are heirs of both Aristotle and the New Testament, but the New Testament 

is normative for us in a way that Aristotle is not. Thus as we grapple with the details of 

Aristotle’s great book in the light of the New Testament, we not only become better at 

making clear distinctions about character, motivation, and our ultimate good, but we also 

piece together the genealogy of our morals. 

Christians often regard Kant’s moral philosophy as a fount of much that is wrong 

with “enlightenment” rationalism as it has influenced modern intellectual life, and indeed 

many of the essays in the present volume can be read as protests against such rationalism. 

Kyla Ebels-Duggan’s essay (chapter 15) contributes valuably to this volume by warning 

people like us against a too hasty dismissal of Kant’s moral thought, and as an example 

of charitable and wise Christian reading. Ebels-Duggan does not, in the end, save Kant 

from all Christian criticism, but in her admirably clear exposition of the Groundwork she 

extracts the teeth from a number of objections that are popular among Christian 

intellectuals. 

David Lyle Jeffrey’s reading of Canterbury Tales (chapter 11) illustrates a 

general truth about reading great Christian texts: the kind of “secularizing” reading that is 

sometimes promoted in colleges and research universities obscures the Christian purpose, 

and thus the way the text actually works. Such reading guarantees that the reader will 

misunderstand the text. If the text is designed, as Jeffrey argues Canterbury Tales is 
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designed, to transform the reader by “placing” him or her, affectively-cum-intellectually, 

in the one true story, then to read the work while intentionally or unintentionally ignoring 

the author’s purpose is to misunderstand the text, and even more importantly, to fail to 

gain from the text the understanding of oneself that it aims to engender. Wisdom is a 

readiness to read with an ear prepared, to hear in the words of the text their import for 

life. It is thus a kind of “hearing-as,” the hearing of one thing in terms of another, which 

in the Canterbury Tales is often another text. To read Canterbury Tales well, to read 

them with understanding, is to hear the texts alluded to in the present text, but more than 

this, it is to appreciate the personal significance of the allusion.  

To appreciate this significance is in many cases of the Canterbury Tales to hear a 

kind of incongruity that reflects on the character of the tale’s teller, on his or her wisdom 

or lack thereof. To hear such incongruity with appreciation is to be amused in the sense 

of to find funny or humorous. But to find something funny is, at least for the moment, to 

take a personal position with regard to some norm of the way things ought to be. So when 

we hear Palamon and Arcite alluding to Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy, but doing 

so in a way that reveals a grotesque moral misunderstanding of the words they allude to, 

and we find their misunderstanding amusing, we take, for the moment, a personal or 

spiritual position on what the real meaning of the Boethius text is. That text is morally 

serious, so our amusement at Palamon’s and Arcite’s misunderstanding involves us in 

taking a morally serious position (again, I say, possibly only for the moment, and maybe 

even in spite of ourselves). By contrast, no such morally serious position is entailed by 

our amusement at the incongruity of the “moustache kiss.”  
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The Canterbury Tales encloses levels or graded kinds of humor, and the capacity 

to appreciate the bawdy stories is decidedly on the low end of the grading scale. A course 

in which the aim of reading is to cultivate wisdom will aim to move the students up the 

grading scale to levels that make demands for some modicum of wisdom on the part of 

the readers. As Jeffrey suggests, this progress will involve training the students in other 

texts, in terms of which the students will learn to “hear” the Canterbury tales and so, 

understanding, experience the amusement that expresses their incipient or growing 

wisdom. The tales, Jeffrey alerts us, are arranged in three series, the tellers in each 

successive series representing an intellectual and affective advance in the ascent to 

wisdom or virtue as the pilgrims advance toward the Canterbury Cathedral where they 

will dismount and enter to make their confession and communicate with Him who is the 

Word made flesh. Thus the early, more carnal, narrators must be heard in conjunction 

with the later, more integrated, ones if the reading is to convey the effect that Chaucer 

intended on heart and understanding. 

Sarah-Jane Murray (chapter 7) discerns a formative purpose in the narrative 

poems (Lais) of Marie de France. The Lais are entertaining, often funny, stories about 

knights and ladies falling (often unlawfully) in love, and of rivals doing one another in 

out of envy, and the comeuppances they suffer in consequence of their folly. Marie 

illustrates how one sin, if not repented of, leads to another and so on to yet others, miring 

the sinner in a sticky mass of troubles, not only for himself but for those around him. 

Murray comments that Marie is “famous for her ambiguity” and regards the poems she 

composes as complex and “obscure.” However, Murray helps us to see that we can 
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lighten much of the obscurity by reading the Lais as informed by biblical understanding 

and undertaken with Christian purpose. 

The poems’ success in mediating the reader’s growth in wisdom depends on the 

reader’s allusive sensitivity, in particular her sensitivity to biblical allusions, because they 

carry with them, for biblically literate people, a standpoint from which to understand the 

otherwise indeterminate value of the characters’ actions. This biblical and theological 

understanding, which the teacher of great texts will need to make explicit for 21st century 

students, contrasts rather starkly with the sensuous (Ovidian) outlook of many of the 

stories’ characters.  

In Guigemar, for example, Marie does not overtly moralize; indeed, she ends the 

story with Guigemar’s jubilation at recovering his adulterous beloved, heedless that he 

has thereby “brought down and destroyed a whole country.” Marie leaves it to the reader 

to sense that, despite the entertainment the story has provided him, and the “happiness” of 

its “hero,” the Ovidian picture of love that it presents is deeply distressing. That this 

distress is particularly characteristic of a biblically oriented reader becomes, perhaps, 

clearer with Murray’s guidance in reading Laüstic. Again, the theme is knightly adultery 

(sexually unconsummated, in the present instance). Seen in the light of Marie’s biblical 

conception of love, the lovers’ nightly trysts at the windows of their adjacent houses, 

which the lady in question excuses to her husband by blaming a nightingale (laüstic) for 

her sleeplessness, acquire a comic cast. When the angry husband kills the bird, the wife, 

in a fit of self-pity, sends her lover the carcass, for which he orders a portable shrine to be 

built so that he may be forever reminded of his beloved. Murray disagrees with scholars 

who interpret this lai as a celebration of courtly love. On a reading that credits Marie with 
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a more intelligent Christian irony, the knight’s undying devotion to the dead bird 

indicates, rather, the idolatrous character of such “love.” For readers who might be 

tempted to feel otherwise, a careful reading of Guigemar and Laüstic can be a tutorial in 

Christian discernment. But Marie’s characters are not all Ovidian reprobates. For 

example, the leading female characters in Fresne and Eliduc are likely to shock the 

modern reader with their redemptive and healing sacrificial love. 

 

Conclusion 

The eighteen papers in this volume, each about a text that might figure in a 

syllabus of “great texts,” aim to help the teacher who would approach such texts with a 

single and unified pedagogical goal. The goal we propose is one of holistic character 

formation. That is, we read each text for its contribution to the integrated intellectual, 

moral, and aesthetic development of the reader (whether that reader be the “teacher” or 

the “student”). Since the activity of reading has its effect on character by way of intellect 

and imagination, it has seemed fitting to call our character ideal “wisdom.” In this 

Introduction, I have argued that such a goal is best achieved in a community with a 

shared conception of the human good (since each of our texts is, in its own way, about 

the human good).  

The notion of the good that dominated the best human thought in the West during 

the middle centuries of the period covered by our texts is the Christian one — a notion 

articulated, no doubt, in a diversity of Christian ways. Moreover, intellectual 

communities inspired by and seeking the human good as the Christian tradition conceives 

it actually exist at this moment (they are represented by the authors of this volume). For 



Roberts	  25	  

	   25	  

these reasons, the Christian community seems a natural context for such an endeavor, and 

Christian wisdom an appropriate goal. The reader who is not committed to this life and 

goal may still take interest in this volume of essays, as displaying a possible model (or 

anti-model) for an intellectual life that is similarly unified but differently conceived.  

	  

 

Notes 

1. It seems, nevertheless, that what scientists and historians actually seek from 

their work is largely understanding, and not knowledge in a narrow sense, though, like 

the ancient Greeks, whose words for knowledge (epistêmê, gnôsis) included and even 

stressed understanding, we often quite properly use the word “knowledge” to include 

understanding. See Roberts and Wood 2007, especially chapters 1 and 2. According to 

the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “epistemology” was first coined around the 

middle of the 19th century. But philosophers had been discussing the nature and value of 

knowledge since almost the beginning of philosophy, and the ancients thought its value 

vested primarily in what we call understanding and wisdom. See, for example, Plato’s 

Republic, Books 6 and 7, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Book 1, and Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics, Book 6. 

2. We associate “therapy” and “the therapeutic” especially with the past century 

and the present one, and we may be inclined to think psychotherapy—strategies for 

improving the functioning of our thoughts and affections through talking, learning, and a 

special kind of relationship with a therapist—a distinctly modern phenomenon. But in 

this we suffer from historical myopia. The ancient world was populated by many 

approaches closely analogous to the modern therapies. They differed slightly from 
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modern therapies in the kind of outcomes they aimed for and to some extent in the 

strategies employed. In both the modern and the ancient contexts many therapies compete 

for clients—in the modern context, Rogerian, psychodynamic, Jungian, Adlerian, 

cognitive-behavioral, family therapies, etc., and in the ancient Stoic, Epicurean, skeptic, 

cynic, and peripatetic, to name the most famous schools. Christians had their own 

brand(s) to offer. (Note the medical language that surfaces from time to time in 

Kruschwitz’s paper on the tradition of the seven “deadly” sins.) For a survey of the 

modern therapies, see Corsini and Wedding 2003; on the Hellenistic therapies, see 

Nussbaum 1992; on ancient Christian therapy, see the “soul-therapy” of Prudentius, 

Psychomachia (4th century) and Boethius (6th century), The Consolation of Philosophy. 

All of the above therapies, including the Christian, can be seen as purveyors of one kind 

of “wisdom” or another, where that wisdom is seen as a kind of cognitive-affective health 

or wellbeing. If we think that reading great texts in the Christian university can and ought 

to contribute to a therapy of desire, then we suppose the outcome we aim at is a kind of 

health and wellbeing, and that the foolishness it overcomes is (at least a potential) 

pathology and sickness.  
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