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THE JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN
RECONSTRUCTION

This journal is dedicated to the fulfillment of the cultural mandate of Genesis
1:28 and 9:1—to subdue the earth to the glory of God. It is published by the
Chalcedon Foundation, an independent Christian educational organization (see
inside back cover). The perspective of the journal is that of orthodox Christian-
ity. It affirms the verbal, plenary inspiration of the original manuscripts (auto-
graphs) of the Bible and the full divinity and full humanity of Jesus Christ—two
natures in union (but without intermixture) in one person.

The editors are convinced that the Christian world is in need of a serious publi-
cation that bridges the gap between the newsletter-magazine and the scholarly
academic journal. The editors are committed to Christian scholarship, but the
journal is aimed at intelligent laymen, working pastors, and others who are
interested in the reconstruction of all spheres of human existence in terms of the
standards of the Old and New Testaments. It is not intended to be another outlet
for professors to professors, but rather a forum for serious discussion within
Christian circles.

The Marxists have been absolutely correct in their claim that theory must be
united with practice, and for this reason they have been successful in their
attempt to erode the foundations of the noncommunist world. The editors agree
with the Marxists on this point, but instead of seeing in revolution the means of
fusing theory and practice, we see the fusion in personal regeneration through
God’s grace in Jesus Christ and in the extension of God’s kingdom. Good princi-
ples should be followed by good practice; eliminate either, and the movement
falters. In the long run, it is the kingdom of God, not Marx’s “kingdom of free-
dom,” which shall reign triumphant. Christianity will emerge victorious, for only
in Christ and His revelation can men find both the principles of conduct and the
means of subduing the earth—the principles of Biblical law.

The Journal of Christian Reconstruction is published twice a year, summer and
winter. Each issue costs $4.00, and a full year costs $7.00. Subscription office: P.O.
Box 158, Vallecito, CA 95251. Editorial office: P.O. Box 1608, Springfield, VA
22151.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Gary North

About as much money is spent by all levels of government in the
United States on education as is spent by the federal government on
national defense, over $90 billion a year. Primary and secondary edu-
cation expenditures are now approaching $65 billion a year. This is up
from $6.7 billion in 1950. Yet the graduates of our subsidized educa-
tional system are not what they were in 1950. By every known aca-
demic measurement, government-subsidized, secular, compulsory
education is a massive failure and getting worse. Yet the American pub-
lic continues to believe that government-financed education is moral,
useful, and basically a great economic bargain. The public school sys-
tem of this nation is America’s only established church. Men have faith
in it.

Meanwhile, parents of about five million children in America have
decided to take their children out of the government school system, at
least in the primary and secondary years, in order to purchase an alter-
native to the bureaucratic, socialist system constructed by govern-
ments. They have decided to bear the tax burden, plus the private
tuition burden, in order to insure that their children are not run
through the educational mill of government education. These students
are receiving superior educations, and this position of privilege, in an
era of legislated envy, is resented by the educational bureaucrats who
are supported by tax dollars. They would prefer a monopoly. The more
the government’s precollege system shows signs of collapse, the more
its administrators want a monopoly, as if forty-five million students
were not enough.

Christian education is one of the few areas of American life where
Christians are devising true alternatives to the secular institutions of
our time. It is one of the few areas where Christians, despite their lack
of capital, their lack of experience, and their lack of printed materials
for classroom use, are meeting the secular experts head-on, and com-
ing out victors. The movement is tiny at present, pitifully tiny. There is
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Editor’s Introduction 9

not enough of a market to create demand sufficient to make profitable
the publication of a comprehensive, integrated, and professionally
designed curriculum. Even the one science textbook that is Christian
in perspective, the creationists’ Biology: A Search for Order in Complex-
ity (Zondervan, 1970), is written in nontheological terms, since it was
designed to be used as an alternative text in public schools. Naturally,
this compromising has not impressed most of the school boards of the
nation, which continue to indoctrinate forty-five million students a
year with the religion of secular humanism. {2}

Given the lack of materials, and the absence of a predictable market
for such materials, it is reasonable to conclude that the Christian school
movement is a minority movement. But it is growing constantly, indi-
rectly subsidized by the deteriorating condition of the government
school systems. Forced integration, busing, violence, declining stan-
dards, student apathy, drugs on campus, and all the other blights which
are basic to government education are driving the principled parents
away from the established church and its well-paid, tenured priest-
hood.

There are still millions of Christian parents who continue to send
their children to public schools, for the sake of money, prestige, tradi-
tionalism, money, intellectual schizophrenia, a misguided sense of
evangelism, money, ignorance, willful blindness, and money. They
refuse to admit to themselves that their public schools are like all those
other schools they keep reading about. This is why we have reprinted
the U. S. Senate’s special report on school violence. It provides the hor-
rifying statistics, region by region. No region is immune; all are getting
worse; and nothing seems possible to reverse it. Every Christian parent
in this nation should read this Senate document. Then every parent
should give up his fruitless, expensive fight to “recapture the public
schools,” and devote his energies and funds to building a distinctly
Christian educational alternative in his community.

The Christian school movement is a minority movement, because
most Christians, meaning self-professed Christians who believe in the
Bible as the word of God, are not serious about their faith. Their view
of Christianity is dualistic: religion is exclusively an affair of the heart,
the emotions, and Sunday mornings. Religion is not seen as the domi-
nant influence in every area of life. Thus, to save money, they send
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10 JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTION

their children into the atheistic, compromised, bureaucratic pits of sec-
ular humanism. Of course, they ask their children to be sure to tell
their friends all about Jesus.

Would they send eight-year-olds to the Congo to witness to the little
children there? Why not? Dangerous, you say? They might be killed!
But the public schools, with their thirteen-year program of godless
indoctrination, are safe. Right? More important, they are free.

How bad will the public schools become before most Christians take
their children out of them? They will be bad beyond all possible belief.
American Christians like their religion, but they like it cheap. They
would rather tithe than pull their children out of public schools, and
American Christians will tithe, to quote Khrushchev, when shrimps
learn to whistle.

We must face reality. We are a minority of a minority. We do not
believe in neutrality. We do not believe in using force to extort money
out of the pockets of one group, or even one man, in order to subsidize
the schools that teach doctrines which the taxpaying individual
despises. We believe {3} that the established church principle is wrong,
and that every criticism used successfully against the principle of the
State-financed churches of the eighteenth century can be used equally
well against the State-financed churches of the twentieth century.

Because men fail to see that ideas have consequences, that education
is always moral and religious, and that neutrality in education is a total
myth, they have not recognized government-supported education for
what it is. Because the tradition of public-financed education goes back
to the Puritans, who thought they could use the schools to promote
their religion, and to Presbyterian leaders in the South (such as Thorn-
well, who was the president of South Carolina College and a foe of
denominational or independent Christian liberal arts education), who
also thought the schools could be kept Christian, the modern-day
Christian is left without a tradition of true educational independence.
The socialist educational tradition began when Christians were in
power; by the time the schools had been universally captured by the
enemy, the Christianity of this century had become defeatest, retreatist,
and most important, dualistic, in its view of education. Chemistry is
chemistry, after all (“you say my son was caught brewing up what?”).
Literature is literature (“you say theyre reading what?”). Psychology is
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Editor’s Introduction 11

psychology (“you say my kid was shown a movie of people doing
what?”). All truth is one. Private schools are expensive. Jesus saves (on
tuition).

Let us put the matter bluntly. Where there is no commitment to
independent Christian education, there is no serious faith. There is
only an emasculated compromise with the principles of secularism in
the world outside the institutional church, and sometimes inside as
well. There is only a short-term perspective, a commitment to low-
budget Christianity that results in the loss of the church’s most precious
earthly resource, its covenant children. It is a weak version of Chris-
tianity that has abandoned the principle that the family is responsible
for the education of its own children. It results in the abdication of par-
enthood, from morning to afternoon, and then, given the T.V. sched-
ule, well into the evening. It is weekend parenthood, at best.

There are alternatives, and these alternatives, being based on a
Christian view of man and the principle of full parental responsibility
in education, produce far better products. The classic essay by Dorothy
Sayers, “The Lost Tools of Learning,” presents a compelling theory of
how children learn. There are three stages of educational development,
she argues, paralleling the three educational disciplines of the Middle
Ages, the Trivium. The first stage of the Trivium is grammar; the sec-
ond is dialectic or logic; and the third is rhetoric. Children master mem-
orization when they are younger. This is the time to teach them Latin,
the multiplication tables, names and dates, and all the songs and Bible
verses they can cram into {4} their skulls, which is considerable. Then
they start questioning everything. Fine; teach them logic at that age.
Finally, they put things together into coherent wholes. This is the time
to teach the principles of civilization, the interrelationships of religion
and culture, and other broadly used concepts. When we abandon the
Trivium, we abandon proper method.

William Blake extends Miss Sayers’s comments. Christian teaching
has lacked an explicitly Christian methodology of education. He is
convinced that Miss Sayers has rediscovered it, but he extends its appli-
cations. Evolution, as a concept, is destructive; it leaves man without a
concept of order or purpose. Christianity has both concepts. Man is to
subdue the earth in terms of law, and to train true craftsmen, a system
of learning must be developed. We really do need tools—basic skills—
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as well as training to perfect our use of these skills, and creativity once
we master their use. Our working model for education should be that
of a workman. We learn facts; then we learn how these facts fit into a
system; finally, we learn how one subsystem is related to others in
God’s total system of creation. Blake provides a preliminary curricu-
lum for private schools based on Sayers’s outline.

T. Robert Ingram, whose successful Episcopalian parochial school
in Houston has become a model of this form of organization, also
focuses on tools, in this case, the tools of the Christian educator. As far
as textbooks go, he says, there are not many. A good teacher can do
without them, but it is hard to locate young, competent teachers. He
traces the concept of neutral education back to Horace Mann, the
father (or at least midwife) of modern, coercive, secular instruction.
The common school of Massachusetts has become the lowest common
denominator school of today. The principle of coercion is wrong; the
school based on coercion must fail. Every academic discipline has been
influenced detrimentally by compulsory humanism. We must reedu-
cate our teachers.

We have reprinted a piece that is over half a century old. T. Van Der
Kooy was an educational pioneer in the Netherlands. He discusses
method, though not so clearly as Miss Sayers did two decades later. A
teacher holds out the possibility of approaching truth; without truth,
we sink. The good teacher will reach down to the child and pull him
upward. He will use lectures, but he will also use the Socratic method.
Students will be allowed to ask questions (like the children of the
Hebrew Passover, who would ask their fathers about the meaning of
the rituals). Teachers need not explain every step every time; the mind
can grasp wholes—indeed, must grasp wholes, since knowledge can
never be exhaustive—as it strives to learn. Let the student memorize;
he will learn meanings later on. Let the student find knowledge, not
just seek it endlessly. He should not be passive. The teacher should not
be afraid to discipline students, either. Evil must be checked in the stu-
dent. The teacher is the hired servant of the parents, {5} and he pos-
sesses a legitimate sovereignty to act as a parent should. The important
educational factor is human interaction; both discipline and methodol-
ogy must recognize that the child is a true individual. Teachers should
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be cheerful, fair, and never cruel or sarcastic. Prayer must be basic to
the school if Christ’s goals are to be accomplished by His servants.

Two articles deal with the Accelerated Christian Education program
of Garland, Texas. Edward Facey, a college teacher, describes the pro-
gram and the students, and he approves of its commitment to free-
market economics. He is impressed with its accent on student disci-
pline and deportment. The national administrators responded to
respectful criticism, he relates. Pastor Charles Grant and Kirk House
look at the program’s theology and methodology. They find that it can
be used successfully by Reformed churches and schools. The great ben-
efit of the program, they conclude, is its flexibility and comparatively
low cost. They offer some possible alterations that local schools might
make in the ACE curriculum.

In my essay, I oppose the much-lauded “voucher” system of school
financing. The central question is this: who is sovereign in the educa-
tional process? Answer: the parents. Conclusion: parents of specific
children should finance their children’s education if they wish to pre-
serve their sovereignty. They are responsible, having God-given power
over their childrens education. They, not their neighbors, should pay
for their children’s education. By abandoning this principle of paren-
tally financed education, the parents today have given the State enor-
mous power. The State has become a substitute parent. The voucher
system is a tool that can be used by State bureaucrats to license all pri-
vate schools. Thus, the voucher system is still essentially statist, despite
the seeming freedom it grants to parents to choose schools for their
children.

R.]. Rushdoony criticizes the modern seminary for its narrow vision
of theological education. Its practical courses are not really practical,
and its strictly theological courses are seldom relevant to the world that
the young pastor will face. The seminary is too much a graduate school
of theology—narrowly defined theology—and not a training ground
for pastors. Eschatologies of withdrawal have also tended to limit the
vision of seminaries. It is the irrelevance of modern seminary educa-
tion that concerns him most.

The Trinity Ministerial Academy has been established to answer
some of the problems of the modern seminary. Its goal is to produce
pastors, not licensed theological scholars. It is geared to pastoral train-
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ing exclusively. It recruits mature men, places them in a setting requir-
ing actual service, and does not waste resources on dormitories. It is
the ministry of a church, just as early Puritan theological training grew
out of local churches. It wants men who have already demonstrated
some ability to speak—reminiscent of the early Puritans’ criticism of
conventional Anglican prelates who {6} could not preach. (“Dumb
dogs,” they were called. University training in the colonies proved that
even Puritans could be taught how not to preach, and our seminaries
continue this tradition.)

Samuel Blumenfeld is one of America’s tireless defenders of inde-
pendent education. In this essay, he traces the origins of the public
school tradition back to New England of the 1830s. He shows that
compulsory State education was the product of politicians and bureau-
crats working as a team. It was intended to be a socialized education.
The public school is a major institutional force which erodes personal
freedom. That is its goal. Its model was the Prussian system, and that
model was not one geared to the expansion of personal liberty. Today,
the schools’ administrators are not agreed about goals, methods, or
academic content, but they do agree that the schools should receive
more money. The whole structure is disintegrating. Yet even the critics
of public education are unwilling to get government entirely out of the
education business. They really do not believe that education is the
responsibility of parents. Public education is antieducation.

How bad are the public schools? Senator Birch Bayh's subcommittee
on juvenile delinquency provides a horrifying answer. (Bayh once
enrolled his children in the Reverend Thoburn’s Fairfax Christian
School—but only once.) Violence has reached unprecedented propor-
tions. Every region of the country is confronted with the problem of
violence. The statistics are voluminous. Over one-third of our nation’s
public school teachers in 1973 reported at least one incident of teacher-
oriented assault in their schools. In Chicago, for example, assaults
increased from a reported 135 to 1,065 between 1964 and 1968. Van-
dalism is costing schools over $500 million annually, and this figure is
rising rapidly. Between 1971 and 1973, the figure rose by 250 percent.
Anyone who has not read this report before will be shocked. Yet there
will still be those who deny the argument offered by Zach Montgom-
ery back in 1886: public schools lead to an increase of crime.
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For an alternative to collapse, take a look at part of the curriculum of
the Wichita Collegiate School, operated by Robert Love, who has pub-
lished a fine paperback book on operating a private school. See how
well your local junior high and high schools stack up against this pro-
gram. In fact, how did your education through college stack up against
this program? More importantly, compare the program with the
reports of incredible nonsense coming from some of our colleges in the
collage, Higher Education in America: Fragments of a Dying Culture.
Then, if the contrast impresses you, read Henry Manne [MANee], on
college financing. Find out why it is that nonprofit education, coupled
with government subsidies, has led to the transfer of power (but not
responsibility) to faculty members and away from trustees. Find out
why parents have {7} never been the source of power on campus: they
have always received full or partial subsidies. In another version of this
paper, Manne proposed an alternative: turn over the ownership and
tinancing of universities to faculty members, and let them meet the
market directly. It will not be done. To link ownership (control) and
responsibility would be too radical an idea for today’s faculty members.

Zach Montgomery’s essay is taken from his 1886 book. He shows
how it is impossible to combine coercive taxation, education, and reli-
gious instruction. Yet this is what all public education must do. All
education involves moral principles, yet some members of the society
will be financing a school system that is not built on the principles they
believe in. The State cannot teach morals effectively. Since no one can
agree on these first principles of education, the schools must be
financed by parents, not the State. The State has usurped parental
authority, and this is illegitimate. In a later essay, however, Montgom-
ery did advocate tax-supported vocational schools for the poor, indi-
cating that he could not fully shake the concept of educational
neutrality and the pseudo-parent State.

Even more embarrassing is A. A. Hodge’s defense of public educa-
tion. Hodge has become famous (within a narrow circle) for the follow-
ing perfectly accurate statement:

The atheistic doctrine is gaining currency [in both senses, he might
have added—G.N.] even among professed Christians and even among

some bewildered Christian ministers, that an education provided by
the common government should be entirely emptied of all religious
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character. The Protestants object to the government schools being
used for the purpose of inculcating the doctrines of the Catholic
Church, and Romanists object to the use of the Protestant version of
the Bible and to the inculcation of the peculiar doctrines of the Protes-
tant churches. The Jews protest against the schools being used to
inculcate Christianity in any form, and the atheists and agnostics pro-
test against any teaching that implies the existence and moral govern-
ment of God. It is capable of exact demonstration that if every party in
the State has the right of excluding from the public schools whatever
he does not believe to be true, then he that believes most must give
way to him that believes least, and then he that believes least must give
way to him that believes absolutely nothing, no matter how small a
minority the atheists or the agnostics may be. It is self-evident that on
this scheme, if it is consistently and persistently carried out in all parts
of the country, the United States system of national popular education
will be the most efficient and wide instrument for the propaganda of
Atheism which the world has ever seen.!

Unfortunately, Hodge was not arguing for independent Christian
schools and the abolition of tax-supported education. He was arguing
for the continued {8} domination of public schools by Christians. He
was arguing for a reversal of the obvious trend he sketched—the same
trend sketched by Zach Montgomery. Hodge was unable to answer
Montgomery’s basic questions. He called for cooperation among
Christians of all persuasions to ignore the “irrelevant” differences
dividing them for the sake of their control over the public schools. We
have reprinted Hodge’s essay to contrast it with Montgomery’s, and to
show how futile Hodge’s position was in the history of American edu-
cation. The lowest common denominator principle is still operating to
drag all public education into the tar pits.

Finally, we end with the 1926 speech by J. Gresham Machen [MAY-
chen], the founder of Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadel-
phia, and the founder of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. His
speech is a remarkable example of the older orthodoxy. He was a nine-
teenth-century classical liberal in his political and economic views, and
unlike his politically conservative heirs in the church he founded, he
was not afraid to voice his opinions in the name of God. There is one

1. Cited in Rousas ]. Rushdoony, The Messianic Character of American Education
(Nutley, NJ: Craig Press, 1963), 335.
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sad pastor who attended Westminster in the early years, whose one
claim to fame is his constant refrain, “There hath arisen a generation
that knoweth not Machen”” Yes, indeed there has; it arose about 1936.
The classical liberalism that marked the Old Princeton Seminary men
was soon forgotten, or never understood, by those who followed their
theological tradition, meaning theology narrowly defined. Machen’s
spiritual heirs are not found delivering speeches like this one; his com-
mitment to social relevance has not been understood or appreciated by
those who studied under him. He warned against federally-financed
education. He warned against the inefficiency of federal officials. He
warned against the federal threat to education, how the dead hand of
bureaucratic orthodoxy will smother educational diversity. He did try
to defend state-financed education, but only in comparison to federally
financed education. At least in each state, or in each county, there are
competing views. He called for competition. He hoped that the
Supreme Court would continue to defend this principle. (He should
have seen the drift of his era more clearly; Tommy Rogers’s review of
Lino Graglia’s book on the Court’s school decisions would have cured
him of his optimism.) He made this crucial point: once you give up
your child to the State, why resist when the State calls for everything
else?

Hodge and Machen are representatives of the Old Princeton apolo-
getics. They both were committed to the idea that reason, even if
unaided by biblical revelation, can comprehend some facts accurately.
This is the basis—the only possible intellectual basis—of Christian
cooperation with public education. But the apologetics of Cornelius
Van Til indicates that this hope is not a valid hope. Atheists and Chris-
tians see nothing in the same light. There can be no neutrality. No sin-
gle fact can be viewed by the Christian and the non-Christian in
exactly the same light, in exactly the {9} same perspective. Thus, Van
Til has destroyed the epistemological foundation of cooperative, State-
supported education.

Now, if we can just get the Christians to stop taking State subsidies,
stop lobbying for more subsidies, and start building totally indepen-
dent educational institutions, we can get on with the task of Christian
reconstruction. We must get our hands out of our neighbors’ wallets.
We must also get our children out of the government schools. If Hodge
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could not call a halt to the destruction of Christianity in the public
schools, and Machen’s dire warnings against federal education have
now come true, can we not learn from their experience? Must we con-
tinue to repeat the same old hopes, call for the same old reforms, after
we have been beaten for seventy-five or a hundred years in the “game”
of coercive education? Can we not build for ourselves with our own
resources? If the salt has lost its savor, what good is it? It is good for
being trod under men’s feet.
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THE LOST TOOLS OF LEARNING

Dorothy L. Sayers

Originally published in The Hibbert Journal. © Copyright, A.
Watkins, 1947, for the estate of Dorothy Sayers. Reprinted by
permission.

That I, whose experience of teaching is extremely limited, should pre-
sume to discuss education is a matter, surely, that calls for no apology.
It is a kind of behavior to which the present climate of opinion is
wholly favorable. Bishops air their opinions about economics; biolo-
gists, about metaphysics; inorganic chemists about theology; the most
irrelevant people are appointed to highly technical ministries; and
plain, blunt men write to the papers to say that Epstein and Picasso do
not know how to draw. Up to a certain point, and provided that the
criticisms are made with a reasonable modesty, these activities are
commendable. Too much specialization is not a good thing. There is
also one excellent reason why the veriest amateur may feel entitled to
have an opinion about education. For if we are not all professional
teachers, we have all, at some time or other, been taught. Even if we
learnt nothing—perhaps in particular if we learnt nothing—our contri-
bution to the discussion may have a potential value.

I propose to deal with the subject of teaching, properly so-called. It is
in the highest degree improbable that the reforms I propose will ever
be carried into effect. Neither the parents, nor the training colleges, nor
the examination boards, nor the boards of governors, nor the ministers
of education would countenance them for a moment. For they amount
to this: that if we are to produce a society of educated people, fitted to
preserve their intellectual freedom amid the complex pressures of our
modern society, we must turn back the wheel of progress some four or
five hundred years, to the point at which education began to lose sight
of its true object, towards the end of the Middle Ages.

Before you dismiss me with the appropriate phrase—reactionary,
romantic, mediaevalist, laudator temporis acti, or whatever tag comes
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tirst to hand—I will ask you to consider one or two miscellaneous
questions that hang about at the back, perhaps, of all our minds, and
occasionally pop out to worry us.

Disquieting Questions

When we think about the remarkably early age at which the young
men went up to the university in, let us say, Tudor times, and thereafter
were {11} held fit to assume responsibility for the conduct of their own
affairs, are we altogether comfortable about that artificial prolongation
of intellectual childhood and adolescence into the years of physical
maturity which is so marked in our own day? To postpone the accep-
tance of responsibility to a late date brings with it a number of psycho-
logical complications which, while they may interest the psychiatrist,
are scarcely beneficial either to the individual or to society. The stock
argument in favor of postponing the school leaving-age and prolonging
the period of education generally is that there is now so much more to
learn than there was in the Middle Ages. This is partly true, but not
wholly. The modern boy and girl are certainly taught more subjects—
but does that always mean that they actually know more?

Has it ever struck you as odd, or unfortunate, that today, when the
proportion of literacy throughout western Europe is higher than it has
ever been, people should have become susceptible to the influence of
advertisement and mass-propaganda to an extent hitherto unheard-of
and unimagined? Do you put this down to the mere mechanical fact
that the press and the radio and so on have made propaganda much
easier to distribute over a wide area? Or do you sometimes have an
uneasy suspicion that the product of modern educational methods is
less good than he or she might be at disentangling fact from opinion
and the proven from the plausible?

Have you ever, in listening to a debate among adult and presumably
responsible people, been fretted by the extraordinary inability of the
average debater to speak to the question, or to meet and refute the
arguments of speakers on the other side? Or have you ever pondered
upon the extremely high incidence of irrelevant matter which crops up
at committee-meetings, and upon the very great rarity of persons capa-
ble of acting as chairmen of committees? And when you think of this,
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and think that most of our public affairs are settled by debates and
committees, have you ever felt a certain sinking of the heart?

Have you ever followed a discussion in the newspapers or elsewhere
and noticed how frequently writers fail to define the terms they use? Or
how often, if one man does define his terms, another will assume in his
reply that he was using the terms in precisely the opposite sense to that
in which he has already defined them?

Have you ever been faintly troubled by the amount of slipshod syn-
tax going about? And if so, are you troubled because it is inelegant or
because it may lead to dangerous misunderstanding?

Do you ever find that young people, when they have left school, not
only forget most of what they have learnt (that is only to be expected)
but forget also, or betray that they have never really known, how to
tackle a {12} new subject for themselves? Are you often bothered by
coming across grown-up men and women who seem unable to distin-
guish between a book that is sound, scholarly, and properly docu-
mented, and one that is to any trained eye, very conspicuously none of
these things? Or who cannot handle a library catalogue? Or who, when
faced with a book of reference, betray a curious inability to extract
from it the passages relevant to the particular question which interests
them?

Do you often come across people for whom, all their lives, a “sub-
ject” remains a “subject,” divided by watertight bulkheads from all
other “subjects,” so that they experience very great difficulty in making
an immediate mental connection between, let us say, algebra and
detective fiction, sewage disposal and the price of salmon—or, more
generally, between such spheres of knowledge as philosophy and eco-
nomics, or chemistry and art?

Are you occasionally perturbed by the things written by adult men
and women for adult men and women to read?

We find a well-known biologist writing in a weekly paper to the
effect that: “It is an argument against the existence of a Creator” (I
think he put it more strongly; but since I have, most unfortunately,
mislaid the reference, I will put his claim at its lowest)—“an argument
against the existence of a Creator that the same kind of variations
which are produced by natural selection can be produced at will by
stock-breeders.” One might feel tempted to say that it is rather an argu-
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ment for the existence of a Creator. Actually, of course, it is neither: all
it proves is that the same material causes (recombination of the chro-
mosomes by cross-breeding and so forth) are sufficient to account for
all observed variations—just as the various combinations of the same
thirteen semitones are materially sufficient to account for Beethoven’s
Moonlight Sonata and the noise the cat makes by walking on the keys.
But the cat’s performance neither proves nor disproves the existence of
Beethoven; and all that is proved by the biologist’s argument is that he
was unable to distinguish between a material and a final cause.

Here is a sentence from no less academic a source than a front-page
article in the [London] Times Literary Supplement:

The Frenchman, Alfred Epinas, pointed out that certain species (e.g.,
ants and wasps) can only face the horrors of life and death in
association.

I do not know what the Frenchman actually did say: what the
Englishman says he said is patently meaningless. We cannot know
whether life holds any horror for the ant, nor in what sense the isolated
wasp which you kill upon the windowpane can be said to “face” or not
to “face” the horrors of death. The subject of the article is mass-behav-
ior in man; and the human motives have been unobtrusively trans-
ferred from the main proposition to the supporting instance. Thus the
argument, in effect, assumes what it {13} sets out to prove—a fact
which would become immediately apparent if it were presented in a
formal syllogism. This is only a small and haphazard example of a vice
which pervades whole books—particularly books written by men of
science on metaphysical subjects.

Another quotation from the same issue of T.L.S. comes in fittingly
here to wind up this random collection of disquieting thoughts—this
time from a review of Sir Richard Livingstone’s Some Tasks for Educa-
tion:

More than once the reader is reminded of the value of an intensive
study of at least one subject, so as to learn “the meaning of knowledge”
and what precision and persistence is needed to attain it. Yet there is
elsewhere full recognition of the distressing fact that a man may be
master in one field and show no better judgment than his neighbor

anywhere else; he remembers what he has learnt, but forgets alto-
gether how he learned it.
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I would draw your attention particularly to that last sentence, which
offers an explanation of what the writer rightly calls the “distressing
fact” that the intellectual skills bestowed upon us by our education are
not readily transferable to subjects other than those in which we
acquired them: “he remembers what he has learnt, but forgets alto-
gether how he learned it”

The Art of Learning

Is not the great defect of our education today—a defect traceable
through all the disquieting symptoms of trouble that I have men-
tioned—that although we often succeed in teaching our pupils “sub-
jects,” we fail lamentably on the whole in teaching them how to think:
they learn everything, except the art of learning. It is as though we had
taught a child mechanically and by rule of thumb, to play “The Harmo-
nious Blacksmith” upon the piano, but had never taught him the scale
or how to read music; so that, having memorized “The Harmonious
Blacksmith,” he still had not the faintest notion how to proceed from
that to tackle “The Last Rose of Summer” Why do I say, “As though™?
In certain of the arts and crafts we sometimes do precisely this—
requiring a child to “express himself” in paint before we teach him how
to handle the colors and the brush. There is a school of thought which
believes this to be the right way to set about the job. But observe—it is
not the way in which a trained craftsman will go about to teach himself
a new medium. He, having learned by experience the best way to econ-
omize labor and take the thing by the right end, will start off by doo-
dling about on an odd piece of material, in order to “give himself the
feel of the tool”

The Mediaeval Syllabus

Let us now look at the mediaeval scheme of education—the syllabus
of the schools. It does not matter, for the moment, whether it was
devised for small children or for older students; or how long people
were supposed to {14} take over it. What matters is the light it throws
upon what the men of the Middle Ages supposed to be the object and
the right order of the educative process.
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The syllabus was divided into two parts; the Trivium and Quadriv-
ium. The second part—the Quadrivium—consisted of “subjects,” and
need not for the moment concern us. The interesting thing for us is the
composition of the Trivium, which preceded the Quadrivium and was
the preliminary discipline for it. It consisted of three parts: grammar,
dialectic, and rhetoric, in that order.

Now the first thing we notice is that two at any rate of these “sub-
jects” are not what we should call “subjects” at all: they are only meth-
ods of dealing with subjects. Grammar, indeed, is a “subject” in the
sense that it does mean definitely learning a language—at that period it
meant learning Latin. But language itself is simply the medium in
which thought is expressed. The whole of the Trivium was, in fact,
intended to teach the pupil the proper use of the tools of learning,
before he began to apply them to “subjects” at all. First, he learned a
language; not just how to order a meal in a foreign language, but the
structure of language—a language, and hence of language itself—what
it was, how it was put together and how it worked. Secondly, he learned
how to use language: how to define his terms and make accurate state-
ments; how to construct an argument and how to detect fallacies in
argument (his own arguments and other people’s). Dialectic, that is to
say, embraced logic and disputation. Thirdly, he learned to express
himself in language; how to say what he had to say elegantly and per-
suasively.

At the end of his course, he was required to compose a thesis upon
some theme set by his masters or chosen by himself, and afterwards to
defend his thesis against the criticism of the faculty. By this time he
would have learned—or woe betide him—not merely to write an essay
on paper, but to speak audibly and intelligibly from a platform, and to
use his wits quickly when heckled. There would be questions, cogent
and shrewd, from those who had already run the gauntlet of debate.

It is, of course, quite true that bits and pieces of the mediaeval tradi-
tion still linger, or have been revived, in the ordinary school syllabus of
today. Some knowledge of grammar is still required when learning a
foreign language—perhaps I should say, “is again required”; for during
my own lifetime we passed through a phase when the teaching of
declensions and conjugations was considered rather reprehensible, and
it was considered better to pick these things up as we went along.
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School debating societies flourish; essays are written; the necessity for
“self-expression” is stressed, and perhaps even overstressed. But these
activities are cultivated more or less in detachment, as belonging to the
special subjects in which they are pigeonholed rather than as forming
one coherent scheme of mental training {15} to which all “subjects”
stand in a subordinate relation. “Grammar” belongs especially to the
“subject” of foreign languages, and essay-writing to the “subject” called
“English”; while dialectic has become almost entirely divorced from the
rest of the curriculum, and is frequently practiced unsystematically and
out of school-hours as a separate exercise, only very loosely related to
the main business of learning. Taken by and large, the great difference
of emphasis between the two conceptions holds good: modern educa-
tion concentrates on teaching subjects, leaving the method of thinking,
arguing, and expressing one’s conclusions to be picked up by the
scholar as he goes along; mediaeval education concentrated on first
forging and learning to handle the tools of learning, using whatever sub-
ject came handy as a piece of material on which to doodle until the use
of the tool became second nature.

“Subjects” of some kind there must be, of course. One cannot learn
the theory of grammar without learning an actual language, or learn to
argue and orate without speaking about something in particular. The
debating subjects of the Middle Ages were drawn largely from theol-
ogy, or from the ethics and history of antiquity. Often, indeed, they
became stereotyped, especially towards the end of the period, and the
far-fetched and wire-drawn absurdities of scholastic argument fretted
Milton and provide food for merriment even to this day. Whether they
were in themselves any more hackneyed and trivial than the usual sub-
jects set nowadays for “essay-writing” I should not like to say: we may
ourselves grow a little weary of “A Day in My Holidays,” and all the rest
of it. But most of the merriment is misplaced, because the aim and
object of the debating thesis has by now been lost sight of.

Angels on a Needle

A glib speaker in the Brains Trust once entertained his audience
(and reduced the late Charles Williams to helpless rage) by asserting
that in the Middle Ages it was a matter of faith to know how many
archangels could dance on the point of a needle. I need not say, I hope,
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that it never was a “matter of faith”; it was simply a debating exercise,
whose set subject was the nature of angelic substance: were angels
material, and if so, did they occupy space? The answer usually
adjudged correct is, I believe, that angels are pure intelligences; not
material, but limited, so that they may have location in space, but not
extension. An analogy might be drawn from human thought, which is
similarly nonmaterial and similarly limited. Thus, if your thought is
concentrated upon one thing—say, the point of a needle—it is located
there in the sense that it is not elsewhere; but although it is “there,” it
occupies no space there, and there is nothing to prevent an infinite
number of different people’s thoughts being concentrated upon the
same needle-point at the same time. The proper subject {16} of the
argument is thus seen to be the distinction between location and exten-
sion in space; the matter on which the argument is exercised happens
to be the nature of angels (although, as we have seen, it might equally
well have been something else); the practical lesson to be drawn from
the argument is not to use words like “there” in a loose and unscientific
way, without specifying whether you mean “located there” or “occupy-
ing space there”

Scorn in plenty has been poured out upon the mediaeval passion for
hairsplitting: but when we look at the shameless abuse made, in print
and on the platform, of controversial expressions with shifting and
ambiguous connotations, we may feel it in our hearts to wish that every
reader and hearer had been so defensively armored by his education as
to be able to cry: Distinguo.

Unarmed

For we let our young men and women go out unarmed, in a day
when armor was never so necessary. By teaching them all to read, we
have left them at the mercy of the printed word. By the invention of the
film and the radio, we have made certain that no aversion to reading
shall secure them from the incessant battery of words, words, words.
They do not know what the words mean; they do not know how to
ward them off or blunt their edge or fling them back; they are a prey to
words in their emotions instead of being the masters of them in their
intellects. We who were scandalized in 1940 when men were sent to
tight armored tanks with rifles, are not scandalized when young men
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and women are sent into the world to fight massed propaganda with a
smattering of “subjects”; and when whole classes and whole nations
become hypnotized by the arts of the spellbinder, we have the impu-
dence to be astonished. We dole out lip-service to the importance of
education—lip-service and, just occasionally, a little grant of money;
we postpone the school leaving-age, and plan to build bigger and better
schools; the teachers slave conscientiously in and out of school-hours;
and yet, as I believe, all this devoted effort is largely frustrated, because
we have lost the tools of learning, and in their absence can only make a
botched and piecemeal job of it.

What, then, are we to do? We cannot go back to the Middle Ages.
That is a cry to which we have become accustomed. We cannot go
back—or can we? Distinguo. I should like every term in that proposi-
tion defined. Does “go back” mean a retrogression in time, or the revi-
sion of an error? The first is clearly impossible per se; the second is a
thing which wise men do every day. Obviously the twentieth century is
not and cannot be the fourteenth; but if “the Middle Ages” is, in this
context, simply a picturesque phrase denoting a particular educational
theory, there seems to be no a priori reason why we should not “go
back” to it—with modifications—as we have already “gone back” with
modifications, to, let us say, the idea {17} of playing Shakespeare’s plays
as he wrote them, and not in the “modernized” versions of Cibber and
Garrick, which once seemed to be the latest thing in theatrical
progress.

Let us amuse ourselves by imagining that such progressive retrogres-
sion is possible. Let us make a clean sweep of all educational authori-
ties, and furnish ourselves with a nice little school of boys and girls
whom we may experimentally equip for the intellectual conflict along
lines chosen by ourselves. We will endow them with exceptionally doc-
ile parents; we will staff our school with teachers who are themselves
perfectly familiar with the aims and methods of the Trivium; we will
have our buildings and staff large enough to allow our classes to be
small enough for adequate handling; and we will postulate a Board of
Examiners willing and qualified to test the products we turn out. Thus
prepared, we will attempt to sketch out a syllabus—a modern Trivium
“with modifications”; and we will see where we get to.
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But first: what age shall the children be? Well, if one is to educate
them on novel lines, it will be better that they should have nothing to
unlearn; besides, one cannot begin a good thing too early, and the Tri-
vium is by its nature not learning, but a preparation for learning. We
will, therefore, “catch ‘em young,” requiring only of our pupils that they
shall be able to read, write, and cipher.

The Three Ages

My views about child psychology are, I admit, neither orthodox nor
enlightened. Looking back upon myself (since I am the child I know
best and the only child I can pretend to know from inside) I recognize
three states of development. These, in a rough-and-ready fashion, I will
call the Poll-Parrot, the Pert, and the Poetic—the latter coinciding,
approximately, with the onset of puberty. The Poll-Parrot stage is the
one in which learning by heart is easy and, on the whole, pleasurable;
whereas reasoning is difficult and, on the whole, little relished. At this
age, one readily memorizes the shapes and appearances of things; one
likes to recite the number-plates of cars; one rejoices in the chanting of
rhymes and rumble and thunder of unintelligible polysyllables; one
enjoys the mere accumulation of things. The Pert Age, which follows
upon this (and, naturally, overlaps it to some extent) is characterized by
contradicting, answering-back, liking to “catch people out” (especially
one’s elders), and in the propounding of conundrums. Its nuisance-
value is extremely high. It usually sets in about the eighth grade. The
Poetic Age is popularly known as the “difficult” age. It is self-centered;
yet it yearns to express itself; it rather specializes in being misunder-
stood; it is restless and tries to achieve independence; and, with good
luck and good guidance, it should show the beginnings of creativeness,
a reaching-out towards a synthesis of what it {18} already knows, and a
deliberate eagerness to know and do some one thing in preference to
all others. Now it seems to me that the layout of the Trivium adapts
itself with a singular appropriateness to these three ages: grammar to
the Poll-Parrot, dialectic to the Pert, and rhetoric to the Poetic Age.

Let us begin, then, with grammar. This, in practice, means the gram-
mar of some language in particular; and it must be an inflected lan-
guage. The grammatical structure of an uninflected language is far too
analytical to be tackled by anyone without previous practice in dialec-
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tic. Moreover, the inflected languages interpret the uninflected,
whereas the uninflected are of little use in interpreting the inflected. I
will say at once, quite firmly, that the best grounding for education is
the Latin grammar. I say this, not because Latin is traditional and
mediaeval, but simply because even a rudimentary knowledge of Latin
cuts down the labor and pains of learning almost any other subject by
at least fifty percent. It is the key to the vocabulary and structure of all
the Romance languages and to the structure of the Teutonic languages,
as well as to the technical vocabulary of all the sciences and to the liter-
ature of the entire Mediterranean civilization, together with all its his-
torical documents.

Those whose pedantic preference for a living language persuades
them to deprive their pupils of all these advantages might substitute
Russian, whose grammar is still more primitive. Russian is, of course,
helpful with the other Slav dialects. There is something to be said for
Classical Greek. But my own choice is Latin. Having thus pleased the
Classicists among you, I will proceed to horrify them by adding that I
do not think it wise or necessary to cramp the ordinary pupil upon the
Procrustean bed of the Augustan Age, with its highly elaborate and
artificial verse-forms and oratory.

Latin should be begun as early as possible—at a time when inflected
speech seems no more astonishing than any other phenomenon in an
astonishing world; and when the chanting of “amo, amas, amat” is as
ritually agreeable to the feelings as the chanting of “eeny, meeny, miney;,
mo.”

During this age we must, of course, exercise the mind on other
things besides Latin grammar. Observation and memory are the facul-
ties most lively at this period; and if we are to learn a contemporary
foreign language we should begin now, before the facial and mental
muscles become rebellious to strange intonations. Spoken French or
German can be practiced alongside the grammatical discipline of the
Latin.

The Use of Memory

In English, verse and prose can be learned by heart, and the pupil’s
memory should be stored with stories of every kind—classical myth,
European legend, and so forth. I do not think that the classical stories
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and masterpieces of ancient literature should be made the vile bodies
on which to practice the technics of grammar—that was a fault of
mediaeval education {19} which we need not perpetuate. The stories
can be enjoyed and remembered in English, and related to their origin
at a subsequent stage. Recitation aloud should be practiced—individu-
ally or in chorus; for we must not forget that we are laying the ground-
work for disputation and rhetoric.

The grammar of history should consist, I think, of dates, events,
anecdotes, and personalities. A set of dates to which one can peg all
later historical knowledge is of enormous help later on in establishing
the perspective of history. It does not matter greatly which dates: those
of the kings of England will do very nicely, provided they are accompa-
nied by pictures of costumes, architecture, and other “everyday things,’
so that the mere mention of a date calls up a strong visual presentment
of the whole period.

Geography will similarly be presented in its factual aspect, with
maps, natural features and visual presentment of customs, costumes,
flora, fauna, and so on; and I believe myself that the discredited and
old-fashioned memorizing of a few capital cities, rivers, mountain
ranges, etc., does no harm. Stamp collecting may be encouraged.

Science, in the Poll-Parrot period, arranges itself naturally and easily
round collections—the identifying and naming of specimens and, in
general, the kind of thing that used to be called “natural history,” or,
still more charmingly, “natural philosophy” To know the names and
properties of things is, at this age, a satisfaction in itself; to recognize a
devil’s coach-horse at sight, and assure one’s foolish elders that, in spite
of its appearance, it does not sting; to be able to pick out Cassiopeia
and the Pleiades; to be aware that a whale is not a fish, and a bat not a
bird—all these things give a pleasant sensation of superiority; while to
know a ring-snake from an adder or a poisonous from an edible toad-
stool is a kind of knowledge that has also a practical value.

The grammar of mathematics begins, of course, with the multiplica-
tion table, which, if not learnt now will never be learnt with pleasure;
and with the recognition of geometrical shapes and the grouping of
numbers. These exercises lead naturally to the doing of simple sums in
arithmetic; and if the pupil shows a bent that way, a facility acquired at
this stage is all to the good. More complicated mathematical processes
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may, and perhaps should, be postponed, for reasons which will pres-
ently appear.

So far (except, of course, for the Latin), our curriculum contains
nothing that departs very far from common practice. The difference
will be felt rather in the attitude of the teachers, who must look upon
all these activities less as “subjects” in themselves than as a gathering-
together of material for use in the next part of the Trivium. What that
material actually is, is only of secondary importance; but it is as well
that anything and everything which can usefully be committed to
memory should be memorized at this period, whether it is immedi-
ately intelligible or not. The modern {20} tendency is to try and force
rational explanations on a child’s mind at too early an age. Intelligent
questions, spontaneously asked, should, of course, receive an immedi-
ate and rational answer; but it is a great mistake to suppose that a child
cannot readily enjoy and remember things that are beyond its power to
analyze—particularly if those things have a strong imaginative appeal,
an attractive jingle, or an abundance of rich, resounding polysyllables.

The Mistress Science

This reminds me of the grammar of theology. I shall add it to the cur-
riculum, because theology is the mistress-science, without which the
whole educational structure will necessarily lack its final synthesis.
Those who disagree about this will remain content to leave their pupils’
education still full of loose ends. This will matter rather less than it
might, since by the time that the tools of learning have been forged the
student will be able to tackle theology for himself, and will probably
insist upon doing so and making sense of it. Still, it is as well to have
this matter also handy and ready for the reason to work upon. At the
grammatical age, therefore, we should become acquainted with the
story of God and Man in outline—i.e., the Old and New Testament
presented as parts of a single narrative of creation, rebellion, and
redemption—and also with “the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Ten
Commandments.” At this stage, it does not matter nearly so much that
these things should be fully understood as that they should be known
and remembered.

It is difficult to say at what age, precisely, we should pass from the
tirst to the second part of the Trivium. Generally speaking, the answer

A Chalcedon Publication [www.chalcedon.edu] 3/30/07



The Lost Tools of Learning 33

is: so soon as the pupil shows himself disposed to pertness and intermi-
nable argument. For as, in the first part, the master-facilities are obser-
vation and memory, so in the second, the master-faculty is the
discursive reason. In the first, the exercise to which the rest of the
material was, as it were, keyed, was the Latin grammar; in the second
the key exercise will be formal logic. It is here that our curriculum
shows its first sharp divergence from modern standards. The disrepute
into which formal logic has fallen is entirely unjustified; and its neglect
is the root cause of nearly all those disquieting symptoms which we
have noted in the modern intellectual constitution.

A secondary cause for the disfavor into which formal logic has fallen
is the belief that it is entirely based upon universal assumptions that are
either unprovable or tautological. This is not true. Not all universal
propositions are of this kind. But even if they were, it would make no
difference, since every syllogism whose major premise is in the form
“All A is B” can be recast in hypothetical form. Logic is the art of argu-
ing correctly: “If A then B”: the method is not invalidated by the hypo-
thetical {21} character of A. Indeed, the practical utility of formal logic
today lies not so much in the establishment of positive conclusion as in
the prompt detection and exposure of invalid inference.

Relation to Dialectic

Let us now quickly review our material and see how it is to be related
to dialectic. On the language side, we shall now have our vocabulary
and morphology at our fingertips; henceforward we can concentrate
more particularly on syntax and analysis (i.e., the logical construction
of speech) and the history of language (i.e., how we come to arrange
our speech as we do in order to convey our thoughts).

Our reading will proceed from narrative and lyric to essays, argu-
ment and criticism, and the pupil will learn to try his own hand at writ-
ing this kind of thing. Many lessons—on whatever subject—will take
the form of debates; and the place of individual or choral recitation will
be taken by dramatic performances, with special attention to plays in
which an argument is stated in dramatic form.

Mathematics—algebra, geometry, and the more advanced kind of
arithmetic—will now enter into the syllabus and take its place as what
it really is: not a separate “subject” but a subdepartment of logic. It is
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neither more nor less than the rule of the syllogism in its particular
application to number and measurement, and should be taught as
such, instead of being, for some, a dark mystery, and for others, a spe-
cial revelation, neither illuminating nor illuminated by any other part
of knowledge.

History, aided by a simple system of ethics derived from the gram-
mar of theology, will provide much suitable material for discussion:
Was the behavior of this statesman justified? What was the effect of
such an enactment? What are the arguments for and against this or that
form of government? We shall thus get an introduction to constitu-
tional history—a subject meaningless to the young child, but of
absorbing interest to those who are prepared to argue and debate. The-
ology itself will furnish material for argument about conduct and mor-
als; and should have its scope extended by a simplified course of
dogmatic theology (i.e., the rational structure of Christian thought),
clarifying the relations between the dogma and the ethics, and lending
itself to that application of ethical principles in particular instances
which is properly called casuistry. Geography and the sciences will all
likewise provide material for dialectic.

The World Around Us

But above all, we must not neglect the material which is so abundant
in the pupils’ own daily life.

There is a delightful passage in Leslie Paul’s The Living Hedge which
tells how a number of small boys enjoyed themselves for days arguing
about an extraordinary shower of rain which had fallen in their town—
a shower {22} so localized that it left one-half of the main street wet
and the other dry. Could one, they argued, properly say that it had
rained that day on or over the town or only in the town? How many
drops of water were required to constitute rain? and so on. Argument
about this led on to a host of similar problems about rest and motion,
sleep and waking, est and non est, and the infinitesimal division of
time. The whole passage is an admirable example of the spontaneous
development of the ratiocinative faculty and the natural and proper
thirst of the awakening reason for definition of terms and exactness of
statement. All events are food for such an appetite.

A Chalcedon Publication [www.chalcedon.edu] 3/30/07



The Lost Tools of Learning 35

An umpires decision; the degree to which one may transgress the
spirit of a regulation without being trapped by the letter; on such ques-
tions as these, children are born casuists, and their natural propensity
only needs to be developed and trained—and, especially, brought into
an intelligible relationship with events in the grown-up world. The
newspapers are full of good material for such exercises: legal decisions,
on the one hand, in cases where the cause at issue is not too abstruse;
on the other, fallacious reasoning and muddleheaded argument, with
which the correspondence columns of certain papers one could name
are abundantly stocked.

“Pert Age” Criticism

Wherever the matter for dialectic is found, it is, of course, highly
important that attention should be focused upon the beauty and econ-
omy of a fine demonstration or a well-turned argument, lest veneration
should wholly die. Criticism must not be merely destructive; though at
the same time both teacher and pupils must be ready to detect fallacy,
slipshod reasoning, ambiguity, irrelevance, and redundancy, and to
pounce upon them like rats.

This is the moment when precis-writing may be usefully under-
taken; together with such exercises as the writing of an essay, and the
reduction of it, when written, by 25 or 50 percent.

It will, doubtless, be objected that to encourage young persons at the
Pert Age to browbeat, correct, and argue with their elders will render
them perfectly intolerable. My answer is that children of that age are
intolerable anyhow; and that their natural argumentativeness may just
as well be canalised to good purpose as allowed to run away into the
sands. It may, indeed, be rather less obtrusive at home if it is disciplined
in school; and, anyhow, elders who have abandoned the wholesome
principle that children should be seen and not heard have no one to
blame but themselves.

Once again: the contents of the syllabus at this stage may be anything
you like. The “subjects” supply material; but they are all to be regarded
as mere grist for the mental mill to work upon. The pupils should be
encouraged to go and forage for their own information, and so guided
towards the proper use of libraries and books of reference, and shown
how to tell which sources are authoritative and which are not. {23}
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Imagination

Towards the close of this stage, the pupils will probably be beginning
to discover for themselves that their knowledge and experience are
insufficient, and that their trained intelligences need a great deal more
material to chew upon. The imagination—usually dormant during the
Pert Age—will reawaken, and prompt them to suspect the limitations
of logic and reason. This means that they are passing into the Poetic
Age and are ready to embark on the study of rhetoric. The doors of the
storehouse of knowledge should now be thrown open for them to
browse about as they will. The things once learned by rote will be seen
in new contexts; the things once coldly analyzed can now be brought
together to form a new synthesis; here and there a sudden insight will
bring about that most exciting of all discoveries: the realization that a
truism is true.

The Study of Rhetoric

It is difficult to map out any general syllabus for the study of rheto-
ric: a certain freedom is demanded. In literature, appreciation should
be again allowed to take the lead over destructive criticism; and the
self-expression in writing can go forward, with its tools now sharpened
to cut clean and observe proportion. Any child that already shows a
disposition to specialize should be given his head: for, when the use of
the tools has been well and truly learned, it is available for any study
whatever. It would be well, I think, that each pupil should learn to do
one, or two, subjects really well, while taking a few classes in subsidiary
subjects so as to keep his mind open to the inter-relations of all knowl-
edge. Indeed, at this stage, our difficulty will be to keep “subjects”
apart; for a dialectic will have shown all branches of learning to be
interrelated, so rhetoric will tend to show that all knowledge is one. To
show this, and show why it is so, is preeminently the task of the Mis-
tress-science. But whether theology is studied or not, we should at least
insist that children who seem inclined to specialize on the mathemati-
cal and scientific side should be obliged to attend some lessons in the
humanities and vice versa. At this stage also, the Latin grammar, hav-
ing done its work, may be dropped for those who prefer to carry on
their language studies on the modern side; while those who are likely
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never to have any great use or aptitude for mathematics might also be
allowed to rest, more or less, upon their oars. Generally speaking:
whatsoever is mere apparatus may now be allowed to fall into the back-
ground, while the trained mind is gradually prepared for specialization
in the “subjects” which, when the Trivium is completed, it should be
perfectly well equipped to tackle on its own. The final synthesis of the
Trivium—the presentation and public defense of the thesis—should be
restored in some form; perhaps as a kind of “leaving examination” dur-
ing the last term at school. {24}

The scope of rhetoric depends also on whether the pupil is to be
turned out into the world at the age of 16 or whether he is to proceed to
the university. Since, really, rhetoric should be taken at about 14, the
tirst category of pupil should study grammar from about 9 to 11, and
dialectic from 12 to 14; his last two school years would then be devoted
to rhetoric, which, in his case, would be of a fairly specialized and
vocational kind, suiting him to enter immediately upon some practical
career. A pupil of the second category would finish his dialectical
course in his preparatory school, and take rhetoric during his first two
years at his public school. At 16, he would be ready to start upon those
“subjects” which are proposed for his later study at the university: and
part of his education will correspond to the mediaeval Quadrivium.
What this amounts to is that the ordinary pupil, whose formal educa-
tion ends at 16, will take the Trivium only; whereas scholars will take
both Trivium and Quadrivium.

The University at Sixteen?

Is the Trivium, then, a sufficient education for life? Properly taught, I
believe that it should be. At the end of the dialectic, the children will
probably seem to be far behind their coevals brought up on old-fash-
ioned “modern” methods, so far as detailed knowledge of specific sub-
jects is concerned. But after the age of 14 they should be able to
overhaul the others hand over fist. Indeed, I am not at all sure that a
pupil thoroughly proficient in the Trivium would not be fit to proceed
immediately to the university at the age of 16, thus proving himself the
equal of his mediaeval counterpart, whose precocity astonished us at
the beginning of this discussion. This, to be sure, would make hay of
the English public school system, and disconcert the universities very
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much. It would, for example, make quite a different thing of the Oxford
and Cambridge boat race.

But I am not here to consider the feelings of academic bodies: I am
concerned only with the proper training of the mind to encounter and
deal with the formidable mass of undigested problems presented to it
by the modern world. For the tools of learning are the same, in any and
every subject; and the person who knows how to use them will, at any
age, get the mastery of a new subject in half the time and with a quarter
of the effort expended by the person who has not the tools at his com-
mand. To learn six subjects without remembering how they were learnt
does nothing to ease the approach to a seventh; to have learnt and
remembered the art of learning makes the approach to every subject an
open door.

Educational Capital Depleted

Before concluding these necessarily very sketchy suggestions, I
ought to say why I think it necessary, in these days, to go back to a dis-
cipline which we had discarded. The truth is that for the last 300 years
or so we have {25} been living upon our educational capital. The post-
Renaissance world, bewildered by the profusion of new “subjects”
offered to it, broke away from the old discipline (which had, indeed,
become sadly dull and stereotyped in its practical application) and
imagined that henceforward it could, as it were, disport itself happily in
its new and extended Quadrivium without passing through the Tri-
vium. But the scholastic tradition, though broken and maimed, still
lingered in the public schools and universities: Milton, however much
he protested against it, was formed by it—the debate of the Fallen
Angels, and the disputation of Abdiel with Satan have the tool-marks
of the schools upon them, and might, incidentally, profitably figure as
set passages for our dialectical studies. Right down to the nineteenth
century, our public affairs were mostly managed, and our books and
journals were for the most part written, by people brought up in
homes, and trained in places, where that tradition was still alive in the
memory and almost in the blood. Just so, many people today who are
atheist or agnostic in religion, are governed in their conduct by a code
of Christian ethics which is so rooted in their unconscious assump-
tions that it never occurs to them to question it.
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Forgotten Roots

But one cannot live on capital forever. A tradition, however firmly
rooted, if it is never watered, though it dies hard, yet in the end it dies.
And today a great number—perhaps the majority—of the men and
women who handle our affairs, write our books and our newspapers,
carry out research, present our plays and our films, speak from our
platforms and pulpits—yes, and who educate our young people, have
never, even in a lingering traditional memory, undergone the scholastic
discipline. Less and less do the children who come to be educated bring
any of that tradition with them. We have lost the tools of learning—the
axe and the wedge, the hammer and the saw, the chisel and the plane—
that were so adaptable to all tasks. Instead of them, we have merely a
set of complicated jigs, each of which will do but one task and no more,
and in using which eye and hand receive no training, so that no man
ever sees the work as a whole or “looks to the end of the work”

What use is it to pile task on task and prolong the days of labor, if at
the close the chief object is left unattained? It is not the fault of the
teachers—they work only too hard already. The combined folly of a
civilization that has forgotten its own roots is forcing them to shore up
the tottering weight of an educational structure that is built upon sand.
They are doing for their pupils the work which the pupils themselves
ought to do. For the sole true end of education is simply this: to teach
men how to learn for themselves; and whatever instruction fails to do
this is effort spent in vain.
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A CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF
METHOD IN EDUCATION

William N. Blake

Education today, whether Christian or secular, lacks a workable phi-
losophy of method. During the early part of this century, John Dewey
made a conscious effort to perfect a philosophy of method for teaching
which he saw as the missing link to realize social good. Should there be
such a universal method, he thought, the teaching profession could
then lead mankind steadily upward in its evolutionary ascent. Dewey’s
prodigious efforts resulted in the progressive education movement,
which failed to achieve its goals. Dewey thought he had provided a
workable philosophy of method and often bitterly complained that fail-
ures in the movement were due to educators’ ineptness and politicians’
unwillingness to follow closely his prescriptions. Was the problem with
Dewey or with the profession and society? After reflecting on the mat-
ter, some educators have concluded that Dewey failed because of his
idealism. Dewey vehemently opposed idealism in his writings but
ended up with an idealism which men were unable to put into effect to
transform and rebuild the world in terms of the social democracy he
envisioned for the good of man.

Dewey nonetheless performed a needed service to the teaching
profession by stressing again the importance of method. Method
became so supreme in his thinking, however, that truth was banished
from his system. Truth or metaphysics cannot be abandoned without
disastrous effects, for it is the foundation upon which one must erect a
method or practice. We must practice a vocation, but it must be a voca-
tion with an ultimate goal in view. Truth provides the goals, the pur-
poses of life. Method furnishes the potential practice, the way to
achieve those goals. Truth and method or theory and practice must be
happily wed if solid achievements are to be realized.
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Christian Education

Our Western Christian civilization has realized the greatest advance
in education known to mankind. Two ingredients combined to bring
this about. First, Christians gave to the world the hope of redemption
in Christ Jesus: the hope of fulfilling the original divine cultural man-
date here and {27} now with the ultimate hope of dwelling in a city
whose builder and maker is God. An achievable task or goal was
broadcast. Mankind could now move ahead and away from the dark-
ness of paganism. The shackles of sin which kept men from entering
into their freedom were broken. All men could now enjoy the blessings
that came from obedience to the divine Creator and Redeemer. Second
in importance is the philosophy of method in education which Chris-
tians invented during the fifth and sixth centuries. This pattern of
teaching has been practiced and sustained throughout the succeeding
centuries up to the present to some degree. The practice has not always
been consistent with the original philosophy, but those bright eras in
education have been marked by a return to these basic principles. Just
what are these basic principles?

These principles are the foundation for the long-tested curriculum
called the Seven Liberal Arts as advanced by Boethius and Cassiodorus
in the fifth and sixth centuries. Dorothy Sayers’s essay, “The Lost Tools
of Learning” (1947), brings to our attention once again these roots of
our Western Christian education.” Her analysis of the underlying phi-
losophy governing this curriculum deserves renewed vigorous consid-
eration and application by Christian educators if our civilization is to
be rebuilt and restored to its original intention of building the kingdom
of God on earth.

When Christians invented and applied their philosophy of educa-
tion, they operated on the premise that God is the sovereign Creator
and Determiner of all things. God gave man a beautiful and productive
world in which to live, but it was a world which had to be subdued

2. Dorothy L. Sayers, “The Lost Tools of Learning” (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd.,
1948). This is the reprint of a paper read at a vacation course in Education, Oxford,
1947, and which later appeared as an article in the Hibbert Journal. See the American
reprint of this essay in this issue of this journal. Dorothy Sayers, in the opinion of this
writer, has here written the most significant essay on education during this century.
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through man’s creative efforts. Work, then, is basic to man’s being and
happiness. Man was created to do something constructive to the glory
of his Creator. These early Christians viewed man as a workman
equipped by God with creative intelligence and energies to devise tools
and skills and to manage his time in such a manner that the “diamond-
in-the-rough” earth could be transformed into a sparkling demonstra-
tion of the glory of God.

Man in this perspective is basically an active being, but a being
whose every action is governed by purpose. Theory and practice are
thus happily combined. Man never learns just for the sake of learning,
but he always learns in order that he may fulfill the terms of the divine
covenant incumbent upon him. He learns and contemplates that he
may serve and worship his God more perfectly. He learns that he may
tulfill all the duties that God requires of him. Learning, then, always
has an end outside {28} itself. The Platonic model of learning for the
sake of release from the world of practicality and of ultimate absorp-
tion into the realm of pure thought is squarely rejected by the Chris-
tian. The Christian values whatever God has taught him to value. The
body is just as much a part of man’s being as is the soul and mind. Both
parts merge together in perfect harmony. Scripture teaches that God
made the body of man first and then breathed into him the breath of
life. The body was not an afterthought or accident in creation, but a
prominent aspect of man. Christian thinking attempts to ascribe to the
body, to the practical, every bit of importance which Scripture attaches
to it.

Not only do Christians hold that man has particular tasks to per-
form, but they also contend that man can know the purpose for life.
This certainty of knowledge ignites human potential into solid and sat-
isfying achievements. We know the truth through the illumination of
the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit illumines the truths already deposited
in divine revelation. Divine revelation is found in the whole created
cosmos and in the Holy Bible. The Bible is the starting point in knowl-
edge, for through it man learns that he is in rebellion against God and
that he can be changed by God’s grace into a loving child of God
through the cross of Christ. This restored union with God opens up
new vistas of understanding regarding God, the Bible, and life in gen-
eral. Everything comes into focus. Nothing makes sense apart from the
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new birth wrought by the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures. Purpose sud-
denly comes. Incentive to make something out of life propels man to
labor with his hands and his intellect to fulfill his newly found destiny
on earth. The Christian sees himself as a co-laborer with his God and
with his fellow believers in this challenging enterprise. He is part of a
great family, a collective of free men. He is not a rugged individualist
who must bat, swat, and plot his course alone. For example, he submits
to the government of Christ in the home, in the church, and in civil
government. He welcomes the admonition of his brothers in Christ, for
he realizes the power of indwelling sin to blind him to the true riches of
faithful service in Christ’s kingdom. This sure knowledge of what he is
to do and how he is to believe maximizes productive labor and mini-
mizes the opportunities for stumbling into blind alleys.

Trivium and Quadrivium

This Christian philosophy of method in learning stems from the
Seven Liberal Arts. The Seven Liberal Arts were divided into the Tri-
vium and the Quadrivium. The Trivium contains the heart of this phi-
losophy of method. It alone remains unchanged to the present. The
Trivium is what Dorothy Sayers calls “the lost tools of learning.” The
Trivium contains three parts: grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric. The
Quadrivium had four subjects: music, arithmetic, geometry, and
astronomy. The Trivium or {29} tools of learning remain unchanged,
but the Quadrivium or the subjects change with the expansion of
knowledge. The Quadrivium represents the various academic disci-
plines and can accordingly expand and contract with the current status
of these studies. There is one important feature of each subject on the
original catalog which requires attention. Each part has a mathematical
structure to it. The same guideline persists today. Have you ever seen
an academic discipline which has gained respectability which did not
have a system to it? Logic, mathematics, and system are closely related.
Our thinking today, then, is quite Medieval in that we insist upon order
in a given discipline.

The interest during this century in the structure of knowledge, in aca-
demic models, and in the logic of language, has reinforced the wisdom
of the Quadrivium. It is by seeing these skeletons of learning that one is
enabled to flesh out the whole with useful data and workable facts. The
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whole body of learning hereby takes on meaning and promotes
increasing growth in research. Without such a structural model in a
discipline, there would be little direction to data gathering; it would be
impossible to handle and use the information which issues forth from
research. In fact, research itself would be thwarted without a system to
direct and to stimulate it. A concerted return to the mathematical, cat-
egorical, or structural underpinnings of a given body of knowledge
promises efficiency and effectiveness in learning. To do this also
implies that God is a God of order and that this attribute is reflected in
what He has made. However, the commitment to an evolutionary
model implies a world of change where the God of Scripture has no
place. Men stand by evolution because of their adherence to Satan’s
covenant and lie that man can determine truth for himself. Truth is not
seen as a revelation deposited in creation and the Scripture, but rather
as a phenomenon of human determination and the mutability of all
things. The final result, if these principles are consistently applied, is
the disappearance of anything one might call truth and the concomi-
tant dissipation of the academic disciplines. The Christian philosophy
of learning therefore guarantees truth and opens the horizon for the
expansion of useful knowledge.

The prime question before us is not knowledge itself, but how to
attain that knowledge. This question, however, cannot be pursued until
one is certain that there is such at thing as knowledge or truth. At this
point, the certainty of knowledge is assumed; however, many signifi-
cant writings can be referred to which argue for cognitive truth.’> To
many people, the Christian {30} appears trite and simplistic because he
seemingly glides right over those epistemological problems which have
filled volume upon volume of philosophical treatises and which in the
end have not resolved the question, “What is truth?” Why can a
thoughtful, educated Christian do this? The answer is that he has been
born again. He has found truth. His faith is firmly anchored in reality.
The unbelieving scholar will never find an anchor for his thinking

3. Cornelius Van Til, A Christian Theory of Knowledge (Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and
Reformed Publishing Co., 1969). Reference is made to Van Til's perspective because it
agrees most with the viewpoint of the author. Van Til holds a consistently biblical
outlook. Van Til analyzes other Christian epistemologies which will provide an opening
to those desiring to inquire into this field of study.
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because his faith is misplaced, misguided. No man by his will alone can
find this correct starting point. Only a man called by God, regenerated
by the Holy Spirit, and imbued with true faith in the triune God can
launch forth into reality itself and accomplish externally useful things
for his fellow man and for the glory of his Creator-Redeemer. The
starting point is all-important; therefore, the Christian calls all men to
repentance and true faith that they may equally enjoy the same pros-
pect of acquiring real and useful knowledge.

This Christian philosophy of method in learning derives its inspira-
tion from the Trivium of the Seven Liberal Arts. The basic ideas of the
Trivium remain unchanged, even though the complexion of schooling
has altered considerably. The goal of these tools of learning, the Tri-
vium, according to Dorothy Sayers, is “to teach men how to learn for
themselves; and whatever instruction fails to do this is effort spent in
vain.” One prominent notion in this goal is methodology. In taking pro-
spective scholars into our care as teachers, we see our task as that of
developing skills in the individuals. Our duty is not to cram as much
subject matter into the cranium as possible. The substance of learning
is delayed until the Quadrivium, which will begin sometime in the
high school years for most students. To begin with the idea of impart-
ing knowledge is to assume that the teacher’s role is to indoctrinate the
young. To begin with the goal of developing skills, academic or other-
wise, is to believe that the teacher’s duty is to develop in the student the
ability to learn for himself. In one case the student is by and large pas-
sive; in the other he is active, for he is gaining self-sufficiency in the
learning process. In one case, the teacher is the prime interpreter of life;
in the other, the student is learning the principles of interpretation so
that he can arrive at his own views intelligently. Attention to proper
method opens the way to teach men how to learn for themselves.

Christianity prompts and rewards men to think for themselves. For
example, the new Christians at Berea who came to know Christ
through the preaching of the Apostle Paul were commended by the
Holy Spirit because they did not accept what Paul had taught them
until they had checked out the truth of the matter (Acts 17:10-11).
This they did by comparing what the apostle said with Scripture. They
had a method. This method gave them self-sufficiency in gaining
knowledge. The student was active in this case, checking out all that

A Chalcedon Publication [www.chalcedon.edu] 3/30/07



46 JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTION

the apostle said with the supreme standard {31} of truth. To the extent
that Paul’s teaching conformed to Scripture would these Bereans
believe. As great and as learned a man as was the Apostle Paul, this
gave him no warrant in and of himself to require his listeners to accept
his teachings unchallenged by Scripture. Christians are a people of the
Book of books and can preserve their religion only by giving to its
adherents this method of self-inquiry.

Doesn't this position appear to weaken Christianity? One may
hereby get the uneasy feeling that Christianity is up for grabs, open to
any private interpretation. How can you have a collective way of think-
ing when each “does his own thing”? However, behind all this inquiry
on the part of Christians is the divine Teacher Himself. The sovereign
God is responsible for the initial interest and commitment that Chris-
tians have in the Bible as the standard of truth. This same sovereign
Christ is mankind’s only teacher and interpreter of the truths deposited
in revelation, whether in the general revelation of creation and provi-
dence or in the special revelation of Scripture. This goal of self-inquiry,
then, must be understood in the light of man’s total dependence upon
Christ to lead him in the direction of truth and to give sure under-
standings of that truth. Having said this, the whole matter of the goal of
education fits well into the notion of a unified system of truth, for its
source of unity is Christ and not man. To the extent that Christ is call-
ing a people to Himself, to that degree will there be those who have a
common set of presuppositions to search for truth. The living, eternal
Christ working among men is the only guarantee that men will accept
revelation and understand it and that there will exist a Christian way of
life in this world. The intellectual vibrancy of Christianity depends not
upon a set of well-arranged propositions, but upon a real living Person
who is truth itself and who excites His followers to search for truth.

The Trivium Applied

The Christian, then, holds that self-sufficiency in learning is the out-
growth of training in skills, in the tools of learning. The model for this
philosophy of method is that of a workman using skills and tools to
build the kingdom of God on earth. It could be any workman with
tools and skills necessary to carry out his vocation. Take a carpenter,
for instance. He has a plumb and a line as one tool among many. He
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must possess skill to use this tool properly, so that the house he erects
will be plumb and straight according to its design. An apprentice will
be instructed in this skill and practice it on any convenient model or
real structure under the supervision of a master carpenter. Once this
skill has been perfected, the apprentice is now ready to be self-suffi-
cient in this aspect of his vocation. There are many other skills and
tools to master. Each has its own {32} particular application to the
trade. All of these particular skills and tools must, then, be seen as
means to erect a structure. The end is not for the sake of the skills and
tools but to build something useful to man in his efforts to subdue the
earth, in his efforts to be more efficient and productive in fulfilling his
divine mandate. Men advance from the standpoint of a vision about
their role in life. Skills and tools are garnered with a view to fulfill this
vision. We then see that in this model the apprentice begins learning
the particulars of a given tool and its associated skills. He must then see
the total use and application of this tool. The same procedure is fol-
lowed for all the other tools in the trade, but he is not a carpenter until
he can take all these tools and bring them into a harmonious union to
construct something out of the raw materials of the earth.

A further analysis of this model shows that there are three distinct
steps involved in finally becoming an able carpenter. The first part of
the method is to take each tool and study each particular feature and
use of that tool. The second thing is to bring all the divergent aspects of
a particular tool into focus. All the particulars of the first step merge
together so that the apprentice now has in view a full range of the
potential uses of that tool. Step one and step two are followed closely in
regard to each of the tools of carpentry. At this point, the apprentice is
a master of each particular tool in that vocation, but that in itself is not
sufficient to become a carpenter. The final stage is learning to take all
these particular tools and see how they work together to do the work of
carpentry. His vocation is no longer viewed as the mastery of discrete
tools unrelated, but now all these unique tools blend their individual
differences into a harmonious whole. Working together, they will be
used to build a house or something useful. When this harmony is
achieved, the apprentice then becomes a carpenter: he has mastered
the tools of carpentry. The goal is not mere mastery of the tool, but
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dominion over some part of the earth through his effective use of the
tool.

These three steps are an analysis of what happens in learning car-
pentry. They are not intended to limit the instructor from utilizing in
some way all three steps simultaneously in the instruction process. For
example, when a carpenter’s level is studied, it would be natural to
point out that this tool along with the plumb and line assists in the
proper alignment of a house before students learn how it indeed will do
that. One may also show how the level and the plumb both have related
functions before all is known about either. Here the third step is intro-
duced before the first step is mastered. Although there may be apparent
overlapping in the instruction process, yet the order of these steps
remains unchanged in bringing one to the mastery of carpentry.

The model, then, is that of a workman building the kingdom of God
through thought and labor. This model encompasses every human
vocation, {33} for all men are called to labor under the lordship of
Christ Jesus. Not all will repent and submit to Christ, but the call is
universal for all to repent. This, however, is the Christians goal of
dominion in this life. Every culture has its concept of dominion and the
means to fulfill it. A people and a culture cannot be thoroughly under-
stood without identifying their dominion concept. Studies of anthro-
pology and history in particular are greatly enhanced when the
dominion concept of a people is clearly illuminated.

It may seem to some that using the model of a common laborer is
unbecoming to the academic world. The early Christians gave due
honor and respect to those who labored in the academics, but they
viewed the scholar’s labor in the same way as that of the carpenter.
They both had tools to master; they both had hard work ahead of them
in using these tools to subdue the earth. All labor and professions were
reduced to a common denominator, namely, that of productive work-
men in the kingdom of God. In this perspective, one would conclude
that all education is vocational at heart. The idea that some education is
designed to make thinkers, and that the remainder is vocational and
designed for the laboring man, is a dichotomy unacceptable in this
Christian perspective. Christians today still largely think in terms of
this dualism, which is obviously more reminiscent of Greek Platonism
than it is of pristine Christianity. The tools of the scholar are more aca-
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demic in nature, but they are nonetheless tools to accomplish real day-
to-day tasks in building God’s kingdom. The task may be to refute her-
esy that erodes away the foundations of a Christian way of life. It may
be to communicate effectively the everlasting gospel of our Lord Jesus
Christ to the contemporary world. One may be challenged to develop a
Christian view of government so that our profession in Christ’s atoning
love will be consistent with Christ's demands upon civil government.
These and numerous other practical tasks require the tools of learning
to assist in carrying out these vital projects. One may labor in more
practical endeavors, but both are laborers in God’s kingdom whose
preparation for service requires the acquisition of certain basic tools.

The model for the academician is thus that of a workman trained
skillfully to use tools to perform practical tasks that assist men to
advance God’s kingdom. Can the tools of learning be identified, or are
they not so numerous as the tools of the so-called common laborer? All
are common laborers in Christ's kingdom in a general sense, but the
tools of a mechanic, of a carpenter, of an electrician, and so on are
much more obvious than those of a scholar; for this reason we do not
think of the scholar as a workman with tools. The Trivium of the Seven
Liberal Arts identifies these tools and limits the number to three:
grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric. {34}

Dorothy Sayers highlights the significance of these tools of learning.
She attempts to restore a vision that persisted for centuries but is lost
today. Now, in this century, the very thought that something invented
fourteen or fifteen centuries ago can have any bearing on contempo-
rary education seems too much to accept. For those sincerely searching
to restore learning to our land, Sayers’s essay, “The Lost Tools of Learn-
ing,” deserves at least a reading, and this analysis of the underlying phi-
losophy may open the door to make Christian principles of learning
the harbinger of much good in education.

The first tool of learning is grammar. What happens at the grammar
level is an introduction to a given body of knowledge through looking
at various established facts associated with it. General principles are not
mastered here, but particular facts receive concentrated attention. This
is the time for mastery of detail. How these details fit together into a
system of knowledge follows this first step. Here the memorization of
facts and details characterizes educational efforts. It is like walking
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through a maze of trees in the woods and becoming acquainted with all
the different trees. Moving into the second level is like emerging from
these trees and turning around to see that you have been in a forest.

The second tool of learning is dialectic or logic. Here all the particu-
lar facts are put into a system in the sense that one emerges from a
woods and looks back to see that he has been in a forest. A generaliza-
tion is made about all the particulars. Things are viewed in a system.
They are pulled together into a whole, so that each detail is seen as a
part of the whole. The consequence of seeing how things fit together
promotes questioning and a wholesome spirit of contradiction. This is
the process of seeing through the logic of a matter for oneself. This
cannot be done without some kind of dispute as to how all the details
fit into the system. The amount and depth of disputation depends
upon what is being learned and the open atmosphere of inquiry engen-
dered by a given teacher.

Rhetoric completes the tools of learning. Dialectic zeros in on the
logic of things, of particular systems of thought or subjects. Rhetoric
takes the next grand step and brings all these subjects together into one
whole. As dialectic sees the system within a particular subject, rhetoric
attempts to see the interrelatedness of all these subjects. The world
must not be seen, for example, as something reduced to a scientific
explanation, a sociological explanation, an economic explanation, an
historical explanation, a psychological explanation, a political explana-
tion, and so on. All these particular systems of thought must some way
merge together and be seen as part of a whole. The logic that was
pressed so zealously at the dialectic stage must now to some extent be
distrusted, for the student comes to sense that the logic of any particu-
lar subject will not answer all the compelling problems of life. Further-
more, one comes to see that a given {35} solution for life offered by one
subject is not really a solution at all until it can fit into an overall view
of life. In other words, life is more than mathematics, more than sci-
ence, more than sociology, more than economics, more than history,
more than psychology, more than politics, more than religion, and so
on.

The Christian is able to make the three lost tools of learning effective
in the hands of students because he can provide the necessary means to
integrate the various components of life. He can do this without elevat-
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ing any aspect of life at the expense of other worthy components. Each
part receives its respected place in the scheme. What logic, then, does
the Christian have that will pull these divergent interests into a work-
able whole? He has no logic to achieve this. He has only a Personality
who is the very Creator of all these parts. God as manifested in the Per-
son of our Lord Jesus Christ is that central personality, that unifying
force. All things were made by Him and all things were made for His
glory. “For His glory” means in this discussion that all things come into
focus in Christ. All things gain meaning and significance in and
through Him. A little child clearly sees, if taught by loving Christian
parents, that all things are here to bring glory to God. Life makes sense
for a child when Jesus Christ stands as the shepherd of his life. The
arrogance of the scholar must give way to this childlike vision of Christ
being central in all things.

One can trace the course of humanism in our Western Christian cul-
ture and observe that the humanists could successfully use only two of
the tools of learning, grammar and dialectic. The rhetoric tool was
attempted but failed due to bad faith. Humanists attempt to reduce all
the rest of life to some particular aspect of life which they believe can
give meaning to all the rest. We have witnessed in this century, for
example, the reduction of life to scientific explanations. Science is
important but not all-important. When all of life is reduced to science,
or any other particular aspect of reality, then life becomes distorted and
monstrous. Men cannot and do not long live under a single distortion.
This accounts for the changing nature of the humanist’s view of life.
When I took my first philosophy course at college, my professor readily
acknowledged that his beliefs had changed at least four times during
his teaching career and would likely change again if a more plausible
explanation was set forth. His ultimate faith was in human reason.
Humanism can never find that integrating principle of life, due to its
commitment to human autonomy. Until men become as little children
and bow themselves before the Lord Jesus, every effort they make to
see the interrelatedness of life will be futile. Children can begin to put
all things together into a meaningful whole. The exercise of putting
divergent things together into a whole does not always involve seeing
things in a direct and ultimate relationship to Christ. Some examples
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will assist to see this point as well as show how these three tools of
learning {36} contribute to equipping a man to be an apt scholar.

These tools of learning function at all levels of learning and accord-
ingly give form to educational methods. One of the first steps in formal
education is to learn to read. Learning the sounds of particular letters
or associating sound with symbol can be likened unto the “grammar”
tool of learning. Putting these disparate symbols together into a single
word brings a learner to the dialectic level. Here all the particulars fit
into a system, namely, a word. The student will learn how to manipu-
late more and more symbols and to put them together to produce a
multitude of words, but his learning is not complete until these words
can be put together and express a whole thought, namely, a sentence.
Seeing the interrelatedness of words in a sentence brings a student to
the “rhetoric” tool of learning. The three tools in this instance are the
symbol (the particular), the word (the system), and the sentence (the
interrelatedness of the many systems).

To demonstrate the breadth of application involved in the three tools
of learning, it can be shown that, from another perspective, the sen-
tence is at the grammar stage. From the standpoint of learning to write
well, or what is called composition, the sentence may be viewed as the
world of particulars. A student at this grammar level learns how to
write a good sentence. He masters all the different kinds of sentences
and the various orders permissible within each kind of sentence. When
the matter of sentences is mastered, then he is prepared to go the next
step and put sentences into a paragraph. He puts them together into a
system such that they will work together to communicate a larger mes-
sage. There is much effort involved in mastering the many alternatives
available to say something with telling effect in paragraph form.
Finally, one must put paragraphs together to make a story or an essay.
The end is the creation of writing that carries a meaningful and effec-
tive account to real people in actual life situations. The mastery of sen-
tences alone would not achieve this goal. Neither would competence in
forming paragraphs. Until all the parts can be put together into a
whole, nothing very useful emerges. Rhetoric brings the matter to the
forefront, where communication really counts.

The pattern of the three tools of learning can be seen and illustrated
in the study of many subjects. In history, for example, one begins learn-
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ing about people, then how people affect each other to produce an
event. Finally, historians study how these events all demonstrate the
history of an individual, group, or nation.

In studying geography, the initial particular might be the sun, the
wind, the ocean, the lakes, the rivers, the plains, or the mountains. The
dialectic phase would put these elements together. The sun, the ocean,
and the cloud would be linked in one system. The wind, the cloud, the
mountain, {37} and the rain might be linked in another. The rain, the
creeks, the lakes, the rivers, and the ocean might be linked in still
another. Finally, all these systems are pulled together in an example of a
weather pattern.

Extending the study of geography into ecology, one can begin with
the study of all that physically comprises a given area: land, mountains,
lakes, roads, farms, towns, cities, railroads, airports, a given population
with its various vocations, and so on. These can then be put together by
maps and other means to obtain a thorough geographical understand-
ing of that area. Then, at the rhetorical level, take an ecological account
of the area by developing an understanding of the overall relationship
of these parts to each in order to form what is called a community of
people and their environment. The introduction of a proposed inter-
state highway may add impetus to discovering this interrelationship.
Assessing the impact of this new highway on the community will bring
to the people pro and con arguments to determine whether such a
highway should be constructed with or without their approval.

In biology the starting-point may be the identification of various ani-
mals. The dialectic stage involves placing these animals into similar
groups. Once animals of a kind have been classified, then the ecology
or inter-relationship of these animals to one another can be studied.

A parallel seems to exist between the three academic degrees offered
at the university level and the three tools of learning. The baccalaureate
degree corresponds to the grammar level. Here the university student is
given a broad background of many facts through taking a wide variety
of subjects. When a student prepares for a master’s degree, he studies
one subject in depth. The current doctorate tends to be an extension of
the master’s degree—in-depth study—which may suggest its limita-
tions. In the early university, the doctorate degree required a vigorous
defense of a thesis. This involved being able to see this thesis in relation
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to other existing truths. In other words, the one subject of specializa-
tion had to be placed as a viable contribution of knowledge within the
total spectrum of life. A man holding a PhD in biology was not sup-
posed to be ignorant of theology of ethics, of geography, of politics, and
so on, insofar as his thesis might have some bearing upon these other
facets of life. This final rhetoric level not only examined the candidate
for thoroughness of understanding of a particular subject, but more
particularly for his understanding of how this knowledge fit into the
total scheme of life. Doctors were not just specialists unable to do any-
thing with the rest of life; they were trained craftsmen able to do some-
thing to effect changes for the better in the human situation. They were
not dreamers, but agents of change in a real world to which they
addressed themselves. Is it possible that the apparent lack of communi-
cation among scholars today is due to a deficiency in training at this
rhetoric level? Have our scholars only progressed to the {38} dialectic
level? If so, this locks them into the logic of their own specialty and
limits their breadth of vision and usefulness.

A Christian Trivium vs. Secular Trivia

Dorothy Sayers sees a pedagogical application to the three tools of
learning. Roughly speaking, the primary school is likened unto the
grammar level of development. At this level children delight in detail,
unattached to a system. Memorization of otherwise boring details to
older children is at this age a challenge and is readily absorbed. With
maturity children develop a questioning attitude, a healthy sense of
contradiction. These are the middle years of school, possibly extending
into grades nine and ten. Here students are more interested in making
sense out of the details. The logic of facts gains importance. These are
the dialectic years of learning. When one reaches the maturity of the
upper years of high school, he can begin to cope with the task of putting
all these systems into a whole. He is mature enough to see the limita-
tions of logic. He senses the need for an overall view of life to assist in
pulling together all that he has learned into a body of thinking that will
do something in the real world about him.

The end of elementary and secondary training is to give students
skills, not mastery of subject matter. Undue emphasis on subject matter
brings a heavy burden of words, thoughts, ideas, propositions, descrip-
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tions, speculations, and probabilities upon the youngster, which is
more than he can bear. He thus becomes a victim of his culture rather
than a master and creator of it. He increasingly sees himself as a cog in
an enormous wheel, unable to be creative in his world. He is powerless
in the face of all this knowledge and verbiage to control and construc-
tively improve his environment. The intent of the Trivium is to empha-
size skills at this early stage of learning and to wait until the student is
efficient in these tools of learning before he is turned out into the big
world about him. Just as an apprentice carpenter does not undertake
the responsibilities of building a house until he is skilled in his trade, so
the student does not tackle the world of ideas until he has the skills to
do it on his own.

Most everyone senses the futility of much of contemporary educa-
tion. Do we really want our children to be equipped to be creative? Or
do we mostly want them to fit into the present system? Many fear the
dangers which will follow in the wake of producing a generation capa-
ble of thinking for itself. There is legitimate ground for these fears
when you reflect on the revolutionary activities of many young people
in our recent past. How does one cope with this problem of freedom
and responsibility? The answer is an easy one for the Christian, but for
the humanist, meaning the contemporary secularist, there is no solu-
tion. Christian training opens the door to the only freedom there is to
men in this world. It is a freedom {39} under God our Creator and
Redeemer. This freedom comes when men have full release from the
burden and guilt of their sins. They enter the gates of freedom through
the cross of Christ. They are released from the bondage of their sins
and of Satan’s kingdom, and they can freely serve their God and their
fellows. Man is free under God’s law. He no longer seeks to break the
law that gives him existence and gives meaning to life, but he loves it,
for he sees in it the very essence of life as his God has designed it. He is
not his own master, but has the governing principle of God’s Word and
God’s Holy Spirit in his innermost being. He is not a revolutionary, but
an obedient servant of the Great God of Heaven. His whole aim in life
is to do the will of his God. This God requires him to subdue, to con-
trol his environment so that the labor of his hands will build and
advance the kingdom of God on earth. The tools of learning are
designed to assist aspiring youth to take this kind of role in life, to work
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consciously at subduing his environment for the glory of God. His aim
is not to subdue men but his environment. Nowhere in Scripture are
Christians called upon to rule autonomously over men. Their project is
to subdue their environment with all the might, intelligence, gifts, and
skills which God has given them.

The political scene may appear to be a “hands oft” area of life for the
Christian in the light of the above discussion. To the contrary, the
Christian works politically to place men under the law of Christ. Our
forefathers in America made a conscious effort to situate Christ as the
head of this nation. They did not envision a democracy of men to rule
over the people. This is man ruling man. They saw God as the only
legitimate ruler of men. The Word of God was the final arbiter in
human affairs, not the ballot box.

The tools of learning place heavy emphasis on mastery of language.
Mastery of language not only includes the study of one’s mother tongue
and foreign languages, but it includes to a large extent the language of
subjects. It matters little in this scheme which subject is the object of
instruction. The point being that this philosophy of method gives pri-
ority to skills, not to any particular subject. The student has to develop
his skills on some kind of subject matter in the sense that an apprentice
carpenter must practice building some kind of structure. The chief
concern is developing skills, not absorbing subject matter.

In developing these skills in learning, it is advantageous to limit the
number of subjects on which the student practices. The end is mastery
of skills, and when solid achievement is realized in fewer subjects, the
student gains self-confidence in what he is doing. He feels he has con-
trol over the situation. Handling words and ideas becomes as routine as
sawing boards square and hammering nails straight for the apprentice
carpenter. With his skills highly developed in a fewer subjects, the
scholar can then {40} turn to the larger world of learning and feel con-
tident that he can in time master what is before him.

The Tempo School in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, has made a con-
scious effort under the leadership of Dr. George Cormack to apply the
principles suggested by Dorothy Sayers. One example of how Dr. Cor-
mack has reduced the number of subjects is in his approach to science.
The formal study of science begins with physics in grade seven. In
grades eight through ten both physics and chemistry are studied each
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year. In grade eleven, chemistry alone is taken, and physics in grade
twelve. As I observe this pattern, it seems that the intent is to provide
students with the tools of science or skills in being a scientist. The
selection of physics and chemistry suggests that the school was looking
for two subjects to develop skills in science which are highly organized
with a clear set of principles. These two subjects no doubt are funda-
mental to all other sciences. In other words, a person who is trained in
the skills of becoming a physicist or chemist will have the basic scien-
tific stance to tackle any further scientific problems. The method and
skills of science in general should be fairly clear to such a student after
six years of practice and instruction in physics and chemistry. The
object in such a curricular choice is not to impart a great mass of scien-
tific knowledge, but rather to equip students with the skills of scientific
investigation.

Every curriculum is devised in terms of philosophy of method in
education. Many who devise curriculums today may not be conscious
of the underlying presuppositions involved in their choices. The fact
remains that the end result reflects a definite point of view. Why do we
teach so many scientific subjects in the lower schools today? Are these
curriculum choices producing a population capable of coping with sci-
entific problems, or are they producing a people committed to what
certain specialists in science can do for us? The same question may be
worded to ask whether science is in the hands of the people or in the
hands of the experts. It seems evident that real interest in science is at a
low ebb today except for what some expert can do to make a better
automobile or some other convenience. This is certainly a detached
interest in science with very limited ability to control the use and
growth of the discipline. Men who are free through the regenerating
act of the Holy Spirit seek to exercise that freedom by controlling what
God has committed to their charge. A slavish mentality contents itself
with the crumbs handed down by its masters. This Christian philoso-
phy of method intends to equip the Christian to fulfill his God-given
responsibilities and not blindly follow the current trend of enslavement
of the human spirit.

The curriculum below is suggested for Christian schools who seek to
produce competent workmen in learning. The emphasis is not on an
abundance of subjects but on developing solid competence in the tools

A Chalcedon Publication [www.chalcedon.edu] 3/30/07



58 JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTION

of {41} learning. This curriculum outline does not answer the question
of how to teach the Trivium; it only shows how to limit the subjects so
that the Trivium can most effectively be taught and students gain the
greatest sense of achievement in the tools of learning.

Curriculum for Christian Schools

[See accompanying chart below]

It will be noted that with each history course there is a geography
course. Teaching these together locates history in the context of real
places with real people involved in their vocations. Geography gains
significance because people, lands, and vocations are not studied to sat-
isfy curiosity or stimulate interests in world travel, but rather as a skill
necessary to understand the ebb and flow of events that affect a people.
Historical understanding requires a thorough acquaintance with the
geographical factors associated with these events. Mathematics receives
attention throughout the school experience. This logic of numbers is a
discipline basic to all other studies. The Scriptures give significance to
numbers. Our God is a Trinitarian God. Three Persons in one divine
Godhead. Repeated patterns and uses of numbers in Scripture suggest
the order and design of the Creator. Students desiring to see clearly
God’s order and redemption must be proficient in mathematics. Lan-
guage study begins with learning to read and continues throughout the
grades. The study of a foreign language begins with Latin in grade five
and is dropped in favor of Greek in grade ten. Why emphasize the dead
languages? Dorothy Sayers answers well this objection. Her basic con-
cern is that the language chosen should be highly reflective. This
means that it has a fairly consistent system of constructing words
through word endings and so on to denote changes in person, number,
tense, case, and so on. English is not highly reflective, but Greek and
Latin are. Russian, for example, is one of the least reflective languages
today. The point is not to return to the past for the sake of the past, but
to take that language which will best provide a student with a sense of
what language is all about. Sayers argues that highly reflective lan-
guages best serve that end. One must remember that the goal is to pro-
vide skills in dealing with languages, not the mastery of a particular
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language. Tools and skills have priority in this decision process. Con-
temporary language can be pursued when these language skills become
automatic responses for the student.

The study of the Bible receives much attention throughout. The plan
to begin biblical history and geography in grade four and biblical theol-
ogy in grade ten is only a suggestion. The end is to produce students
skilled in the tools of biblical interpretation so that they will be pre-
pared to search the Scriptures to find truth and to measure all other
teachings against this absolute standard. No study requires more atten-
tion than that of the {42} Bible, for Christians live in terms of it. Chris-
tians are a people of the Book of books. Their very survival and
continued success depends on a thorough grasp of its message. No one
can ever know all that is needed from Scripture to solve all future prob-
lems. What is critical is to be able to handle Scripture and to be
equipped to search for those answers when problems arise. In this way,
Christians can meaningfully testify with the psalmist, “Thy Word is a
lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path” (Ps. 119:105). Skill in
using the Bible has priority over indoctrination. After all, we believe
the Holy Spirit alone teaches, imparts truth, or indoctrinates. The
school has a formal task to perform in regard to the Scripture, namely,
that of providing skills in searching for the truth. The family and the
church have responsibilities for the more intimate relations between a
child and his God. This is not to minimize the importance of a per-
sonal relationship with our Lord Jesus Christ, but it is an effort to set
spheres of prime responsibility. The school may lead many children to
know Christ as their only Saviour, but that should not be its first objec-
tive as a school. If the school settles for a strictly evangelistic goal in its
approach, then it has failed to produce Christians who can wrestle with
the critical personal and social problems in terms of Scripture. It has
produced people aligned with Christ but who are ill equipped to fulfill
the demands of Christ in home, church, school, state, and society in
general. Look at the politicians today who profess to be born again.
This sounds great for the nation, but the nagging question always
comes to mind concerning why they appear so incompetent to apply
Scripture to the political scene and to restore Christian principles to
matters of government. This philosophy of method in education holds
that the school has a limited role, formal schooling, and that if this
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responsibility is lived up to, the body of Christ will best be served by
such a restricted outlook. The school cannot play the role of the home
and church as well; it must primarily be a school.

The return and restoration of this early Christian practice in educa-
tion promises much for the rebuilding of a Christian society and state.
It will release new energies into our youth, for they will stand in the
face of the ruins of our present civilization with the realization that
God has ably equipped them to rebuild America and the world for the
glory of God. {43}
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Proposed Curriculum for Christian Schools
Grade Subjects
1 Bible Reading Spelling Phonics Writing Math
Stories
3 “ “ “ Composition | Geography “
4 History English " " " " Grammar
and Literature
Geograpy of
0.T.&N.T.
5 ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, Latin
6 u u u History u u u
7 u u Physics u u u u
3 ,, ,, Physics- ,, ,, ,, ,,
Chemistry
9 Biblical u u u u u u
Theology
10 " " “ “ “ “ Greek German
1 ,, ,, Chemistry ,, ,, ,, ,, ,, Logic
B