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the enemy of the best.

(b) At one point, the authors
suggest teaching students to use
true but invalid arguments (p. 111).
This is surprising, to say the least.
We should ask ourselves: Do good
ends justify illicit means? Should we
knowingly commit logical fallacies
simply because they work? Can we
in good conscience publicly es-
pouse truth, goodness, and beauty,
and then privately take the low road
of a purely pragmatic pedagogy? Is
that what has given “rhetoric” a bad
name in the first place? It may be
eloquent, but is it wise?

(c) We think that the third
chapter on “Worldview and the
Liberal Arts” leaves something to
be desired. Littlejohn and Evans do
a good job of pointing out that
“worldview” is better caught than
taught because it is not a set of ideas
or principles but that underlying
thought and life patterns behind
them (a way of thinking). But the
paradigm that they propose of Cre-
ation—Fall-Redemption—Consum-
mation (also adopted by Nancy
Pearcey in Total Truth) does not
go far enough. It stays in the ab-
stract world and thus loses its use-
fulness at the practical level (the
level where “worldview” lives). Un-
fortunately, Littlejohn and Evans do
not carry this concept far enough.

These quibbles do not detract
from the immense value in this
book, however. Wisdom and Elo-
quence lives up to its billing as an
“indispensable contribution to the

continued in next column
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Authors Respond to
Re-Thinking the Trivium?

Robert Littlejohn and Charles
Evans, authors of Wisdom and Elo-
quence, respond to the areas of
disagreement contained in the re-
view of their book by Matthew
Allen and Joe Bray.

1. Allen & Bray: We do not
completely agree that the purpose
of education can be totally sub-
sumed under the headings of wis-
dom and eloquence. We certainly
appreciate and share the authors’
desire to restore the classical ideal
to education, as their elevation of
eloquence to one of the two main
goals of education attests. We have
the utmost respect for Augustine,
from whom the authors derived the
pairing of wisdom and eloquence
as descriptive of an educated man.

continued in next column

Re-Thinking...Part II

literature of classical Christian edu-
cation” and a “remarkable treatise
on education.” It is, as R. Albert
Mohler called it, ““a book for our
time, our churches, and our chil-
dren.” We can take Mohler’s ad-
vice to “read, learn, and be in-
spired.” We also can be encour-
aged. Already, independently, we
are implementing many of the sug-
gestions and advice offered by
these wizened school heads. There
is much more in the book for us to
consider in years ahead. It is true
that we have a long way to go to
repair the ruins and recover the lost
tools of learning, but after reading
this book, we are encouraged that
we are on the right path.
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We would even further see a par-
allel to the two greatest command-
ments: wisdom equals love for God;
eloquence (as they define it as cul-
tural influence) equals love for
neighbor. However, we still believe
that wisdom and virtue says it bet-
ter. Wisdom and eloquence may be
separated: that is, a man can be
wise without being wise or eloquent
without being wise. Wisdom and
virtue, on the other hand, while dis-
tinct, are almost inseparable: one
cannot imagine a man who is wise
without also being virtuous or vice
versa.

Response: Attempts to re-
duce the purpose of education to
any two or three goals always come
up short. The factis, all of life is an
education—the life of faith even
more so0. And no formal educational
system can prepare students ad-
equately for the whole range of life’s
challenges and responsibilities. We
chose wisdom and eloquence as
main objectives because they are
the achievable outcomes which the
liberal arts are designed to produce.

The classical tradition is re-
plete with references to virtue as an
educational goal, from the Greeks
to our times. In fact, we would
agree that wisdom and eloquence
are themselves virtues. Ancient
rhetoricians, such as Isocrates,
Cicero, and Quintilian agreed that
virtuous character was an absolute
requirement of oratory, and that it
should be taught as part and parcel
of a student’s total educational

continued on next page
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experience. But we disagree with
ancient philosophers who main-
tained that merely knowing truth
and goodness and beauty automati-
cally results in virtuous living. Vir-
tue requires motivation on the part
of the learner to exercise his judg-
ment and self-discipline to apply
intellectual knowledge to respon-
sible behavior. And we learn from
the scriptures and St. Augustine’s
subsequent teaching that genuine
virtue, or godliness, only follows the
prerequisite of faith.

So, while the whole end of
education may be summarized as
the pursuit of virtue in ourselves and
in our students, we believe that wis-
dom and eloquence are appropri-
ate goals that a classical curriculum
can achieve for our students.

2. Allen & Bray: We think
the authors overcompensate in their
attempt to correct perceived con-
fusion surrounding Sayers’ intent.
They claim that the Trivium as she
applied it could not be said to be a
methodology, but that seemed to be
the whole point of her essay. As
noted above, we do agree that
grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric are
subjects (or disciplines), but Say-
ers clearly intended to view them
as amethodological framework as
well. Indeed, the authors implicitly
refute their own thesis by smuggling
in the back door the very child de-
velopment principles they seek to
throw out the front door. They cite
approvingly Mortimer Adler’s
framework for types of learning: ac-
quisition of new knowledge, criti-

cal interaction, and meaningful ex-
pression. These categories are
practically indistinguishable from
what most modern classical Chris-
tian education proponents call the
grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric
stages of learning a subject.
Response: Our point re-
garding the trivium as a pedagogi-
cal methodology is not that there are
not correspondences that exist be-
tween Adler’s modes of instruction
and the liberal arts, but that the lib-
eral arts themselves are not a
method—they are “merely” subject
areas. Sayers did intend to view
them as a methodological frame-
work, and we think she was mis-
taken to do so, as this requires that
we assign unconventional defini-
tions to ordinary words (grammar,
logic, rhetoric). The result, in our
view, has been to add one more
layer of “education-ese” to the rela-
tively simple art of teaching.
Further, Sayers’ stage theory
paradigm leads to the conclusion
that young children should be taught
one way, older children another, ex-
clusively. Instead, we contend that
all modes of instruction ought to be
utilized in varying degrees with stu-
dents of all ages. We also contend
that the first three of the liberal arts
are language arts, and are best
taught in an integrated way through-
out the student’s career in school.
So, for example, we may not have
a stand alone rhetoric class for sec-
ond graders, but we are teaching
them rhetorical principles and skills
as they develop a facility with

10
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language through the study of
grammar.

Our goal in stating our con-
clusions on this point is to encour-
age classical schools to be faithful
to teach the liberal arts and sciences
as they were traditionally con-
ceived. We also hope that teachers
who encounter our ideas will think
long and hard about these issues
and that the result will be schools
that exhibit a culture of continuous
improvement in the classroom.

3. Allen & Bray: We dis-
agree that classical Christian
schools should not distinguish be-
tween Christian and non-Christian
pupils (p. 46). We believe our
schools are too new at this busi-
ness of repairing the ruins, and too
fragile, to admit a critical mass of
unsaved students—especially teen-
agers—a few of whom can do a
lot of damage to a school’s “ethos”
in a very short time. For the same
reason, we disagree that our
schools should admit significant
numbers of supposedly “like-
minded” families who do not pro-
fess Christian faith (p. 68). A couple
of “like-minded” students and fami-
lies who agree with most of our
goals and values but don’t share the
most important ones—hamely, our
spirituality—may lower the spiritual
temperature of a campus culture
over time. (When it comes to Chris-
tian faith, 90% agreement is 100%
disagreement.) In a worse-case
scenario, a couple of less like-
minded high schoolers who are

continued on next page
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continued from page 10

resistant to the school’s values will
inevitably find each other—usually
within a day or two—and create a
“student underground” that can be
fairly imperious to all attempts
by teachers and administra-
tors to reach their hearts, and
that can inject intellectual, at-
titudinal, moral, and spiritual
poison into the bloodstream
of the school’s student body.
The authors recognize this
potential danger, for even
while they advocate for a fairly
broad admissions gate, they also
recognize that “the students we ad-
mit are significant contributors to
our developing school culture” (p. 69).
We believe that the inclusive
admissions policy that Littlejohn
and Evans advocate is a recipe for
trouble for our schools at this stage
intheir development. Admitting a criti-
cal mass of unsaved students can de-
stroy the culture of the school (p. 68).
Response: There are three
issues to be addressed here: admis-
sions, instruction and spiritual for-
mation. First, admissions: We can
identify at least four “types” of
Christian school missions when it
comes to populating the student
body and community of families in
the school. The first is the “mission”
school that uses the draw of the
qualities of education offered to at-
tract “all comers” with the goal of
evangelizing students and families.
Such schools are unconcerned with
the spiritual condition of their en-
rollees, but are very concerned with
the spiritual condition of their gradu-
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ates. The second is the parochial
school, whose mission is to educate
the children of the families who are
members of the sponsoring church.

We also hope that ... the result
will be schools that exhibit a
culture of continuous
improvement in the classroom.

Such schools almost always allow
non-member families to enroll their
children, but are unapologetic about
the denominational emphasis that all
families encounter at the school. The
third is the covenant school, whose
students and families, irrespective
of denominational affiliation, must
subscribe to (i.e. profess similarly
expressed belief in) the school’s
statement of faith. Such schools,
typically, require that at least one
parent of every elementary student
and every upper school student sign
the statement of faith. The fourth
type of school has a board- ap-
proved statement of faith and re-
quires that every family and/or stu-
dent assent to an education that is
unapologetically based upon this
statement of faith. Such schools
hold that, since genuine faith can-
not be assured by a person’s sig-
nature, a family’s indication that they
desire such a faith-based education
is the essential ingredient in shaping
a desirable student body.

We respect each of these
“types” of schools to the extent they
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are consistent in implementing their
mission. Our bias for the fourth type
of school is strictly personal and
merely areflection of our exercise
of “authors’ privilege” to ex-
press a subjective opinion
now and then. It is also true
that there are a number of
well-known classical and
Christian schools that admit
unbelieving families and have
since their inception (Logos
School in Moscow, Idaho, for
example). Our admonition to all
schools, whatever the mission, is to
be intentional in the admissions pro-
cess to maintain the desired ethos
through thekinds of students admitted.

Our notion of “inclusion” re-
lates (evidently not clearly enough)
more to instruction and spiritual for-
mation than it does to admissions.
Our encouragement is that schools
embrace the great commission to
“make disciples.” We suggest that
discipling students means being pur-
poseful about forming them spiritu-
ally, through a robust curriculum in
biblical studies and character/virtues
development. If we single out the
already admitted student whom we
believe to be unregenerate and
withhold whole-class discipleship
from them in favor of individual tu-
toring in evangelism, we deny them
the richness of a program designed
to bring all comers into deeper re-
lationships with Christ. Our notion
is that a curriculum designed to
mature the believing Christian will
be equally effective in encouraging

continued on next page
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faith in the non-believer. After all, it
is Christ, through the Holy Spirit—
not our curriculum—that accom-
plishes regeneration and sanctifica-
tion in our students.

4. Allen & Bray: The au-
thors advocate teaching typing and
keyboarding as part of the curricu-
lum of a classical Christian school
(p. 89). In the ideal world, we would
teach these things and many others
beside, but there simply is no room
in our core curriculum. While there
is nothing inherently wrong with
these “subjects,” and while they
might have some utility in a plural-
istic, highly technological society
like ours, our fledgling schools typi-
cally will have neither the person-
nel nor the equipment to teach them
effectively. Could we offer them as
a summer course, an after-school
club, or a tutorial if we had enough
student interest and the necessary
assets available to us? Absolutely,
but they should not divert our pre-
cious scarce resources from the
core liberal arts. The good would
then be the enemy of the best.

Response: This is another
area that will be determined by a
school’s curricular goals. If profi-
ciency with technology is not a cur-
ricular goal, then a school should
not teach it. If it is, then a school
must figure out a way to fit it in
alongside all of the other important
areas of instruction. Ultimately, we
think this is a practical question for
which there is no absolute “classi-
cal” preference, much like whether
we teach students penmanship us-

ing stick letters or D nealian.

5. Allen & Bray: At one
point, the authors suggest teaching
students to use true but invalid ar-
guments (p. 111). This is surpris-
ing, to say the least. We should ask
ourselves: Do good ends justify il-
licit means? Should we knowingly
commit logical fallacies simply be-
cause they work? Can we in good
conscience publicly espouse truth,
goodness, and beauty, and then
privately take the low road of a
purely pragmatic pedagogy? Is that
what has given “rhetoric” a bad
name in the first place? It may be
eloquent, but is it wise?

Response: Rhetoric has de-
veloped an ignoble reputation when
itis taught and practiced without a
concern for truth. When the Greek
sophists of Plato’s day were criti-
cized for “making the greater argu-
ment the lesser and the lesser argu-
ment the greater,” it was not be-
cause of their style of argumenta-
tion. They were propetly criticized
for using skillful arguments in courts
of law to achieve unjust ends.

When we teach students to
make use of true but logically in-
valid arguments, we are only ac-
knowledging that logic is itself not
amoral good, and that people are
often persuaded to think and act
wisely through other means than
logical arguments.

The best example of the use
of true but invalid arguments is the
classical proofs for the existence of
God. They are all true, but they are
circular arguments—Ilogically in-

12

continued from page 11

valid. Still, many people have been
led to faith through the consideration
of these powerful arguments.

(Note also the framework we
suggest for teaching rhetoric, stipu-
lating that “‘the primary obligation of
oratory is to truth...” p.137.)

6. Allen & Bray: We think
that the third chapter on “World-
view and the Liberal Arts” leaves
something to be desired. Littlejohn
and Evans do a good job of point-
ing out that “worldview” is better
caught than taught because it is not
aset of ideas or principles but that
underlying thought and life patterns
behind them (a way of thinking). But
the paradigm that they propose —
of Creation - Fall - Redemption -
Consummation (also adopted by
Nancy Pearcey in Total Truth)
does not go far enough. It stays in
the abstract world and thus loses
its usefulness at the practical level
(the level where “worldview”’ lives).
Unfortunately, Littlejohn and Evans
do not carry this concept far enough.

Response: This may be a le-
gitimate criticism, though we do
hope that the discussion of world-
view serves as a guide for schools
as they decide what to teach in their
Bible and theology curriculums. We
also hope that the framework in this
chapter finds consistent expression
in the discussions about school cul-
ture and the importance of Chris-
tian thinking in education elsewhere
in the book.

And we certainly are open to
suggestions that would have made this
chapter more useful to our readers.
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