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[ JOSEPH CLAIR )

He notes that almost every major liberal arts institution in
America today has become a Social Justice U, by default of
the demography of the professoriate. One notable excep-
tion is the University of Chicago, with its classically liberal
commitments enshrined in its “Chicago Principles” on
academic freedom.*

Haidt notes that some religious colleges in America
present themselves as pursuing an entirely different telos, or
guiding goal, altogether, outside of his binary framework.
Haidt points to Wheaton College in llinois as an example
whose mission is explicitly to “serve Jesus Christ and advance
His Kingdom.” Haidt calls this exceptional case “Jesus U”
and does not seem to take it seriously. Haidt is committed
to his own liberal, Enlightenment-style vision of the liberal
arts, inspired by the classical liberalism of J. S. Mill.

To answer the question of whether the liberal arts are
inherently liberal or progressive requires that we first tease
apart the liberal and progressive adaprations of liberal
education. Haidt’s dichotomy of Truth U and Social
Justice U helpfully encapsulates the difference between
them. Both the liberal and progressive approaches to the
liberal arts retain something essential from the earlier
tradition but both deviate significantly from the classical
and Christian view of the human person that gave birth to
the earliest universities and liberal arts colleges in Europe
and America. The “liberal” liberal arts approach of Truth
U retains the classical and fundamental insistence on the
connection berween intellectual cultivation and citizen-
ship, yet it abandons the transcendent framework by which

truth-pursuit can be understood as an expression of our
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[ JOSEPHCLAIR ]

Augustine of Hippo (AD 354-430) sensed the conflict
between the classical and biblical texts and worked tire-
lessly to identify the resonance and dissonance among
them. Augustine was keen to highlight the common
human inheritance of the liberal arts and the inherent
dependence of these tools on the world of textual meaning
in which they can be acquired and on which they can be
practiced. In Augustine’s view the classical world comes
into direct conflict with the biblical world, and the liberal
arts are repurposed in service of the new. He baptized the
narrative world of classical culture and embedded it in an
alternative story in pursuit of a different god.” Slowly the
old myths and gods were burned away. Centuries later, as
the Enlightenment gave birth to a new vision of liberal arts
education in modernity, it returned the favor and slowly
banished metaphysics and Christian theology from the list
of properly scientific disciplines.

The liberal model of liberal arts education admirably
retains the central vision of these arts as the common tools
of intellectual agility necessary for an intelligent, free, self-
governing society, but it fails to provide a guiding web of
shared meaning. It appears impotent to resist the common
and reductive vision of education, and of the human
person, as defined narrowly by work or material success. It
appears unable to gather culture and sustain moral energy
around the liberal notion of scientific “truth” as a sacred
value. This leaves the students of Truth U vulnerable to a
flattened existence, vacillating between materialistic mean-
inglessness or relativistic consumption of meaning, Truth
U’s best bet for regaining this energy would be to return to
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in the form of education, for Nietzsche, was not cause for
lamentation but rather cause for celebrating the natural-
ness and inevitability of such dominance.

This deconstructive project of unmasking the will to
power is then yoked with a secularized version of the Chris-
tian instinct for social justice. Social Justice U provides an
education in which one is unable to decide between Martin
Luther King Jrs beloved community or the armed resis-
tance of Malcolm X and the Black Panthers. This choice
perfectly highlights the trouble with critiques of power
and social injustice without a larger moral framework and
imagination to guide the work of education.

This fusion of Nietzschean deconstruction and Marxist
transformation could be understood as post-Christian. A
latent Christian pathos still provides the necessary moral
energy to motivate academic labor despite the loss of a
broader web of narrative meaning to make sense of the prac-
tice of liberal arts education. The inner logic of unmasking
power and defending the victim becomes a totalizing
narrative; it is an alternative system of moral anthority with
unlimited resources for motivation and practice. It is there-
fore much more suited to replace the medieval and early
modern Christian liberal arts university than Truth U.

The success of the moral energy of Social Justice U is
rooted in its insistence on the inherent connection between
intellectual work and social concern —an evolution of the
Christian perspective on the liberal arts that yokes the intel-
lectual and practical goals of education together under the
twin commandments of love for God and love for neighbor.

In this vision, the professionalization of undergraduare
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justify any non-empirically verified telos wharsoever,
whether truth or social justice, for an institucion or an
individual. The most that can be said is that such teloi are
historically dominant and the choice of one over the other
is a matter of preference. The Christian university must
convincingly reconceive its own work of liberal arts educa-
tion in light of its own anthropology and the unfolding
dialogue between its authoritative texts and the rival or
competing texts of the Western liberal arts tradition and
other religious or moral traditions. The liberal arts educator
in this setting has a double role — both preserving a partic-
ular religious framework and engaging rival standpoints to
sec what’s wrong with them and to test one’s own tradition.’
The Christian university can proceed methodologically
by what Alasdair Maclntyre calls a “tradition-shaped”
form of inquiry, whereby onc’s own religious perspective
is sharpened by liberal arts education and brought into
meaningful dialogue and conflict with rival answers to the
deepest human questions,

The telos of Jesus U is love. Here the love of learning is
tethered to love for God, love for neighbor, and a healthy
selflove. Here is a vision of education that eclipses any
purely material view of human personality. The social-
science caricature of the human person found in both
Truth U and Social Justice U amounts to a reduction of
human desire to either bare economic self-interest or raw
social power. Neither gets to the true depth of human
personality. Each appeals to the language of psychology
(whether as trauma or happincss) at key moments to getout
of the flattened secular horizon and move into the realn of
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of politics. Christians ought to be fiercely loyal to local
forms of community and fiercely global in outlook, given
the history and mission of the church. This produces a
kind of spiritual restlessness that resists the temptations of
nationalism and goes on pilgrimage.

What would it look like to build a liberal arts institution
oriented toward this telos today? It would require a collab-
orative multidisciplinary team of faculty to work out a
new-yet-old vision of truth, and a corresponding epistemo-
logical framework that moves beyond the fragmentation of
knowledge found in the modern university. It would need
to order its community’s life around the habitsand practices
necessary to sustain the marriage of learning and love for
God and neighbor. It would need to nurture the character
traits — intellectual, moral, and spiritual — most conducive
to authentic liberal education. It would need sensitivity to
the form and atmosphere of the campus, and creativity in
bringing it into harmony with the intellectual and moral
aims of the community. Questions about online learning
and career preparation might press upon us. But such ques-
tions should not distract from more basic ones. We should
be encouraged that educational endeavors in the Christian
liberal arts tradition have emerged and succeeded in much

less auspicious times than our own.
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