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“Vanity of vanities,” says the Preacher, “All is vanity.”

And moreover, because the Preacher was wise, he still taught the people knowledge; yes, he pondered and sought out and set in order many proverbs. The Preacher sought to find acceptable words; and what was written was upright -- words of truth.  

The words of the wise are like goads, and the words of scholars are like well-driven nails, given by one Shepherd.  And further, my son, be admonished by these.  Of making of books there is no end, and much study is wearisome to the flesh.


Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter:  Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is man’s all.  For God will bring every work into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil.

~  Ecclesiastes 12:8-14
"Why?" The most-asked question in the Bixby household! Thanks to my inquisitive little two-year old, the one-word interrogation is ubiquitous in our home! “Why?” Sometimes I would be willing to wager that for every one syllable pronounced by my wife and me, the word, “why?” is sounded off at least twice! Yet, even though it threatens to push my wife and me over the brink, there is nonetheless the happy consolation that the persistent questioning is, in fact, a sign of a healthy mind. Because “why?” is not a bad question. It is fundamental to everything. The answer gives the foundational justification (good or bad) for every action or idea.

So, why this particular conference? The answer is in part epistemological.
 For if we are to discuss education and, more precisely, the merits and demerits of particular educational paradigms, it is essential that we pay homage to the Christian justification for education -- notice I did not say “Christian school” -- at the outset of such a meeting.  

Douglas Wilson is right when he states in his ground-breaking book, Recovering the Lost Tools of Learning, that education is a “completely religious endeavor.”
 The Christian who has a mature and Biblically-grounded worldview readily agrees with Wilson that a “directionless, nonaligned education is by definition impossible. Certain worldview assumptions must always be made.  They will either be based on Biblical truth, or they will not.  There is no neutrality.”
  A thoroughly Christian education is absolutely necessary not only for the fullest development of the individual, but for the preservation of society. 

Christian education (or more pointedly, the Christian day-school movement) has failed to challenge postmodern influences on the souls of its students and consequently has had a minimal effect on American society. It is not necessary at this point to rant and rave jeremiads of gloom about the abysmal decline of society and the ineffectiveness of Christians to counteract it. But suffice it to say, one can safely say that the Christian day-school movement has generally failed to give a Christian education! There are at least two reasons:

1. First, the Christian day-school movement has mirrored the popular American culture by adopting a model of education and lifestyle that is completely self-absorbed in a little bubble of time and space. There is a tragic disconnect with history.

2. Second, the Christian day-school movement has reflected the contemporary model of education by the segmentation of knowledge into isolated subject matter. Thus, knowledge is presented as data from unrelated fields and there is rarely even a pretended attempt to correlate all that information as an integrated whole.  In other words, we have forgotten that maxim of the Reformers that all truth is God’s truth. To them, it was simply impossible to have non-theological math, non-doctrinal zoology, or unchristian chemistry, etc. 

Developing the two criticisms

1. The Christian day-school movement has mirrored the popular American culture by adopting a model of education and lifestyle that is completely self-absorbed in a little bubble of time and space.

As a pastor, I am not only concerned about the academic development of our children, but I am very interested in the cultivation of biblically-grounded thought in all believers. My experience has been that there is yawning chasm between what people think they know and what they think.  Just this week, I talked with a man who, upon finding out that I was a Baptist minister, asked me with all the decorum of an accomplished theologian whether I was a First or Second Baptist. When I asked him to repeat his question, he asked me without the slightest shade of embarrassment whether I was familiar with these terms! Of course, I am not familiar with the terms, because they are not terms! But, since I did not want to embarrass the man, I said that I was only familiar with “First Baptist Church of Rockford.” “Ah, yes”, said he, “there are only First Baptists in the north. Second Baptists are in the South!” Then, he began to inform me, a Baptist preacher, the difference between the two.  While I sat amused and bemused during his exposition, it occurred to me that this man was in a real bind and didn’t even know it. He did not know what he thought he knew, not merely because he was uninformed, but because what he thought he knew didn’t even exist. But, further, what he thought very obviously did not even logically coincide with what he thought he knew! Somehow this didn’t disturb him in the least.

My "teacher" clearly did not know what he was talking about. The fact that he was speaking of an innumerable body of people with a five-hundred-year history did not intimidate this obviously-unread man nor hinder him from pontificating on the subject. He exemplifies the postmodern culture today that utterly disregards the "great conversation" (Adler) of centuries past that has been preserved in the form of books. The Preacher said that the, “words of the wise are like goads, and the words of scholars like well-driven nails. And further, my son, be admonished by these” (Ecclesiastes 12:11-12).  But there seemed to be no influence of either wise or scholar in the doctrines of my new-found friend. He models the culture today that really believes that it can have a real grip on any subject without knowing what anyone has said on the subject in the past!

“If we are not listening to the great minds of the past, we are not being educated.”
 This is true because it acknowledges the fact that God is the same yesterday and today.  The best knowledge has been carefully distributed to mankind throughout the ages and, as already stated, the preservation of that record is written in books.  Good books are clearly to be sought after. This seems to be, to me, the intent of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes 12:10-11. The words of the wise and scholars are like his own recorded in writing (see v.10). The Preacher is not warning against books. He is warning against the flood of contemporary books -- no matter what age the student lives in. Of such, “there is no end.”

 Unfortunately, if the modern reads anything at all, he will read only books written by his contemporaries. And, as the Preacher said, “of the making of books there is no end” (Ecclesiastes 12:12)! Barnes and Noble is always busy! There are always new books. There is always something to read! So the modern becomes hopelessly locked into a mode of thinking that is restricted by a time parochialism that is just as constraining as the thinking of an untraveled peasant whose thinking is restricted to a cultural parochialism.

T.S. Eliot bemoaned this trend even in his day. He said that there never was a time “when the reading public was so large, or so helplessly exposed to the influences of its own time.  There never was a time, I believe, when those who read at all, read so many more books by living authors than books by dead authors; there never was a time so completely parochial, so shut off from the past.”
  Obviously, those who don’t read are in even more dire straits! 

While most Christians are more accurately informed than my "Baptist teacher," they still make way for irreconcilable differences to co-exist between their beliefs and their thoughts. Their cognition is totally disconnected from their cogitation. And this is because they are unfamiliar with “the great conversation.” I have heard some of the most preposterous statements made about Baptists, Fundamentalism, Evangelicals, Protestants, and Calvinism with all the absolutism of divine creed -- but completely void of any historical coherence -- yet hardly a face in the audience twitches!

      I want to scream “HELLO! Doesn’t anyone realize that the wires aren’t connecting here?!” I will certainly be challenged, “Well. Who are you? Do you have a Ph. D. on this particular subject?” -- “No. But I read. DUH!” Worse, the challenger may say that the past is completely irrelevant! But the past is relevant, and this is why our conference today is critical. Conversation with the past is the heart and soul of classical education.

We naturally do not like our belief system to be challenged by anything outside of our little bubble of time and space; and we will read anything we can lay our eyes on -- so long as it doesn’t take us beyond the sphere of the immediate. Mortimer Adler was right when he wrote fifty years ago on the proliferation of literature that “one might hazard the guess that if saying something that is true, in any sense of that term, were ever again to become the primary concern it should be, fewer books would be written, published, and read.”
 In other words, truth doesn’t sell well.  We desperately need to reconnect with the train of thought that has been recorded throughout the years by the “wise” and the “scholars,” especially “words of truth.” 

Obviously, this does not mean we are mindlessly accepting everything that was said or written in the past. A classicist is not someone who agrees with anyone who has been dead two hundred years and whose books are still in print.  But a classicist is a participant in what Mortimer Adler calls “the great conversation." George Roche, president of Hillsdale College, sees the link with the past as an essential part of education.  “Education is precisely the preservation, refinement and transmission of values from one generation to the next.  Its tools include reason, tradition, moral concern, and introspection.” 
  Let’s say it once again: “If we are not listening to the great minds of the past, we are not being educated.”
....

*Let me further illustrate this point with another scenario. Especially in our day, in our younger thinkers, I see many a sincere Christian, reared in relative isolation from the “outside” world, having grown up in a Fundamentalist environment and trained in a Christian day-school, who finds himself (like so many of his kind) in a radically different environment, surrounded by nice people, seemingly or really sold out to God, who espouse a lifestyle that he grew up shunning. Because he was given information in a protected environment and not taught to think, he is not only at a loss as to how to analyze her new environment objectively, but he is duped into thinking that he has finally landed upon a balanced view of the truth.  He is tempted to justify what he would once call worldliness in the church that he attends. Applying his opinions to truth rather than vice versa, his rationalization is elaborate, impressive -- even if wrong -- and, he has unwittingly become a Christian who has imbibed the postmodern way of thinking.  

This young postmodern thinker's sense of right and wrong are totally uninfluenced by the long stream of thought and discussion that has taken place in- and outside of the Church throughout the past millennia, and he has thrown off the restraints of the Christian metanarrative by preaching a strictly parochial righteousness.  For example, if a local culture (no matter how small that people group may be) can use crass vocabulary from the pulpit of their church, a small-town preacher from another part of the country has no right to infringe upon their sense of rightness by denouncing their conduct. Not only does crass vocabulary have the blessing of one tiny sub-culture, but it is also certainly acceptable in a tiny slice of history called the the first decade of the 21st century. Local culture and local time becomes the impregnable armor against all outside criticism.  This little bubble is impenetrable by the reality of a bigger picture.

Now, there is a huge problem with this. The problem is that historically and biblically, Christians have held to the conviction that there is, in fact, what sociologists call a metanarrative (worldview). That is, there is an all encompassing, universally applicable, cosmic story that gives meaning to an individual’s life and affects the way he lives whether the year is 03 A.D. or 2003 A.D., whether the place is Chicago or St. Petersburg.  Some of our young Fundamentalist friends would agree that the truth of the Word of God is all encompassing.  Yet, by sucking the spirit out of the moral law of God and restricting its authority to the letter, they defend (things such as crass vocabulary) as morally acceptable in  part of the country in the year 2003, although it is morally unacceptable in another area of the country -- not to mention Scriptural mandates about not allowing corrupt communication to proceed out of our mouths. Many young Fundamentalist thinkers find this line of defense completely reasonable.  So doing, they model Eliot’s description of his time: “helplessly exposed to the influences of [their] own time.  .  .so completely parochial, so shut off from the past....” And, I would add, shut off from the rest of the world!  These young thinkers have unfortunately developed a spiritual provincialism.

Sincere as they may be, their way of thinking spells out the demise of a Judeo-Christian culture in society today. The unbelieving sociologist, Douglas V. Porpora, commenting on the extremely high percentage of Americans who say they believe in God and the seemingly contradicting claims of the post-modernists that secularization has finally arrived, admits that the secularists have won the day.  “Despite the statistics, the research to be presented here will indicate something empirically true about the claim of God’s death and the end of metanarratives.  I have come to think of it as one of the mysteries at the turn of the millennium that many people not only believe in God but go on attaching importance to that belief without its having much moral relevance to their lives or giving their lives much moral direction.  Mysterious as this may sound, it is all a matter of how belief in God actually functions in people’s lives.”
  It is unnecessary for me to share with you the overwhelming data from surveys of both non-believers and evangelicals that show very little difference in life-style.  This is in spite of the fact that the Christian day-schools have flourished all over the country. God is irrelevant. “Such a God,” says Porpora, “is a cipher, a ‘floating signifier’ without referent.... This is the God in whom many Americans believe.”

However, Christian education should be all about how “God functions” in people’s lives. This cannot be done successfully, however, until we adopt another model of education than the one we have borrowed from the humanists. It is true that God has graciously blessed our attempts to sanitize the traditional model because we, in ignorance, thought that Christian education was about substituting ungodly subject matter with Bible matter, but in reality Christian education is about God in every subject matter!  This, of course, leads to the second criticism.

2. The Christian day-school movement has reflected the contemporary model of education by the segmentation of knowledge into isolated subject matter.

The second most obvious fallacy is that the compartmentalization of subject matter has resulted in the compartmentalization of life. Thus, Porpora’s complaint is true even among Fundamentalist Christians. Sunday becomes completely irrelevant to Monday. And God is completely irrelevant to biology.  The segmentation of knowledge (that is, the ignorance of the cohesiveness and connectedness of all knowledge) eventually trains a young mind to think like a biblically-saturated Christian on one subject and like a pagan on the other without even feeling the slightest twinge of frustration at the disparity.

 
     The Bible says, “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7). This means that knowledge only finds meaning in the God-centered life.  Knowledge is not currency for the procurement of the world’s things: “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). Deciding upon what you want to become determines upon how much knowledge you will need to acquire. (“If I want to be a judge, I’ll acquire much knowledge. If I want to be a movie star, I’ll drop out of high school.”) No, knowledge -- one of the few things we can take to heaven -- is an opportunity to know and love God better. It increases the possibility of service.  C.H. Spurgeon lived for no other purpose but to glorify Jesus and the winning of souls. Yet his son would write of him: “My father was a living ‘Enquire Within upon Everything.’ All who ever heard him can well understand how his almost universal knowledge furnished him with striking simile, matchless metaphor, forceful figure, and instructive illustration.”


     Spurgeon and many other great servants of God throughout history illustrate the simple Scriptural principle that knowledge really matters only to people who are living. Even the gloomy atheist admits this: “But for him who is joined to all the living there is hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion” (Ecclesiastes 9:4).  The Preacher states the obvious. Life is better than non-existence! Sadly, though, most humans do not know fullness of life. Their living is just for today. Knowledge’s only purpose is to make a meaningless life a little more bearable. 

Ecclesiastes states and answers this human problem. “The book of Ecclesiastes remains the best response to consistent nihilism.
 Solomon, without forsaking his wisdom, experimented with it and saw the void that exists ‘under the sun.’  He then returned to the fear of God and to obedience to His commands.”
 Solomon ultimately discovered that life, real life, was in knowing God: “Fear God and keep His commandments, for this is man’s all” (Ecclesiastes 12:13). Jesus would say the same thing another way, “And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent” (John 17:3).
     

Of all humanity, we who are in Christ Jesus are the most alive! He who is the Creator of Life, who indeed is LIFE, indwells us. Every regenerated believer is aptly called a “new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17).  While it is true that a living dog is better than a dead lion, we are much more than that! We are not “apes in trousers” (as C.S. Lewis reminds us). The unsaved world looks at education as a way of bettering a meaningless life. It is true, that the meaningless life of a dog is better than the non-life of the king of the jungle.  But we are better than dogs. And our lives are better than meaningless! We have a reason to learn as much as we can about everything! God is the solution to “vanity of vanities, all is vanity.”

If it weren’t for a God who “un-vanitizes” life, education would be a sham, fruitless poppycock, esoteric drivel, that perfectly embodies the hopeless tradition of a godless education as described by Paul: “ever learning, but never able to come to the knowledge of the truth” (2 Timothy 3:7).

But, friends, it is this yoke under which we find ourselves in our current systems: a knowledge-less learning. We who live in the information age are more dependent upon “experts” than any other age preceding us. We have all kinds of information available to us, but we do not even trust ourselves to think! Common sense is a thing of the past. We even need “experts” on that! See the likes of the “Dear Abby” columns. O, that God would give us a passion to learn, a legitimate reason for acquiring knowledge, and a commitment to pass it on to the next generation. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”

 In the end, it is not the amount of knowledge that matters. It is the accrual of knowledge. The fact that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge implies that the life that pleases God is the life of learning. Thus, the Christian farmer that is constantly learning is more wise than the atheistic Ph.D. who has procured all the knowledge he needed to accumulate his desires -- status, wealth, personal gratification, or whatever they be.  The believing and learning factory worker can say with David, “I have more understanding than all my teachers, for Your testimonies are my meditation” (Psalm 119:99).


     We need to learn how to learn. We need the tools of learning. We need to know how to pick the best books out of the millions of good books because “of the writing of books there is no end.” This statement is not a command to avoid study! It is the urgent warning of a wise man that study outside the scope of eternal purpose is wearisome to the flesh.  If you are a booksy nerd that loves to spend all your time fiddling with formulas and wrestling with philosophical theorems (Epicurean)
 you are no better than the narcissistic hedonist whose life motto is "Eat, drink, and be merry [with as little mental activity as possible] for tomorrow we die." Yours will be the glum conclusion of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes: “As it happens to the fool, it also happens to me, and why was I then more wise? Then I said in my heart, “This also is a vanity” (Ecclesiastes 2:15).


     A Christian classical education is not the answer to vanity. Regeneration is. But a Christian classical education will equip a generation of believers to recover a lost art in the worship of God -- lifelong learning. And by loving learning, they will learn to love. They will be able to say with Solomon: “Fear God.... This is man’s all.” 


     Thus, the reason for a conference on Christian classical education.
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� Epicureanism is the philosophy of Epicurus who subscribed to a hedonistic ethics that considered an imperturbable emotional calm the highest good and whose followers held intellectual pleasures superior to transient sensualism (Websters).  “Mr. Jefferson said that the Epicurean philosophy came nearest to the truth, in his opinion, of any ancient system of philosophy” (John Quincy Adams quoted in McCullough, p. 587). It is noteworthy that Jefferson, brilliant as he was, grappled unsuccessfully with the question of meaning and though he plumbed the depths of “intellectual pleasures”, he was still a helpless addict of “transient sensualism” throughout his entire life. 
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