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In order to explain the way the St. John’s seminar deals with religious texts, let me begin by quoting one version of the mission statement of St. John’s College.

"St. John's College is a community dedicated to liberal education. Such education seeks to free human beings from prejudice and unexamined opinion, to help them reflect on the nature of things and on the ends and means of human endeavors, and to enable them to make thoughtful choices in public and private life.

Students at St. John's pursue such an education by participating in the activities of its community of learning. The central activity is the reading and discussion, in small classes, of the great works of the West. This study is supported by and intertwined with the study of the elements of languages, mathematics, science, and music.[ In Santa Fe there is also a program that focuses on the great works of the East.]

At St. John's College, we seek to develop in our students an awareness of fundamental alternatives for understanding the human condition, a desire and capacity for lifelong learning, and an ability to deal with complex issues through both cooperative inquiry and independent thinking."

Insofar as this statement contains no explicit reference to any specifically religious tradition or to the divine, it seems plausible to infer that, in spite of its name, St. John’s College is a secular institution, and that its core is a secular one.  On the other hand, the great works of the West, which form the core of our core, include a large proportion of texts that explicitly address questions about the divine and man’s relationship to it, both independently of and through some of the fundamental texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition, such as those of the Hebrew Bible and those of the New Testament.  Moreover, our aspiration to help our students reflect “on the nature of things and the ends and means of human endeavor” and to attain an “awareness of the fundamental alternatives for understanding the human condition,” seems to require engagement with religious texts which address such questions and offer such alternatives.  Indeed, our mission seems to have in common with most religious traditions, this aspiration to make sense of the human condition.  If such an aspiration is to be called “spiritual,” then there is a fundamental spiritual dimension to the St. John’s mission and program.
Since this fundamental aspiration motivates and informs our reading of all the books on our Program, there is no place for any official recognition of a difference between religious and non-religious texts, much less a difference of approach in our encounter with them.  Every text in the St. John’s seminar is read as a possible source of insight into, and even wisdom about, the human condition.  This is reflected in a number of practices.  Seminars have no titles purporting to characterize their subject matter.  They are named only after the year in which students take them: Freshman, Sophomore, Junior and Senior.  The reading assignments are listed only by author, title and parts of the work to be read.  In the case of Biblical texts, the current practice on one campus, is to precede the name of the book with ‘Bible’, on the other campus, with ‘Hebrew Bible’ or ‘New Testament’.  I believe that an older, and in my view preferable, practice, was to list only the name of the book, e.g., Genesis.
Since, to quote again from the mission statement, “…liberal education…seeks to free human beings from prejudice and unexamined opinion…,” our goal is to have students encounter and wrestle with the texts with as little mediation as possible from the opinions of anyone who might be regarded as an “expert” or an “authority.”  To this end we eschew all historical background, provision of context, and other “framing” devices, and have two faculty members as seminar leaders, so that neither can play the role of unchallenged authority.  The texts are not treated as historical artifacts, but as living interlocutors, indeed potential teachers, who are allowed, and presumed competent, to speak for themselves.
If a text is to be distinguished as a religious one, this must come from some interaction between its claims, as understood by the seminar participants, and the prior beliefs, including religious commitments, of those in the seminar.  While some texts read in Freshman seminar, e.g., Homer’s epics and the Greek tragedies, depict and reflect upon the activities and nature of the gods, these texts are not commonly perceived as religious by our students.  Perhaps this means that they find it hard to read them as making claims about the gods that they might seriously entertain as possible truths, even if they can read them as making other such claims.  In the case of Greek philosophers, such as Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus, the situation is more complicated.    Senses of the divine are adumbrated and articulated which begin to seem believable to many students and to have some overlap or connection with Judeo-Christian beliefs about the divine with which they have some familiarity and to which they may have some prior commitment.
Questions of how to understand the good for human beings are constantly on the table in Freshman seminar as we read Homer, the Greek tragedians and historians, Plato and Aristotle.  What are human virtue and happiness and how are they related to one another?  What is justice and is it good for us?  What is a good political order and what are the aims of political life?  What is the nature of law and what obligation do we have to obey it?  What is philosophy, what are its goals, are they achievable, is their pursuit worthwhile?  Is there something higher than the human that could be called divine?  If so, what is man’s relationship to it?  Students see these questions framed, raised, discussed, even answered, outside of the Judeo-Christian context.
In Freshman Seminar, students are also acculturated to certain practices that, while they may seem merely formal, nonetheless have important effects on the conduct of the conversation.  Some of these practices are embodied in the following imperatives: 1) stick to the texts that we have in common and avoid references to “outside material”; 2) address your fellow students by Ms. or Mr. and last name; 3) give reasons in support of your opinions; 4) address your comments to your fellow students, not the tutors; 5) keep your remarks relatively brief, being open to responses and even to interruptions.  Our hope, confirmed by years of experience, is that these practices tend to foster the following dispositions:  1) a tendency to grapple directly with the text, thinking for oneself rather than relying on any supposed authority; 2) a willingness to listen carefully to one’s fellow students and to take seriously their responses to what you have said; 3) a recognition that opinions, whether one’s own or others, ought to be supported by reasons; 4) a willingness to criticize and disagree with what others have said, but in a respectful way; 5) a desire to have a genuine conversation that follows a relatively coherent train of thought, at least for a while.  If by the art of dialectic we mean, at least in part, skill at engaging in serious and open-minded conversation with others in pursuit of the truth, then one might say that engaging in seminar discussion regulated by these expectations helps students to acquire the art of dialectic.
In Sophomore Seminar, we turn to the Biblical texts that form the basis of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and then to various texts, mostly by Christian authors, which interpret these texts, in part in the light of the Greek tradition which the students have confronted in Freshman Seminar.  While in this sequence there is a preponderance of readings from the Judeo-Christian tradition
, even here they are not the only texts.  In the first semester there is a sequence of Roman readings, including Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, Vergil’s Aeneid, some of Plutarch’s Roman lives, Tacitus’s Annals, and Epictetus’ Handbook.  In a change made about 25 years ago, this sequence was moved from the beginning of the year to a place between the readings from the Hebrew Bible and those from the New Testament.  This tends to act as a partial check on the tendency of some students to take for granted that the Hebrew Bible is to be understood as the Old Testament.  One can easily see how themes from these readings might interact with those from the Hebrew Bible: Lucretius’s critique of the belief in wrathful and punishing gods, Vergil’s depiction of a people wandering in search of a new home and with the task of founding a new kingdom, Epictetus’s depiction of virtue and happiness as within our power.  Between the New Testament readings and Augustine’s Confessions, we read selections from Plotinus’s Enneads.  My point in going through this list is to emphasize that all these readings are treated in the same way and as capable of being brought into dialogue with one another.

I do not mean to claim that this structure automatically solves all of the difficulties in discussing the works of the Judeo-Christian tradition in a classroom with students from many different backgrounds: different strands within the Judeo-Christian tradition, Muslims, those hostile to religious belief, and those innocent of any first hand acquaintance with the Judeo-Christian tradition.  It does, however, seem to me to have some advantages over other approaches.
First, as I have emphasized, we do what we can to prevent students from prejudging a book as the partisan or property of any particular religious tradition, in the hope that this will allow students from all sorts of backgrounds to approach them with a more open mind.  Students from particular religious traditions may feel less obliged to claim or defend a book as their own, and students hostile to particular traditions or to religion as such may feel less obliged to attack it.  
Second, our emphasis on close attention to the text and on the effort to gather its meaning from its own words offers some resistance to traditional readings framed in terms not taken from the text.  One can point out, for example, that in the text of the first three chapters of Genesis, the words sin, fall, law, and even disobedience, do not occur.  It is, of course, not the case that traditional Christian interpretations of Genesis are ruled out of court, but our practice of focus on the text generates an expectation that students try to show how the interpretation can be found in and supported by the text.  Moreover, these interpretations will have their day in seminar when they are explicitly propounded in the writings of Paul, Augustine, Aquinas, Dante, Calvin and others.  This loosening of the Biblical text from such traditional readings is enhanced when students from entirely outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition, such as those from China and Nepal, are present in the seminar.  Conversely, the focus on the text apart from traditional readings allows such students to participate in the discussion on equal terms with others steeped in traditional interpretations.
Third, reading the foundational texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition against the background of a year-long intensive engagement with the works of classical Greece and interspersed with classical Roman works has several advantages.  First, in some limited way, students recapitulate the experience of those in late antiquity who encountered Judeo-Christian writings on the basis of an inheritance of a still living tradition of Greek and Roman experience and thought.  Augustine’s Confessions speaks powerfully to them, because they too, perhaps, have been inflamed by the love of wisdom upon reading the ancient philosophers (Plato and Aristotle, however, rather than Cicero), and can ask themselves, along with Augustine, whether or not they leave a crucial gap that the Christian message is needed to fill.  Like Aquinas, they struggle to see if one can put together the Unmoved Mover of Aristotle and the One beyond Intelligence of Plotinus with the God of the Bible, who creates, commands, rewards and punishes, shows anger and love, and even, in the New Testament version, becomes man and dies. 
Second, having seen many fundamental questions about the human condition raised by Greek and Roman texts, and perhaps having doubts about how well these questions were answered by these texts, they are better prepared to see the texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition as serious attempts to give alternative answers to these questions, and therefore worthy of serious consideration.  They are less likely to appear either as the unquestionably right way to understand the human condition or as arbitrary constraints on our belief and conduct based on inherited myths.
Finally, returning from content to structure, the habits and skills of dialectical conversation, practiced first in the context of the texts of the Freshman seminar, which tend to be less familiar and less subject to prior commitments and prejudices, stand the students in good stead when they come to confront the founding texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition.  Having learned to listen respectfully to different opinions and to give reasons in support of their own and having come to recognize that viewpoints that at first seem wrong or alien can be supported with reasons and come to seem more plausible, they are better prepared to listen with an open mind to fellow students with different readings of and attitudes towards texts that in other contexts can lead to violent disagreements and fruitless arguments.
Although it is in Sophomore seminar that the founding texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition are read along with some major pre-modern interpreters, texts with a claim to be religious continue to appear in Junior and Senior seminar: Pascal’s Penseés, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, and Dostoevski’s Brothers Karamazov, not to mention the more ambiguous cases where some version of God makes a cameo appearance in philosophical works by Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, and Hegel.  This is a reminder that much of even the modern philosophical tradition is not adequately accessible to those who have not given serious thought to the religious texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition.
In conclusion, I would like to consider the possible objection that the St. John’s seminar approach to religious texts is not only secular in the sense that it does not presuppose or stand within any religious tradition, but in the sense that it might be considered to be antithetical to or incompatible with a religion based on faith in revealed truth and thus not suitable for students who adhere to such a religion.  One might argue that it is inappropriate for students who believe that divinely revealed truth is found in certain texts to be asked to treat those texts as if they did not differ from texts of merely human origin and as if they are to be subject to the judgment of fallible and corrupt human reason, and worse yet, to that of 19-20 year olds.
In reply, I would stress the importance of the ‘as if’.  Participation in a St. John’s seminar does not require that any one abandon their belief in the authority of revealed truth and its presence in any given text.  It does, however, require that one take seriously how that text might look to someone who does not share this belief.  Moreover, we read texts, such as those by Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, and Calvin, that raise thematically the question of how revealed truth is related to what can or cannot be understood by natural reason. I grant that all of this is not without risk to those with faith, nor, for that matter, to those without it.  In my experience at St. John’s, there have been many cases of loss of faith, as well as many conversions to religious belief, in some way connected to the reading and discussion of religious texts in seminar.  Nonetheless, in many religious traditions, this sort of self-examination of what one believes and why one believes it is understood as salutary, if not essential, to the deepening and strengthening of one’s faith.  If there are religious traditions in which this is not the case, then it is hard for me to see how they are compatible with liberal education in any serious sense.
� In Annapolis, these include 9 from the Hebrew Bible, 6 from the New Testament, 3 on Augustine’s Confessions, 1 on Anselm’s Proslogium, 6 from Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, 6 on Dante’s Divine Comedy, 1 on Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, and 2 from Calvin’s Institutes.  In Santa Fe, there is one fewer seminar on the New Testament and on Aquinas, and none on Calvin, but there are 3 on Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed.





