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Introduction
The world has lost its story. This is a definitive trait of
our current cultural situation, according to theologian
Robert
W.
Jenson.1
Such
macrocosmic
denarrativization, however, is a relatively recent
development. That we inhabit a narratable world, and
that we ought to be able to make storied sense of our
lives has been a tacit assumption that has dominated
the West historically. Indeed, the primary business of
the Church universal has been to proclaim the
substance of the biblical narrative both liturgically and
evangelistically. God the Trinity played the key role in
this His-story as the creator of the cosmos, the judge of
human sin, and the gracious redeemer of humanity and
creation. This was the true account of the universe,
granting the existence and veracity of the universal
Storyteller, at least up to the modern period. Gradually,
however, a new secular mythology glorifying natural
science and the omnicompetence of human reason
replaced the old ecclesiastical verities. The tradition of
storytelling continued necessarily, but the source of the
narration shifted dramatically von oben to von unten, that
is, from above to from below. Homo mensura replaced
Deus mensura. As time passed, however, the humanistic
myth collapsed, and the modern project failed.
Metaphysics, it was argued, were really politics.
Metanarratives became incredulous.
Without a
transcendent author, there was no sustainable plot to
the universe. Without God, the world lost its story.2
Why did this happen? How did the West end up
dispensing with God and thereby losing its dramatic
framework? In his book, Without God, Without Creed: The

1

The ideas in this paragraph are inspired by Robert W.
Jenson, “How the World Lost Its Story,” First Things
(October 1993). Reprinted in The New Religious Humanists: A
Reader, ed. and intro. Gregory Wolfe (New York: The Free
Press, 1997), pp. 135-49.

2

The loss of the cosmic narrative has profound personal
implications as well. As Lesslie Newbegin asserts in The
Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989),
p. 91, “If there is no point in the story as a whole, there is
no point in my own action. If the story is meaningless, any
action of mine is meaningless.”

Origins of Unbelief in America, James Turner documents
how most scholars lay the blame for the demise of the
divine by citing the typical causes: “Renaissance and
Enlightenment skepticism, the effects of Biblical
criticism, the impact of Darwinism on theology, the rise
of scientific naturalism, the implications of postCartesian philosophy and more.” The author also
points out that other thinkers attribute God’s
disappearance from Western consciousness as “the
effects of industrialization, urbanization, and
technological change, as well as the less easily defined
social change labeled secularization.” Turner himself,
however, argues that unbelief was not really something
that happened to religion, but in it, and that the church’s
accommodation to modernism—“a God sculpted more
closely to the image of man”—is what caused
contemporary incredulity,3
Whatever the precise reasons, in this post-Christian
narrative age, no institution or person remains
unaffected, including the academy and her charges.
Though the Church gave birth to the modern
university as a fostering mother for the schooling of
the heart, Alma Mater has also lost her story and the
capacity to tell it. The regnant story in the academy
today is the story of no story (or the story of too many
stories). The results, however, have been disastrous.
George Marsden indicates as much by asserting in the
opening line of his volume on The Outrageous Idea of
Christian Scholarship that “Contemporary university
culture is hollow at its core. Not only does it lack a
spiritual center,” says Marsden, “but it is also without
any real alternative.”4 I am afraid he is right. Within
itself, the university’s narrative resources are depleted.
The academy no longer shares any common wisdom or
recognized set of first principles upon which to base its
own enterprise. When it comes, then, to this crucial
issue of moral formation in American higher education,
the university is in a cul de sac, and must look elsewhere
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for an alternative. The anomalies afflicting the current
paideia paradigm have revealed its inadequacies. A shift
of paradigms and even a revolution in education is in
order.
An Old/New Paideia Proposal
The paideia proposal I envision as a way to foster the
intellectual and moral development of university
students consists of the worldview of Great Tradition
Christianity that is rooted in the Scriptures of the Old
and New Testaments and is centered on the infinite,
personal Trinitarian God as the Creator, Judge, and
Redeemer of the world.5 This classic Weltanschauung of
historic Christian faith as the conceptual framework for
university life has had a venerable history extending
roughly over two millennia. Though it has been
educationally eclipsed for some time now by a
prevailing metaphysical and/or methodological
naturalism, it possesses remarkably fresh and fullbodied resources for thoughtful students who are
“searching for a worthy faith”6 during the critically
formative college years. It ought to given the
opportunity for a new hearing. Hence, I would like to
reflect on the essential themes of this vision that is ever
ancient and ever new—the Trinity, creation, the fallen
human condition, incarnation, redemption, and
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Great Tradition Christianity, the recovery of which is
highlighted in Reclaiming the Great Tradition: Evangelicals,
Catholics & Orthodox in Dialogue, ed. James S. Cutsinger
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1997), is on par with
C. S. Lewis’s concept of “mere” Christianity and G. K.
Chesterton’s notion of Orthodoxy. Doctrinally, it centers
on the Trinity and the divinity and humanity of Christ as
articulated in the ancient and ecumenical creeds and their
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Sharon Daloz Parks, The Critical Years: Young Adults and the
Search for Meaning, Faith, and Commitment (San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1986), p. 133. In her follow up volume, Big
Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young Adults in Their
Search for Meaning, Purpose, and Faith (San Francisco: JoseyBass, 2000), p. 10, Parks adds these comments about the
role of higher education in the moral formation of
collegians. She writes: “But higher and professional
education is distinctively vested with the responsibility of
teaching critical and systemic thought and initiating young
lives into a responsible apprehension first of the realities
and questions of a vast mysterious universe and second of
our participation within it. Higher education is intended to
serve as a primary site of inquiry, reflection, and cultivation
of knowledge and understanding on behalf of the wider
culture. As such, institutions of higher education hold a
special place in the story of human development,
particularly in the process of becoming a young adult in
faith.”

consummation—and state why it is a paideia proposal
worthy of consideration.
The Trinity.
God the Trinity consisting of one divine substance and
three co-equal and co-eternal persons—the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit—is the ontological foundation of
this Christian paideia proposal. Immanently, God is love
which determines the preeminently personal character
of the eternal relationships shared by the members of
the Trinity. Economically, God relates to the world as
its creator, judge, and redeemer, and as such is the final
explanatory principle of the universe. Truth, goodness
and beauty, therefore, find their ultimate reference
point in Him. As St. Paul asserts in Colossians 2: 3, “In
Christ are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge.” This affirmation, then, of God’s existence,
internal character, and external operations is of
superlative significance for the academy and its
intellectual and moral enterprises. No academic
discipline is truly comprehensible without Him. “Admit
a God,” said Cardinal Newman in The Idea of a
University, “and you introduce among the subjects of
your knowledge, a fact encompassing, closing in upon,
absorbing, every other fact conceivable.”7 No program
of moral formation is fully complete without
acknowledging the ultimate source of love and its
companion virtues and the role they play in shaping
human character and relationships. To know the world
aright and live in it wisely requires personal contact
with its Maker through faith since the fear of the Lord
is the beginning of knowledge (Job 28: 12-28; Psalm
111: 10; Prov. 1: 7; 9: 10). Such foundational faith in
God seeks understanding about itself and all things. It
is the key that unlocks the secrets of the universe.
Therefore, to exclude this Trinitarian God from
educational consciousness and practice is the greatest
possible reductionism. On the other hand, His
inclusion is utterly consequential for the academy and
its classic purposes.
Creation.
In His self-revelation in Scripture, the first fact God
discloses about Himself is that He is the ex nihilo
Creator of heaven and earth (Gen. 1: 1), a truth that has
also been enshrined as the venerable starting point of
the Apostles’ Creed. The creation narratives of Genesis
1-2 indicate clearly that out of formless and empty
chaos (Gen. 1: 2), God ordered and filled the world,
and declared it in all its unspoiled glory to be very good
(Gen. 1: 31). The first and last fact, then, about the
universe, though largely forgotten today, is that it is
created. That an omnipotent Creator stands behind the
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cosmos, explains it, owns it, maintains it, and holds the
human race accountable for its actions within it is the
most important truth about it. As St. Paul states in
Colossians 1: 16-17, “For in Him [Christ] all things
were created both in the heavens and on earth, visible
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers
or authorities—all things have been created through
Him and for Him. And he is before all things, and in
Him all things hold together.” Reality as a whole,
therefore, is theistically structured and defined, and
despite heroic efforts to do so, it cannot successfully be
remade or reconceived by rebellious humanity. This
point of view, in other words, uproots relativism. In
relation to intellectual and moral matters, there is an
authoritative pregiveness to things which requires
acknowledgement and response.
The resulting shalomic cosmos which God made and
sustains providentially is also characterized by a
uniformity of cause and effect in an open system. That
is, it operates consistently in all aspects by divinely
ordained natural laws and norms that govern the
physical and moral worlds. Yet it is also a structure that
is receptive to divine action at any place and time.
Given the world’s divine authorship, it is revelatory of
God and sacramental in character. As such, it has been
aptly described by John Calvin as the “theatre of the
divine glory” (theatrum Dei), and by Alexander
Schmemann as “shot through with the presence of
God.”8 Human beings as imago Dei are endowed with
reason and other cognitive abilities to know the world
God made, especially with the assistance of general and
special revelation. Humanity has also received an
original commission to have stewardship over creation,
to pursue civilizing tasks in dramatic ways that signal
the divine intent of cultural and historical progress. As
Shakespeare writes, shifting to the first person, we are
to “take upon ‘s the mystery of things, as if we were
God’s spies” (King Lear V, 3). The overall goal of this
momentous cultural mandate in discovering and
developing creation is to bring honor to God and
blessing to humanity as time unfolds.
This theologically rich vision of the world as God’s
cosmonomic and doxological workmanship that an
enterprising and religiously motivated humanity can
know and develop has fueled the Church’s educational
aspirations historically, and continues to do so
presently. The capacity to know the world, to know
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God through the world, to make something of the
world, and to benefit self and others through such
knowing and making is the foundation stone of
Christian education. This was the intellectual capital
that caused the Church to invest heavily in education
futures, resources from which many universities have
borrowed tacitly to fund their own operations. An
acknowledgement of this and recognition of the
authoritative platform that Great Tradition Christianity
provides for educational endeavors metaphysically and
epistemically in light of its teachings on creation is in
order.
The fallen human condition.
God created human beings upright, states Ecclesiastes
7: 29, “but they have sought out many devices.” This
passage highlights humanity’s original innocence and
subsequent fall into sin, along with its deleterious
consequences. Accounts of the brokenness of the
human condition proffered at large and in the
university typically lay blame on such things as sexism,
racism, classicism, the body, temporality, finitude,
emotionality, authority, rationality, individuality,
scientism, technologism, economism, religion, society,
evolution, and so on. On the other hand, Great
Tradition Christianity, without minimizing the
magnitude of these issues, asserts unequivocally that
humanity’s original sin, its sinful condition, and its
active sins are ultimately to blame for humanity’s
horrific problems past and present.9
Now for any enterprise to be successful, it must
understand what opposes it. Analogously, if higher
education is to flourish in its intellectual and moral
objectives, it too must understand its chief antagonist,
not only symptomatically, but also in its root cause.
That root cause, the Tradition asserts, lies in the
defection of the human race from God. Though
heteronomous by divine design, humanity rejected
God’s authority in its prideful aspiration to autonomy.
Its successful quest to be independent and selflegislating, however, proved to be lethal. Being cut off
from the true God, the human heart in its inescapable
religiosity shifted its deepest loyalty and love to false,
impotent gods that failed existentially as objects of
worship. It has become like the idols it worships (Psalm
115: 4-8). Being cut off from the true source of light,
the human mind in its natural desire to know became
futile, darkened and deceived in its many speculations.
It professes to be wise, but is in fact foolish (Rom. 1:
21-23). Being cut off from the true source of
righteousness, the human will in its necessity to act has
been given over to judgment and succumbed to
disobedience. It is now in bondage to sin (Rom. 1: 24-
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32; 6: 1-23). Being cut off from the true source of its
life, the human body in its physical and mortal state
ages, sickens, and dies. It will return to the dust of the
ground (Gen. 3: 19; Rom. 6: 23). To top this off, Great
Tradition Christianity also asserts, demythologists
notwithstanding, that the world and the human race are
caught up in a vicious spiritual warfare in which the
contending kingdoms—God’s and Satan’s—are
fighting it out spiritually for the allegiance and future of
human lives, social institutions, cultural pursuits, and
the destiny of the planet.
Altogether, this is not a pretty picture of the human
condition in its pride, autonomy, idolatry, ignorance,
vice, mortality, and conflict. Though hard to admit, it is
nevertheless a description that seems true to life with
its bloody clashes of civilizations, culture wars,
ideational conflicts, and the general nastiness of human
existence. If this, then, is an adequate assessment of the
human condition, how difficult it is to discover, foster,
and sustain the truth, wisdom, and virtues that make
for a genuinely human life. How hard it is get people
out of their caves of deception and detriment
(ourselves included). When it comes, then, to this
matter of intellectual and moral formation, it has to be
a work of grace.
Incarnation.
This grace is manifested in the incarnation of Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, the second person of the
Trinity. John 1: 14 states, “The Word became flesh and
dwelt among us.” As the Nicene Creed (A. D., 381)
declares of Christ, “Who for us and for our salvation
came down from heaven, and was incarnate by the
Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became human.”10
This grand mystery of the hypostatic union of the GodMan demonstrates that while the cosmos typically
operates in predictable ways, it is open to divine
intervention, and brings the spiritual and natural worlds
into the closest possible proximity. The doctrine of
Immanuel—“God with us”—shows that the
transcendent and the extraordinary can be revealed and
known through the immanent and the ordinary, whose
inherent but forgotten value is simultaneously affirmed.
The incarnation of the Son of God dignifies the human
person, honors the body, and values the physical
creation, preventing their exploitation or deification,
and engendering respect and careful consideration. To
embrace the embodied state joyfully and to be
immersed in the things of the creation wholeheartedly
are the incarnation’s implications. So are a rejection of
selfishness and pride, and the appropriation of a
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humility that generates love, service, and sacrifice on
behalf of others, for this was the very mind of Christ
Jesus in His kenosis, suffering, and death (Phil. 2: 3-11).
A philosophy of education in search of a foundation
can do no better than the incarnation of Christ which
transvaluates the value of the person, the body, and the
world. It alters the perceptions and practices of
students, and those who lead them, in relation to all
things. The God/Man is indeed the light of the world
(John 8: 12). As explained in Vatican II’s Gaudium et
Spes, “The truth is that only in the mystery of the
incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light .
. . .Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the
mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to
man himself and makes his supreme calling clear. . . .
For by His incarnation the Son of God has united
Himself in some fashion with every man. He worked
with human hands, He thought with a human mind,
[He] acted by human choice, and [He] loved with a
human heart. Born of the Virgin Mary, He has truly
been made one of us, like us in all things except sin.”11
In light of this thinking, Thomas Merton affirmed that,
“True Christian humanism is the full flowering of the
theology of the Incarnation.”12 This biblically based
humanistic vision, I submit, is the ultimate educational
goal of Great Tradition Christianity.
Redemption.
As the Nicene Creed states, and as Anselm confirms in
Cur Deus Homo, the purpose of the incarnation of the
Son of God/Son of Man was for us and for our
salvation. Specifically, this salvation was a work of
restoration (opus restaurationis) of the work of creation
(opus creationis). It was achieved by the in-breaking of the
redeeming kingship of God in the person and work of
Jesus Christ, especially through His death, resurrection
and ascension to the right hand of God. Having
achieved atonement for sin, the defeat of the powers,
and the conquest of death, the ascended Christ has
poured out His Spirit on the Church and into the
world. He now rules with final authority over the whole
cosmos. This is the New Testament gospel in a nutshell
(in nuce). Though deemed foolishness and a stumbling
block by some, Great Tradition Christianity regards its
gospel as the basis for the renewal of human life and
culture and thus is the hope of the world.

11

Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World:
Gaudium et Spes. Promulgated by His Holiness Pope Paul VI
on December 7, 1965 (Boston: Pauline Books and Media,
1965, 1994), pp. 21, 22.

12

Thomas Merton, “Virginity and Humanism in the Western
Fathers,” in Mystics and Zen Masters (New York: Farrar,
Straus & Giroux, 1967), p. 114; quoted in R. William
Franklin and Joseph M. Shaw, The Case for Christian
Humanism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), p. 4.

Academic Insert, p.5, Contact
At a personal level, the gospel of grace undermines
damaging pride and autonomy, restores the heart to
fellowship with God, renews the mind in truth, frees
the will for virtue, and delivers the body from ultimate
death. Believers in their spiritual, intellectual, moral and
physical renewal are new creations in Christ. The whole
person is redeemed. In terms of culture, this vigorous
and comprehensive renewal of Christian believers has
implications across the whole spectrum of life. In
contrast to a compartmentalized faith that is privately
engaging but publicly irrelevant, Great Tradition
Christianity promotes an in-depth transformation of
social institutions and cultural life by Christ through the
agency of converted Christians. As H. Richard Niebuhr
explains this vision with an Augustinian nuance,
“Christ is the transformer of culture…in the sense that
he redirects, reinvigorates, and regenerates that life of
man, expressed in all human works, which in present
actuality is the perverted and corrupted exercise of a
fundamentally good nature. . . .”13 Or in the more
practical language of N. T. Wright in one of his popular
volumes, “We need Christian people to work as
healers: as healing judges and prison staff, as healing
teachers and administrators, as healing shopkeepers and
bankers, as healing musicians and artists, as healing
writers and scientists, as healing diplomats and
politicians. We need people who will hold on to Christ
firmly with one hand and reach out with the other, with
wit and skill and cheerfulness, with compassion and
sorrow and tenderness, to the places where our world
is in pain.”14 In this historic perspective, the Christian
gospel is not limited simply to personal piety, but
extends like the scope of creation and the impact of sin
to the totality of life.
The educational ramifications of Christian redemption,
then, are profound. Since human and cultural
revitalization are sine qua non spiritual issues, the Church
works through her academic agencies to bring the full
resources of the Kingdom gospel and Great Tradition
Christianity to bear on the fallen human condition. The
overall goal is the transformation of students at the
root of their being and in the fruit of their lives. The
church and university work in tandem to achieve a
crucial objective, for as Sharon Parks states, the
educational task of shaping young adult faith “is a vital
opportunity given to every generation for the renewal
of human life.15
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Consummation.
The gospel of Great Tradition Christianity is not only a
present reality, but also a future hope. Indeed, God’s
kingdom has already come, but it is also coming. Thus,
the maranatha Church, while it enjoys the presence of
the kingdom now, still looks with anticipation toward
the eschaton when God will consummate His redemptive
work in history. At the heart of God’s work in history,
past, present, and future, is love. This is unsurprising,
since love is what God the Trinity is, both immanently
and economically. Thus one of the most, if not the most
important dominical sayings in the synoptic gospels
contains the greatest commandment to love God
supremely, and its corollary to love others as oneself
(Matt. 22: 37-39; Mark 12: 30-31; Luke 10: 27-28).
Obedience to these two grand imperatives, Jesus said,
fulfills the Law and the Prophets. The whole of Biblical
religion, the totality of Great Tradition Christianity
finds its summit in the love of God and neighbor. All
human activity must be aimed at the fulfillment of
these greatest commandments. This means, as unusual
as it sounds, that university education as a human
activity must also have the cultivation of this divine and
human love as its chief end.
There are many motives for participating in the life of
the university at any level. Most of them these days
have personal aggrandizement as their goal. While
looking out for oneself is not necessarily bad, there is
still a more excellent way. A paideia proposal for higher
education within the framework of Great Tradition
Christianity seeks to draw students closer to God in
love through their studies. After all, the subject matter
of any curriculum is His creation by which students
may come to know Him better. As Augustine’s young,
precocious son Adeodatus once said, “With His help, I
shall love Him the more ardently the more I advance in
learning.”16 A greater love for God segues naturally
into a greater love and service for others, and this is the
penultimate priority of a university paideia proposal
based on a Great Tradition worldview. How can the
knowledge, virtues, and skills students obtain—indeed,
how can students as maturing human beings—meet the
needs and be of service to those around them? This
kind of second greatest commandment education has
been summarized nicely in these famous words from
Bernard of Clairvaux. “There are many,” he writes,
“who seek knowledge for the sake of knowledge: that is
curiosity. There are others who desire to know in order
that they may themselves be known: that is vanity.
Others seek knowledge in order to sell it: that is
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dishonorable. But there are some who seek knowledge
in order to edify others: that is love.”17 If love, then,
becomes the telos of university education and to a
greater or lesser extent is actualized in real life, then the
chief end of students will be realized, and the world will
become a better place.
Summary and additional thoughts.
This, then, is the kernel of a university paideia proposal
based on the worldview of Great Tradition Christianity.
At its heart are the themes of the Trinity, creation, the
fallen human condition, the incarnation, redemption,
and the consummation. In addition to what I have
already specified, other educative benefits of this vision
are rather significant. First, this kind of Christian vision
sacralizes and ennobles intellectual life, investing it with
a gravity and significance that is often lost today. It is
also inherently holistic, since truth itself, rooted in God,
is one. Its intrinsic unity critiques contemporary
proclivities toward fragmentation and reductionism,
and offers a fresh perspective on the coherence of life.
Furthermore, its embrace of the divine realm and a
spiritual order of existence, along with a doctrine of sin,
prevent the human race from unduly exalting itself, and
places needed restraints on human scientific,
technological, and economic empires.18 Finally,
adopting this proposal would certainly enable
institutions to move beyond the prevailing utilitarian,
information-driven, and career-oriented vision of
higher education in favor of a perspective that takes
seriously the challenge of nurturing an appetite for
wisdom and the search for principles relevant to a truly
human life. While acceptance of this proposal is likely
only in Christian universities and/or at church-related
institutions, its reception elsewhere would certainly
demonstrate a more authentic commitment to
academic freedom, and give muscle to the university’s
claim to being authentically pluralistic as well as a
genuine marketplace of ideas.19 As such, it could
function as a template for the rest of society as neither
a naked nor sacred, but as a genuinely civic public
square.
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Student Testimonies and Conclusion
Whether it is deployed outside the Christian
community or not, a classic Christian worldview has
certainly made a great difference in students I have
known over the years. Within the past month after an
intense seven week exposure to a Great Tradition
worldview, I received the following statements from
several Dallas Baptist University students that suggest
that they are beginning to undergo a significant shift in
their way of thinking, seeing, learning, and living in the
world.20 For example, Josh states, “This topic has
opened my eyes to a New World. It has enabled me to
define what a Christian worldview is and to solidify
what I believe.” Jessie admits, “I have been deeply
affected by the principles of a Christian worldview. I
have recognized a formerly unnoticed tendency on my
part to consider some areas of my life trivial when
compared to more ‘spiritual’ areas. If God is the author
of academics, however, then I have just as much of a
mandate to put my best effort into my classes as into
my ministry. God is also concerned about my physical
shape and my financial situation.” Ashley reveals, “This
study has greatly expanded my narrow view of the
Christian faith. It has reshaped my perspectives on the
biblical categories of creation, fall, and redemption.
Before, I was a dualist, but now it is challenging to live
out my faith, not only in the spiritual areas, but in every
area of my life. Christianity is not a realm of life, but a
way of life for every realm.” Tommy reports, “My
understanding of Christianity has changed in a huge
way. I never understood the connection between
creation, fall, and redemption. I thought very small
about my faith. Now I see things on a larger scale. I
never even thought about my worldview, but now I
have a clearer understanding.” Katie proclaims, “This is
transforming my Christian life and worldview.
Everything I see is greener, more heavenly, more holy.
The world has been renewed. I want to eat, drink and
sleep to the glory of God. I am redefined.” Jennifer
asserts, “These ideas have challenged me tremendously
and have revolutionized my views on so many things.
They have caused me to think and stretched me like
nothing else ever has. To understand on a deeper level
the totality of God’s creation and His desire to restore
it is absolutely breath-taking!”
I could go on, but these are enough to give you a
sample of a few students who are being exposed to a
paideia proposal based on the transformative power of
the worldview of Great Tradition Christianity. These
students are in the process of recovering the story, and
when they graduate and take up their posts in the larger
stream of life, I think they just might be the ones who
will help the world recover its story also.
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