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John Paul II and Benedict XVI:

Christian Critical Thinkers at the Dawn of  the 21st Century

Krystia Nora, Indiana University of Pennsylvania
While everyone is not a fan of the popes, I think there are few who can deny the impact of the recently deceased pope, John Paul II.  The newest pope, Benedict XVI, has yet to make the impact his predecessor did, but in publications he has already made significant strides.  

Every bookstore carries at least a handful of both popes’ books. It is important to note that both popes published well before their elevation to pope, and their books can be found under their papal name and/or their given name. Sometimes John Paul II’s books are still published under Karol Wojtyla.  As Benedict XVI only became pope a year ago, his books still are largely published  under his given name Joseph Ratzinger.  It used to be the case that works published by the papal name imply that the book was first published after their election; however, this is no longer always the case.  

Both Benedict XVI’s and John Paul II’s publications reveal men solid in their grounding in the scriptures and trained as intellectuals.  They were both men of faith who had worked as professors.  Both wrote about the importance of critical thought within the Christian tradition.  Both published extensively.  

The most noticeable difference between their writing is their style.  In John Paul II, often evident are the longer sentences and paragraphs, as well as the building of evidence before making points.  On the other hand, Benedict XVI  has a penchant for clearly organized prose with crisp, tightly ordered sentences, with scaffolded evidence and points.  This style is particularly evident in what he wrote in an official capacity, as compared to his personal writing.  As is true of most writers, they both vary in style depending on the topic and audience.

However, an important common ground between the writing of the two popes is that they both tend to cite Scriptures far more than any other source.  Through this, they show their deep belief in scripture as the ultimate source of important thought.

It has been very difficult to choose only a handful of texts from these two very prolific popes.  I finally decided to focus this annotated bibliography on the letters the popes have written to the church because these letters provide treatises on important Christian ideas in the context of modern times.  Further, the letters encapsulate many of the important themes found in the popes other publications and they are available for free on the Vatican website (www.vatican.va).  

In the Catholic Church, a letter to the Church as a whole (and often, more broadly, to the world) from the pope is known as an encyclical.  I have chosen three of John Paul II’s fourteen encyclicals.  With that, I will discuss the only encyclical that Benedict the XVI has written so, as well as a letter Benedict wrote sixteen years ago as head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith.  These five texts either specifically argue for the importance of critical thought within Christianity, or simply provide important examples of such thought.

Nevertheless, considering the breadth of the work done by these two men, I found myself unsatisfied with only presenting their letters.  Therefore, as well as providing a more detailed annotated bibliography of five letters, I will also provide brief annotations of selected works by these two authors that might be of interest to scholars of critical thinking and Christian tradition.

Annotated Bibliography of Selected Letters

Benedict XVI. Deus Caritas Est: On Christian Love. www.vatican.ca. 25 December 2005. Accessed 14 January 2006.  <http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est_en.html>

In this, his first, encyclical, Benedict XVI discusses the nature and importance of love and charity.  After discussing eros as descending love and agape as ascending love, or “eros which seeks God and agape which passes on the gift received” (7.3), he provides examples of how God expresses both kinds of love throughout the Old and New Testaments.  In fact, in the figure of Christ “our definition of love must begin” (12).  Love is not simply a matter of the heart, but also “engages our will and our intellect.  Acknowledgment of the living God is one path towards love, and the ‘yes’ of our will to his will unites our intellect, will and sentiments in the all-embracing of love” (17.2). He explains how love of God is synonymous with love of neighbor, so much so that “closing our eyes to our neighbor also blinds us to God” (16).  In the second part of his letter, then, he expounds on the importance of charity, or the practice of love, for members of the Christian community.  Although the Bible is most frequently referenced in order to support his points, the pope also refers to the work of philosophers and church fathers.

John Paul II.  Fides et Ratio: On the Relationship between Faith and Reason.  www.vatican.ca.  14 Sept. 1998. Accessed 14 January 2006. <http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio_en.html>

While addressed to bishops and a dense text, this letter is an important document for anyone interested in the connections between faith and reason, between Christianity and philosophy.  The letter opens with the line:  “Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises[…]”   The letter concentrates “on the theme of truth itself and on its foundation in relation to faith” (6.3).   John Paul II emphasizes that “[t]he ultimate purpose of human existence […] is the theme of philosophy and theology alike” (15.3). Later, he also says that “Faith therefore has no fear of reason, but seeks it out and has trust in it” (43.2).  He further emphasizes that “[i]n sacred Scripture are found elements both implicit and explicit, which allow a vision of the human being and the world which has exceptional philosophical density” (80.1).  A theme of the text is that, “[f]aith sharpens the inner eye” (16.4) and helps reason see more clearly. He provides a brief history of faith and reason in philosophy, and while he states that philosophical schools that have attempted to drive faith and reason apart must be criticized, “there are found at times precious and seminal insights which, if pursued and developed with mind and heart rightly tuned, can lead to the discover of truth’s way” (48).  Nevertheless, in chapter seven, he discusses the dangers of certain trends in humanism, modernism, scientism, pragmatism, nihilism and post-modernism.  He concludes by explaining how philosophy can and does contribute in important ways to theology and Christian thought, emphasizing the importance of dialogue.  In this letter, there is an abundance of Scriptural references as well as references to saints (especially Thomas Aquinas), councils of the church, and other church fathers.

John Paul II. Ut Unum Sint: On Commitment to Ecumenism. www.vatican.ca. 25 May 1995. Accessed 14 January 2006. <http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint_en.html>

Literally translated from Christ’s words, “[t]hat they may all be one”, this encyclical “Ut Unum Sint” was written to call for all Christians to “profess together the same truth about the Cross” (1.3), in order to answer Christ’s call that we be one, as well as to meet the challenges posed by unbelievers.  This goal of the unity of all Christians, “a path difficult but so full of joy” (2.2), John Paul II argues can be accomplished through the sharing of Christian love, prayer, and dialogue, in that order. Then he spends a great deal of time discussing what is needed for dialogue and the fruits of dialogue.  For example, he emphasizes the need within dialogue to acknowledge before God and man that we are all sinners in order to open a space within which God will act and open the door for comparing points of view.  He says that “[o]ne of the advantages of ecumenism is that it helps Christian communities to discover the unfathomable riches of the truth (38.3).  He rejects easy solutions, acknowledging the difficulties doctrinal differences present, and challenging Christians of all walks to solidly know their faith.  He, as would be expected, upholds the truth of Christian Catholic doctrine, so he addresses in the next to the last chapter the challenges between Catholicism and other main factions of Christianity.  

John Paul II. Veritatis Splendor: Regarding Certain Fundamental Questions of the Church Moral Teaching.  www.vatican.ca.  6 August 1993. Accessed 14 January 2006. <http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor_en.html>

This letter is designed to reflect upon the “splendor of truth” and to challenge detractors of the idea of, or even importance of, truth. Even as his focus is on Catholic moral teaching, he also addresses “all men of good conscience” for he provides an analysis of the connections between faith, truth, love, and freedom.  John Paul II says, “[r]ecognizing in the faith their new dignity, Christians are called to lead henceforth a life ‘worthy of the Gospel of Christ’(Phil 1:27)” (5.3).  Christians are called to walk in the light, which is truth, which is Christ, the Word made man.  Each paragraph and section centers around and expounds upon a scriptural passage.  The first chapter, for example, largely expounds upon the story of the rich man who asks what he must do to enter the kingdom of God.  The second focuses on the need for a seeking of truth and a formation of conscience: “In order to have a ‘good conscience’ (1 Tim 1:5), a man must seek the truth and must make judgments according to that same truth.  As the Apostle Paul says, the conscience must be ‘confirmed by the Holy Spirit’ (cf. Rom 9:1); it must be ‘clear’ (2 Tim 1:3); it must not ‘practice cunning and tamper with God’s word’, but ‘openly state the truth’ (cf. 2 Cor 4:2)” (62.2).  In the third and final chapter, John Paul II argues the importance of the connection between freedom and truth and further expounds upon the connections between faith and morality.

Ratzinger, Joseph. Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian.  www.vatican.ca  24 May 1990. Accessed 14 January 2006.  <http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19900524_theologian-vocation_en.html>

While addressing the Catholic theologian, this letter is of interest to the more common reader in its examination of truth: “Assuredly, the truth given in God’s revelation exceeds the capacity of human knowledge, but it is not opposed to human reason.  Revelation in fact penetrates human reason, elevates it, and calls it to give an account of itself (cf. Pet 3:15)” (1.2).  Further, he examines why we are drawn to the truth, “In the act of faith, man knows God’s goodness and begins to love Him.  Love, however, is ever desirous of a better knowledge of the beloved” (7.2).  Of perhaps less interest to the lay reader, Ratzinger also addresses why he thinks obedience to the Church leads to better theology.

Briefly Annotated Bibliography of Selected Books

Benedict XVI:

Benedict XVI. Values in a Time of Upheaval. New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2005.

Within this book is a critique of relativism and secularism and a carefully designed argument for unwavering truth.

Benedict XVI. The Yes of Jesus Christ. New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2005.

This book reviews the connections between Christianity and the world, arguing for a Christ-centered life.

Ratzinger, Joseph. On the Way to Jesus Christ. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004.

Arguing that Christ was “demanding, bold,” this book reexamines the figure of Christ.  Of interest to those interested in critical thinking and Christian tradition is the section on pg. 72 “The Position of the Figure of Christ within Religious and Intellectual History.”

Ratzinger, Joseph.  Truth and Tolerance: Christian Belief and World Religions. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003.

This is a compilation of Ratzinger’s publications “concerning faith, religion, culture, truth, and tolerance.”  The second half of this book, which addresses the question of truth, would be especially of interest to those interest in critical thinking and Christian tradition.  This section includes Ratzinger’s reflection upon John Paul II’s encyclical, “Fides et Ratio”.

Ratzinger, Joseph.  Salt of the Earth: The Church at the End of the Millennium, an Interview with Peter Seewald.  San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997.

In this interview with Peter Seewald, who at that point was a fallen away Catholic reporter, Ratzinger answers questions, some fairly hard hitting, about his life, beliefs, and the state of the Church.  Many of the answers to the questions could be examined as essays on the topic addressed, although they were actually impromptu speeches that were transcribed for this book.

Ratzinger, Joseph. The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood, 2nd Edition.  San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993.

This book provides a concise historical analysis of the idea of brotherhood, both outside of and within Christianity, then provides a synthesis of what brotherhood means within the Christian context.

Ratzinger, Joseph.  Introduction to Christianity. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990.

Here is a compilation of a series of talks given on each line of the apostle creed—the  statement of faith, dating back to the early Church, recited by Catholics, Orthodox, and many other congregations of Christian faithful.  It analyses the tenants of Christian faith in the context of philosophy, history, theology, and every day life experience.

John Paul II:

John Paul II. Memory and Identity: Conversations at the Dawn of a Millennium. New York, Rizzoli International Publications, 2005.

In an interview with two philosophers, John Paul II expounds upon his political ideology.  Within this discussion, besides addressing the ideas of home land and the issues of Europe, he covers “the limit imposed upon evil,”  “freedom and responsibility,” and the “possibilities and risks” of democracy.  Of most interest to those studying critical thinking and Christian tradition might be the first half of the book which discusses the concepts of evil, redemption, freedom, and responsibility.

John Paul II. Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. Boston, Pauline Books, 1997.

In answer to questions about life, love, sex, the body, and vocation (among other things), this book compiles 129 of John Paul II’s Wednesday talks on these subjects.  

John Paul II.  Crossing the Threshold of Hope. New York, Knopf, 1995.

This is a compilation of answers written in response to Vittorio Messori’s questions about the legitimacy of the papacy, prayer, the existence of God, Jesus, the history of salvation, evil, religion, evangelization, Rome, unity, eternal life, faith, human rights, life, Mary, and hope.  Each of these answers can be analyzed as essays on the subject they address.

John Paul II. Love and Responsibility. San Francisco, Ignatius Press, 1993.

A dense text that can often be hard to read (perhaps because of the translation), this is an interesting analysis of the nature of love, sex, and responsibility.  John Paul II places his discussion in the context of both secular and Christian thought, as well as his experience as a pastor.

Liberation Theology and the Prophetic Tradition

Shari Stenberg, Creighton University

Amorose, Thomas. “A Christian Rhetoric for the Public Sphere.” The Journal for 

Peace and Justice Studies. 1999.

At the heart of this article is the notion that theology is inherently rhetorical, and Amorose contends that theology must “go public” to transform culture and foster public good. Drawing from Augustine, Amorose argues for a “theology of doing,” which involves joining and influencing community through language. He moves to the specific example of Seattle Pacific University to argue that Christian colleges are a logical place to begin enacting a “theologically centered rhetoric” that prepares students to shape the public sphere.

Brown, Robert McAfee. Gustavo Gutiérrez: An Introduction to Liberation Theology.  

Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1990.

McAfee provides a comprehensive introduction to Latin American liberation theology, as envisioned by Gustavo Gutiérrez. Structured as a drama, Brown situates the historical context, major players and critics of this movement, followed by three acts: Commitment to the Poor (Praxis); Theology as Critical Reflection on Praxis (Method) and Theology in the Light of the Word of God (Content); and What Liberation Theology Means for Us. The appendices include writings by Gustavo and a helpful bibliography. 

Ferry, Christopher. “Liberation Theology and Liberatory Pedagogy: Spiritual 

Teaching in the Real World.” The Spiritual Side of Writing: Releasing the Learner’s Whole Potential. Ed. Regina Paxton Foehr and Susan A. Schiller. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1997. 148-156.

In this chapter Ferry explores the spiritual aspects of Paulo Freire’s liberatory pedagogy, which are commonly silenced by North American followers of Freire. Ferry critiques Ira Shor’s Critical Teaching and Everyday Life, demonstrating that the thread of individualism that runs through this pedagogy hinders possibilities for community formation and collective social action. Ultimately Ferry argues that Freirean pedagogy must be both “spiritual and earthly,” (154) and he examines possibilities for enacting ethical education that is nourished by liberation spirituality.

Kanpol, Barry.  “Critical Pedagogy and Liberation Theology: Borders for a 

Transformative Agenda”  Educational Theory 46 (1996): 105-17.

To reframe an alternate vision for the educational Left, Kanpol compares and contrasts central tenets of critical pedagogy—language of possibility, terrain of struggle, transformative intellectual, group solidarity and border crossings—and liberation theology—sense of the possible, sense of the sacred, teacher as prophet, co-workers, breaking bread and talking back.  While he points out the traditions’ commonalities, Kanpol argues that their differences can be understood as mutually reinforcing and dialogic, rather than dichotomous. 

Jarvis, Peter.  “Paulo Freire: Educationalist of a Revolutionary Christian Movement.”

 
Convergence 20:2 (1987): 30-41.

In this article Jarvis contextualizes Freire’s work within the prophetic tradition of the Christian Church. He focuses on Freire’s response to development and modernization, pointing to Freire’s insistence that development be grounded in a theological conception of the world. He then considers Freire’s arguments that when education encompass true learning, it is a revolutionary activity, and that learning requires action as well as reflection (praxis). 

Lange, Elizabeth.  “Fragmented Ethics of Justice: Freire, Liberation Theology and 

Pedagogies for the Non-Poor.” Convergence 31.1-2 (1998): 81-93.

Framed within the context of a crisis experienced by the Justice and Peace Coalitions of the Canadian Council of Churches, Lange offers an analysis of how Freire’s thinking informed the Coalition at its inception and argues that his visions of 1) ideological suspicion and material critique, and 2) a hermeneutics of trust and a pedagogy of radical love must continue to inform work toward a just social order. Lange argues that adopting a prophetic stance requires the overt linking of faith and politics. 

Purpel, David and William McLaurin, Jr.  Reflections on the Moral and Spiritual 

Crisis in America: A Curriculum for Justice and Compassion in Education. New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2004.
This book includes the original version of Purpels’ Moral and Spiritual Crisis in Education (1989),  which offers a critiques K-12 education in the United States as morally and intellectually deficient; he argues for linking critical teaching to a politics of compassion and hope, based on the prophetic tradition. The book also includes an updated critique of that work, written by Purpel and McLaurin, which examines Purpel’s vision in light of current educational concerns.

Welch, Sharon.  Communities of Resistance and Solidarity: A Feminist Theology of 

Liberation. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985.
In this book Welch draws from theologies of liberation, including feminist, black, Latin American and Asian, as well as her experience as a white, female, middle class, Christian in the United States—as the oppressor and the oppressed—to examine what it means to enact liberation theology in North America. In her vision faith and action are inseparable and should be expressed acts of solidarity; she also highlights the importance of skepticism and modesty, so that “liberation” does not become another form of oppression
West, Cornel.  Prophetic Reflections: Notes on Race and Power in America. Monroe, 

Main: Common Courage Press, 1993.

This collection of essays and interviews is divided into three sections: The Cultural Crisis; Interviews on Politics and the Intellectual; and Toward Prophetic Action. West draws from the black freedom struggle to argue for movement beyond eurocentrism and multiculturalism, such that we might strive for a radical democratic project that is grounded in human love and wisdom.

Christian Concepts of Worldview

Mark Haas, Geneva College

Naugle, David. Worldview: The History of a Concept. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

2002. 

David K. Naugle’s purpose delves into the significance and development of the term Worldview. The first part of the book explores the various ways in which the notion of “worldview” has entered Christian thought, including evangelical, Catholic, and Orthodox circles. Then, Naugle presents exposition of the history of the worldview concept. He begins with a philological, then moves to a philosophical history of ‘Worldview’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Then, Naugle focuses his attention on “A Disciplinary History of Worldview” with chapters on the natural and social sciences. Finally, Naugle gives personal contributions to the discussion in his chapters of theological and philosophical reflections.

Sire, James. Naming the Elephant: Worldview as a Concept. Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2004. 

The content includes a brief history of the worldview concept, an in-depth analysis of the concept, and a resulting definition of “worldview,” which is revised from the “belief system” definition offered in The Universe Next Door to a more “pre-theoretical” level of discussion. Sire wraps up his book with a chapter that addresses why one ought to be concerned with the study of worldviews. 

---. The Universe Next Door: A Basic Worldview Catalog. 4th Ed. Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2004. 

This book is an overview of the major worldviews (seen as belief systems), each dealt with in a separate chapter. The first chapter defines what a worldview is, then outlines seven basic questions whose answers will tell us what worldview a person holds. The second chapter describes the Christian theistic worldview. The following chapters tackle the conflicting worldviews of Christian theism, deism, naturalism, nihilism, existentialism, Eastern pantheistic monism, and new age. While Sire delves rather deeply into history, philosophy, and logic, he uses a multitude of examples and life applications. He makes no attempt to be nonjudgmental, but clearly shows where each of the non-Christian worldviews either fails to provide answers or contradicts itself.

Walsh, Brian, and J. Richard Middleton. The Transforming Vision: Shaping a 

Christian Worldview. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1984. 

Walsh and Middleton define Worldview as the perspective which governs how one sees and perceives all things. It is the understanding one has of the world and life. It governs how s/he interprets the world around him. The authors criticize the dominant worldview of contemporary culture and describe a specifically Christian world view. Such a world view is characterized as Biblical, comprehensive, coherent, and life-shaping.

Wolterstorff, Nicholas. Reason within the Bounds of Religion. 2nd edition. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984. 

The topic of this book is the basis for theory-building. First, Wolterstorff meticulously attacks the concept of foundationalism and goes on to argue that a Christian's "authentic commitment" should serve as control beliefs for reasoning and theorizing. Second, Wolterstorff applies this notion of the control belief to the relation between theology and science in particular. He shows how the overwhelming response of theologians to the challange of modernistic science has been whar Wolterstorff names "conformism." 

C.S. Lewis as a Model for Critical Thought

Tara McIlmoil, North Carolina State University

Introduction
Undoubtedly students enter college knowing how to think; however, many students lack the skills to think critically on a college level. One way writing instructors can increase critical thought is through carefully selected reading and writing assignments that encourage students to perform function high on Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. In an argument course, instructors should aim for students to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate their own and others arguments.


Students can further build critical thinking skills by analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating their own beliefs against others. Instructors often ask students to do this through topics of culture and politics. I argue that students can also be asked to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate their belief systems against others belief systems, namely their religious beliefs. I am not saying we should force students to believe in one set of beliefs or be swayed to change their own beliefs. Simply, I argue that students can learn to value the belief systems of others by understanding the origins of their beliefs. Students can then create their own arguments for their beliefs.


One set of arguments that can be introduced in the classroom for students to examine are those set forth by C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity. C.S. Lewis’ arguments were placed with care within a specific rhetorical context and constructed with precision in order to appeal to his audience. His arguments were so convincing that the popularity of his writings continues to grow. Each chapter within Mere Christianity serves as its own short and concise argument on one aspect of Christianity; this makes it easy for an instructor to choose just one or two chapters for students to analyze. And, each chapter can be examined through classical models of argument, such as the Toulmin Model. Students could first analyze the argument in a chapter, then write their own argument that discusses one aspect of their belief system or they can write an argument for or against something presented by C.S. Lewis. The pedagogical possibilities are endless.


In a short course I taught on Persuasion to a group of professional and PhD students in the Raleigh area, I used Book Two of C.S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity as a model for critical thought and argumentation. We went through each chapter of Book Two and analyzed C.S. Lewis’ argument against the Toulmin Model as well as other elements of argument (such as rhetorical context and appeals). Students became aware of the language used to analyze arguments and learned how to write their own arguments. Additionally, although I not attempted to measure it, I believe their critical thought processes greatly increased. It is my hope to further research the use of texts such as C.S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity as part of a composition course and to use such texts to increase students’ critical thinking and argumentation skills.


The following five resources represent the beginnings of my research. So far, I am having a difficult time locating published resources on using a belief-based text in a first-year writing course. I have located some useful information on C.S. Lewis and on Mere Christianity, including an argument for using C.S. Lewis’ work to increase the “humanness” of our students education (Gruenwald). Additionally, I have located a source making the case for using  biblical texts other than C.S. Lewis as well as the Bible to achieve some of the goals I hope to achieve with my students (Slovang). This list will continue to expand as I continue searching for relevant information.

Elst, Philip Vander. Thinkers of Our Time: C.S. Lewis. London, 1996: Claridge 

Press. 

Elst presents a biography of C.S. Lewis in Chapter 1 titled “C.S. Lewis – The Man and His Significance.” Chapters 2-5 then present information on Lewis’ beliefs as understood by Elst. In the chapter of most interest to me, Chapter 3 “In Defense of Christianity,” Elst analyzes Lewis’ argument for Christianity by presenting evidence from a number of Lewis’ texts (namely, Mere Christianity) and compares that information against a number of other texts, including the Bible. 

This text would be helpful as background information for an instructor using Lewis’ works in her classroom. I would not recommend asking students in a first-year writing program to read Elst’s work, but it may be appropriate to share some of his research with the students.

Gruenwald, Oskar. “Renewing the Liberal Arts: C.S. Lewis’ Essential Christianity.” 

Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies. 14.1/2 (2002): 1-24. Academic Search Premier. EBSCO. NC State U Libs. 28 Jan. 2006 <www.lib.ncsu.edu>

In the first sentence of his essay, Oskar Gruenwald lays out his thesis by stating, “The thesis of this essay is that liberal democracy is in crisis, since it lacks a transcendent moral guide, and that the renewal of liberal arts education is a key to restoring the ethical foundations of both individual liberty and popular self-government” (1). Basically, Gruenwald argues that educators place too much value on the sciences and scientific method, which leads student to a lack of “understanding of what it means to be human” (4). He strongly believes C.S. Lewis’ writings to be a great tool in which to teach students humaneness. He states, “C.S. Lewis recalls what modern man has forgotten: the uniqueness and the challenge of being human” (4).


In order to support his claim, Gruenwald summarizes Lewis’ contribution to intellectual thought about humaneness, using examples from Christian Reflections, Mere Christianity, and The Abolition of Man. From these works, Gruenwald identifies “Lewis’ essential Christian worldview” in terms of three elements: “(1) the Tao, Natural Law, or the moral sense, (2) the ecumenical inspiration of Mere Christianity, and (3) the quest for truth and authentic values in the real world” (6).


Overall, Gruenwald makes a strong case for the inclusion of theology, and more specifically, Christian scholarship, in liberal arts education. In closure, Lewis states, “To prepare men and women to live in community and liberty in peace is the ultimate challenge of a true liberal arts education. C.S. Lewis points the way, but each pilgrim must find their own path from here to eternity” (22).


This article can be helpful for an instructor teaching C.S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity as a model for argumentation and critical thought in that on pages 11-14 Gruenwald breaks down Lewis’ argument as a case for Moral Law. His discussion may be useful as background information on Mere Christianity. Additionally, Gruenwald’s article presents a good case for the relevance of using C.S. Lewis as a model text.

Johnson, Andrew. “Is Christianity Rational? Revisiting Mere Christianity.” Humanist. 

63.6 (2003): 39-40. Academic Search Premier. EBSCO. NC State U Libs. 28 Jan. 2006 <www.lib.ncsu.edu>

“A half-century after the initial publication of Mere Christianity, we may ask: Is its argument as convincing as it is popular,” asks Andrew Johnson (39). In his article, it appears that he feels the answer is no, Lewis’ argument is not very cogent. He analyzes the writer as well as the intended and actual audiences of Mere Christianity. Additionally, he examines the fundamental arguments Lewis lays out in the text. His aim is to show that while Lewis intended to write a rational argument, it is indeed not as rational as many might imagine.

In terms of the writer, Johnson points out that Lewis is less than an authority on Christianity and smugly asks, “Who better to tell the story of Christian redemption than a natural-born storyteller?” (39). In terms of audience, Johnson states, “All too often, Lewis’ arguments oversimplify and fail to come to grips with the fundamental doubts of the nonbeliever. What, then, accounts for the enduring popularity of Mere Christianity? It is hard to escape the conclusion that Lewis is preaching to a very receptive choir” (40). Johnson believes that Lewis missed his mark in terms of intended audience (non-believers) and preaches “to a very receptive choir” (believers) (40).

Johnson also mentions the validity of the Gospels and a few of the questions Lewis raises, or rather fails to raise, in the book. 

This test is extremely short and could be beneficial to an instructor teaching a course where she asks students to analyze Lewis’ text as it can prepare her for the sorts of questions her students might raise and also could give her ideas for questions to ask her students about the rationality of Lewis’ argument.

Martin, Thomas L. ed. Reading the Classics with C.S. Lewis. Grand Rapids, MI, 

2000: Baker Academic.

This book provides an examination of the texts that may have influenced C.S. Lewis’ writings. It surveys everything from classical to modern literature. Mere Christianity is referred to twice in the book and those two citations provide some interesting information, even though the information may or may not be helpful for an instructor teaching C.S. Lewis in a first-year writing course.


In Chapter 8, the writer Michael W. Price links Lewis to Richard Baxter who wrote The Saint’s Everlasting Rest (1651). Apparently, Lewis obtained the title of Mere Christianity from that text. He cites N.H. Keeble as suggesting that “Baxter’s works provided Lewis not only a phrase but an entire nonsectarian approach to Christianity (qtd. in Price 156). Then in Chapter 10, Peter J. Schakel discuses the influence of Joseph Addison in Mere Christianity.


Unfortunately, neither of these mentions give Mere Christianity more than a paragraph; therefore, I find the source to be extremely lacking.

Solvang, Elna K. “Thinking Developmentally: The Bible, the First-Year College Student, 

and Diversity.” Teaching Theology and Religion. 7.4 (2004): 223-29. Academic Search Premier. EBSCO. NC State U Libs. 28 Jan. 2006 <www.lib.ncsu.edu>

Slovang argues that “Both the academic study of the Bible and engagement in a pluralistc world require (a) critical thinking skills and (b) the ability to understand and value perspectives other than one’s own” (223). I believe that I could interchange Mere Christianity for the Bible and make the same case. In fact, the title and this statement is deceptive in that  Slovang does not only use the Bible, but rather other biblical texts by authors such as Martin Luther King Jr., Anthony Weston, and Desmond Tutu. 

To begin, Slovang describes the extent to which students lack critical thinking skills and outlines the type of thinkers they tend to be. He argues that faculty make a mistake by assuming students begin college as critical thinkers.

Slovang then outlines the course and how various biblical texts plus Bloom’s Taxonomy can be used to teach the students to think more critically. The details of the course are very clear, therefore, some of the ideas can be adapted to any classroom using a similar text to achieve a similar goal. This makes Slovang’s article extremely useful.

Essentially, Slovang attempts to achieve what I would like to achieve with my students. Slovang states, “I believe reflection on the perspectives and traditions of the biblical world can assist students in reflection on the values and practices of their own” (226). I must mention that the students discussed in this article are from a first-year religion course taught by Slovang at Concordia College in Minnesota. The course, however, assigns a great deal of writing and I believe that the principles can be applied to a first-year writing course as Slovang’s aim is not to only teach religion, but rather to teach critical thinking skills through written assignments. In the conclusion, Slovang states, “Critical thinking skills need to develop within conversation about values, the human capacity for good and evil, and the diversity of human experiences” (228).
Critical Thinking and the Christian Academic 

Judith Hebb, Atlanta Christian College

A Christian Definition of Critical Thinking: Reasoned analysis/inquiry for the purpose of obtaining certainty in support of/defense of a personal belief in relation to a Christian worldview.

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 9.10a; Ps. 111.10a)

Blamires, Harry. The Christian Mind: How Should a Christian Think? 3rd ed. 

Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2005.

Blamires makes the claim that “[t]here is no longer a Christian mind” because 

“…as a thinking being, the modern Christian has succumbed to secularization” 

(3). He challenges the reader to think in a “Christian way” and not to merely think 

about Christian matters. The Christian mind is “a mind trained, informed, equipped to handle data of secular controversy within a framework of reference which is constructed of Christian presuppositions” (43). The “marks of the Christian mind” are: its supernatural orientation, its awareness of evil, its 

conception of truth, its acceptance of authority, its concern for the person, and its sacramental cast. Further, Blamires contrasts the “scholar” (tentative, sceptical, uncommitted) with the “thinker” (dogmatic, committed, decisive).

Booth, Wayne C. “Blind Skepticism versus a Rhetoric of Assent.” in “Symposium: 

The Limits and Alternatives to Skepticism: A Dialogue.” CE 67.4 (2005): 378-88.

Booth characterizes effective communication as “listening to what your opponent 

has to say” (378); he proposes the practice of “listening rhetoric” as a means to 

answer the question, “When should I change my mind? rather than simply “how 

can I change your mind?” (379). He contrasts “utter skepticism” with “irrational 

dogmatism” and posits a middle road that employs “rhetorology” to probe 

common ground (385).

Claerbaut, David. Faith and Learning on the Edge: A Bold New Look at Religion in

 Higher Education. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2004. 

Claerbaut argues that faith and learning are inseparable for Christian Scholars, 

who bear a responsibility to God, to higher education, and to the culture at large 

to be active scholars in academia. Claerbaut examines the rise of secularism, 

scientism, naturalism, reductionism, empiricism, sociologism, and postmodernism 

in institutions of higher education.

Craig, William Lane. “On Being A Christian Academic.” Essay based on a paper at 

Christian Faculty Leadership Network meeting July 2003 and plenary address at 

National Faculty Leadership Conference in Washington., D.C., June 2004.

www.CLM.org.

Craig warns that we cannot live “a fully secular intellectual and scholarly public 

life and an insular private life of Christian Piety” without being a “double-minded 

person who is unstable in all his or her ways” (James 1.5-8). Christian academics 

must “help create and sustain a cultural milieu in which the Gospel can be heard 

as an intellectually viable option for thinking men and women” (9). We can do 

this by: 1. engaging intellectually, not just with our chosen discipline, but with our 

Christian faith, 2. striving to integrate our Christian faith with our discipline, 3. 

being mindful of our personal, spiritual formation.

Elbow, Peter. “Bringing the Rhetoric of Assent and the Believing Game Together—

and Into the Classroom.” in “Symposium: The Limits and Alternatives to Skepticism: A Dialogue.” CE 67.4 (2005): 388-99.

Elbow agrees with Booth on five central arguments about assent or belief; 

however, he differs in his definition of “critical thinking.” Elbow links “critical 

thinking” with the “doubting game,” while for Booth critical thinking includes 

both skepticism and assent (391). Elbow and Booth also disagree on the critical 

thinking process. In opposition to Booth, Elbow views the process as dialectical, 

indecisive, and tilted toward disagreement, divergence, and difference (392). 

Hebb, Judith. “A Biblical View of Critical Thinking.” Paper presented at CCCC 2005 

in San Francisco.

In this paper presented to the Christian Rhetoric SIG, Hebb examines various 

secular definitions and rubrics for critical thinking and all scriptures that include 

words and variants for “discern” and “wisdom” to create a Christian view of 

critical thinking and a definition (see endnote). The humanistic view of critical 

thinking includes the “believing game” and then the “doubting game” 

(skepticism, rigid). In contrast, the Christian view includes the “believing game,” 

the “doubting game,” and again the “believing game” (no doubts, assurance, faith, 

wonder, mystery, reverence, not rigid).

Malik, Charles.. “The Intellectual and Spiritual Crisis of the University.” Truth Journal. 

21 Nov. 2005 <www.leaderu.com/truth/1truth09.html>

According to Malik, “[t]he university is the most important institution in the 

Western world” (1). The dominance of the worldly mind and spirit in modern 

universities is displeasing to Jesus Christ, and Christian academics, who hold 

great influence over men, will be held accountable for their complacency in this 

crisis.

---. The Two Tasks. Crossway Books, 1980.

The two tasks of Christians are: 1. the ministry of evangelism and discipleship 

and 2. changing the thinking and climate of the university and culture. We must 

teach people to love God with all their mind as well as their heart.

Plantinga, Alvin. “Advice to Christian Philosophers (With a special preface for 

Christian thinkers from different disciplines).” Truth Journal. 21 Nov. 2005

www.leaderu.com/truth/1truth10.html.

Plantinga claims that the intellectual culture of our day is not only “profoundly 

non-theistic and hence non-Christian,” but that it is “anti-theistic” (3). The 

Christian (philosophical) community has a right to its perspectives (a belief in 

God), and Christian academics must pursue their projects with integrity, 

independence, and Christian boldness (19). However, we must be intimately 

involved with the academic community at large because of what we can learn and 

because of what we can contribute (19).

 VanDeWeghe, Rick. “Expert Students, Successful Intelligence, and Wisdom.” EJ 94.2 

(2004): 91-94.

In this article VanDeWeghe builds on Sternberg’s and Grigorenko’s concepts of 

“successful intelligence” and “wisdom” to form “expert students” who are 

challenged to combine analytical abilities with creative and practical abilities. 

These “expert students” balance their successful intelligence (knowledge) with 

wisdom, the end of which is the “common good.”

