Is Christian Philosophy Possible?

A response to Heidegger's comments on Christian philosophy 

1. Introduction
Etienne Gilson tells us, 

To a man of the thirteenth century in western Europe, what did the term "Philosopher" mean?  Among other things, it meant a pagan.  A philosopher was a man who, born before Christ, could not have been informed of the truth of Christian Revelation.  Such was the situation of Plato and Aristotle.  The Philosopher par excellence was a pagan.  Others, born after Christ, were infidels.  Such was the situation of Alfarabi, Avicenna, Gabirol, and Averroes.  Whatever the case, it can be said that in general one of the connotations of "philosopher" was "pagan" philosopher.

Most of us Christian philosophers don't think of ourselves at pagans.  Nevertheless, the sentiment that philosophy is a profession not becoming of a Christian is not unusual, in some Christian and in many non-Christian circles.  As Heidegger succinctly put it, Christian Philosophy is a square circle—one cannot hold to Christian creeds and beliefs while authentically being engaged philosophical inquiry.  As a philosopher, I should ask myself “Is Christian philosophy possible, and if so, what is it, and how should I teach as a Christian philosopher?”  At a more general level, anyone who is a Christian teacher might ask this question: Is “Christian teaching” to be indoctrination, valueless inquiry, or something else?  
In this paper, I will wrestle with this question of Christian teaching by specifically facing Heidegger’s challenge.  My conclusion is that being Christian philosopher is certainly not the practice of defending Christian dogma, and also not simply conveying information and defense of a worldview, but requires modeling Christian values as well-- including fair stances toward non-Christian positions, and a critical awareness of our own self-deceptive and idolatrous tendencies.
    First, I will argue that Heidegger's claim-- that Christian philosophy is a square circle-- is false.   I will furthermore argue that Christian philosophy (and Christian teaching in general) should be neither indoctrination nor valueless inquiry, but something else.  Instead of Heidegger’s model, I will refer to Martin Buber for direction in developing a model of the engagement between personal belief and teaching.  Finally, I will critically build on an outline for Christian philosophy which Plantinga put forward in his article  "Augustinian Christian Philosophy" in the Monist a few years ago.
    I suggest that we must, as Christian scholars and teachers, teach as Christians, fully demonstrating Christian values of humility and modesty with a self-critical stance.
Christian teachers can provide a model of fair thinking, if they demonstrate how one can hold a position, yet fairly present opposing viewpoints.  This cannot happen in classrooms where the professor refuses to take responsibility for any particular worldview.  In this sense, a Christian can be a better teacher than a teacher with no strongly held convictions.  The claim here is not that religious people are better teachers than the non-religious per se.  The point is broader: that religiously or ideologically committed teachers-- either one-- can make better teachers than those without strong convictions, and your religious or ideological (and that is an important broadening of the point here) convictions should be displayed in your teaching, and those with no such convictions are likely to be worse teachers.  One need not distinguish religious belief-convictions from non-religious belief or ideological belief-convictions.  Consider this a defense of committed feminists and marxists as well.  Those who have strong commitments to an ideology then, be that a religious or non-religious ideology (like feminism or marxism), have the potential to be better teachers.  In addition, those with convictions don't necessarily make better teachers, but ideally they can teach students particular things which a non-convicted teacher cannot, so they have the potential to be better teachers.  
2. What is Good Teaching?
"The spiritual life is lived in a balance of paradoxes, and the humility that enables us to hear the truth of others must stand in creative tension with the faith that empowers us to speak our own" -- Parker Palmer
 
It seems that teaching requires both listening and speaking, and these in turn require some humility (to listen) and courage (to speak).  If one is too full of one’s own viewpoint, it may be nearly impossible to hear another position.  But this does not mean that teachers should not have personal religious or ideological commitments.  It means, rather, that teachers should respect their students. In the words of Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The secret of education is respecting the pupil." or as Betrand Russell says somewhere, "No man can be a good teacher unless he has feelings of warm affection toward his pupils and a genuine desire to impart to them what he himself believes to be of value."   Russell here brings us both these points then: to teach well we must be committed to the students, but also committed to teaching them some particular content that we believe and value. Teaching must be a sort of leading, both by example, and by opinion.  I must be able to show the students how to wrestle through problems on their own, but I should also show students how to come to conclusions, how to defend a position, and how to do it in a civil manner.  In our culture today, one of the most important things I must do is to show my students how to hold an opinion and respect others, without merely lapsing into a mindless relativism that says that all viewpoints are equally valid.  Since this is what I think we must do as teachers, I consequently think that teachers who are personally committed religiously or ideologically to particular positions are in a position to be much better teachers than those without strong convictions.  

This will strike many as peculiar, since it is often assumed that religiously committed teachers, for example, are biased, and clearly biased teaching is wrong, because it is indoctrination, rather than instruction.   The principle value which seems undermined by such instruction is the principle of fairness or justice.  In the case of indoctrination, one is not fair to positions other than the one which is pre-intended  to win the debate.   Many are especially suspicious of religiously committed teachers, as they feel that the religious commitments undermine the possibility of true inquiry.  But is such suspicion accurate?  Is a religiously committed person less able to present fair instruction than a non-religious person?  Do one's personal convictions so cloud our ability to teach that we cannot accurately and objectively deal with material?  This question becomes more acute when we are discussing ethical instruction.  The question becomes even more interesting when religious orientation comes into the equation-- whether that religious orientation is that of the instructor or the school.   In short, can one who has religious convictions teach, and if so, should such a person allow their religious beliefs to taint their teaching, and if so, in what way?  I do not think so.  In fact, I believe that one with religious or other strong ideological commitments can in fact provide a better education insofar as they can exemplify teaching which is fair, modest, and charitable to alternate views, while maintaining a convicted stance personally.  
3. Christian Teaching, Christian Education, and Heidegger

Some personal bio may help understand my position.  As a Christian, I try to do everything as a Christian.  I try to drive my car as a Christian should (no cutting people off, if I am thinking), I try to eat as a Christian should (body stewardship), I try to treat others as a Christian should, and-- of course this affects my teaching-- I try to think and teach as a Christian should.  But how should a Christian teach?  Occasionally I run into people who have a certain predisposition towards Ph.D's who, like myself, come from Catholic schools.  There is often a notion that graduates from Catholic schools are somehow limited in their education, because they are educated within the confines of a religious tradition, the creeds which serve as starting points for the education.   This, some seem to think, has likely given me tendencies to preach and indoctrinate, rather than to teach.   But personal experience seems to have shown me that my education at Marquette was in fact more liberal than my education at the state university to which I went.  At the state university, there was much more preaching, and I often encountered professors (usually outside of the philosophy department) who were dogmatically critical of all religious positions.   These dogmatic professors missed a valuable opportunity—to demonstrate fair-minded scholarship towards views other than their own—in this case, religious points of view.  

One might expert similar biases in the opposite direction at a Catholic School, but I fond no such bias at either of the Jesuit schools I attended.  I was able to study Saintly Aquinas and not-so-saintly Nietzsche at the Catholic school.  I got very little of Aquinas at the state university.   Yet this perception that religiously-affiliated education is less liberal is a strongly-rooted and continuing perception which I believe is false.  The positive side of this, then, is that we as Christian philosophers might very well think of ourselves as providing a more liberal education to our students, if we do it properly.  

A quote from Heidegger's Introduction to Metaphysics  has stuck with me for many years.  There Heidegger says "Christian philosophy is a round square and a misunderstanding."
   A religious believer "cannot really question without ceasing to be a believer and taking all the consequences of such a step.  He will only be able to act 'as if'" according to Heidegger.  So, since the philosopher must let his thinking carry him where it will, and the religious person (says Heidegger) must start with dogma (creeds of the church) which he assents to, and understand his experiences and let his thoughts be directed by those previous assertions of faith, the religious person cannot authentically be a philosopher.   The committed Christian cannot be authentically ask the questions of philosophy, because he already 'believes' the answers and is committed to them by his religious faith.  This critique, I take it, would apply to any discipline in which one’s Christian commitments may affect your academic theory—be it history, biology, anthropology, psychology, literature, or nursing.
Heidegger's comment here represents to me the bias against religious commitment against which I want to argue.   A view such as Heidegger's has a flawed understanding of the relation between philosophy and of faith,  and a flawed pedagogical theory.  

First, philosophy is not merely a wandering pilgrimage to an unknown destination, it is the study of various theories and an analysis of how these theories hold up and apply to daily life.  Not all philosophy is merely a heroic Abrahamic pilgrimage, going we know not where.  Heidegger's view, and any view which claims we must not know where we are going if we are to be teachers, is not realistic or accurate to our profession.    Certainly philosophers must be open to see where their arguments would lead, like Socrates, but this does not mean that one must have no idea what conclusions might be reached.   
The second, and more important problem with this view of that the religious are less able to teach adequately is that Heidegger seems to think that faith is a dogmatic assertion of creeds.
  Of course some of Christianity is a commitment to creeds, but this neglects the side of Christianity which is a perpetual self-questioning, a conviction about my inadequacy and need for redemption.  The prophets were not always providing clear dogmatic principles of direction—they were actually much more likely to provide criticisms of community and self which throw one into question, disturb one’s happy self-righteousness, and leaving one in suspense.  The Judeo Christian tradition which Levinas opens up to us, for example, is one of being put into question-- infinitely-- not one of being self-confidently assured of my position and status in the world.  Kierkegaard constantly reiterates our finitude, Marcel constantly points out our limit in the face of transcendence, and of course Calvin, Luther, Augustine, and Paul emphasize our limits, our inadequacy, and our brokenness.  Looking at these non-dogmatic prophets of self-critique, Heidegger’s portrayal of Christianity seems to be over-dogmatic in its orientation.
  

Third, Heidegger appears to have a pedagogical view that one can only really understand questions to which you personally are existentially related.   So Christians could teach about Christianity, but their attempts to teach non-Christian points of view will be necessarily weak and poor because they aren't really non-Christians-- they can only pretend to be and teach other ways of thinking 'as if' they were not what they really are.   But we know as teachers and students that opinions of worldviews by outsiders are often quite illuminating.   Atheists like Nietzsche have very interesting things to say about Christianity, and Christians have interesting things to say about Nietzsche's non-Christian worldview. 

4. Buber's Alternative View in “Education and World-view”
Martin Buber, in his essay "Education and World-view" provides some sensible thoughts on teaching pedagogy.  I will turn to him for some help supporting my view, contra Heidegger, that being a committed Christian (or committed to a particular ideology) is an asset, not a liability, in teaching philosophy.   Religious belief is thought by some to distort our ability to authentically and objectively teach, because philosophy must be based on reasonable principles which are universally held, not on principles which may be particular to a given religious tradition.  This point in itself seems right-- that if I, for example, have a particular religious viewpoint on a moral issue, then I should not root my position in premises which make no sense to someone outside my tradition.   But it seems paranoid, unnecessary, and beside that impossible to demand that the religious thinker must set aside his religious convictions when doing ethics.  

First, it is somewhat paranoid, because providing a moral position rooted in a systematic religious doctrine is not in itself dangerous.   This is especially true if I also can provide secular (non-religious) reasons for that same conclusion which are not rooted in a religious point of view.  To deny that religion have any part in my thinking is a reactionary position not unlike the way of thinking that Rorty perceives in Lyotards paranoia about metanarratives of institutions.   Rorty, in speaking of Lyotard's 'incredulity towards metanarratives' says 

Lyotard unfortunately retains one of the Left's silliest ideas -- that escaping from such institutions is automatically a good thing, because it insures that one will not be 'used' by the evil forced which have 'co-opted' these institutions.  Leftism of this sort necessarily devalues consensus and communication, for insofar as the intellectual remains able to talk to people outside the avante [garde she 'compromises' herself.

In the same way, some seem to have a similar paranoid attitude about bringing anything religious into the realm of philosophy-- religious influence automatically means compromise of philosophical purity.  But philosophy and religion cannot be so absolutely separated, and it seems paranoid to think that bringing any sort of religious point of view into the discussion 'compromises' the integrity of the conclusions.  To deny those with particular personal worldviews the opportunity to participate in the discourse is not a liberal, but an oppressive, practice.

That being said,  this doesn't give the religious person license to simply draw conclusions from dogma. (Heidegger is correct on this)-- I should not simply argue "John 6:10 says such and such, and the Bible is God's word, therefore . . ."  I cannot say "Pope John Paul II has recently stated that sex outside the confines of marriage is wrong, therefore . . ."  But it is important to remember that this dogma cuts across religious boundaries.  It is also illegitimate to say something we might imagine coming from Peter Singer such as, "Well, given the fact that God doesn't exist, we know that cross-species sex is not immoral as the puritanical church once taught"-- for this is an argument rooted similarly in an ideological dogma.   Dogma is dogma, and religious dogma should not be singled out.

First of all, Buber says that all teaching comes from somewhere, and that the 'somewhere' is religious rather than nonreligious cannot really be helped, and  seems irrelevant.  To think that we should put off our personal beliefs in order to teach is nonsense for Buber:

The educational concept that is really true to its age and adequate to it must be founded on the insight that in order to arrive somewhere it is not enough to go towards something' one must also proceed from something.  And the fact is that the 'towards what' can be set by us, by our goal-defining 'worldview,' but not the 'from where."  It is not given us to set this; what we pretend to prepare thus soon proves itself to be deceptive artifice.

We should not pretend to have no place from which we are coming.  We should not try to hide who we are.  We do our teaching with a worldview of some sort, and that worldview is not something we can decide to lay down or turn off.  As Buber says,   "No one can show others a reality except as it presents itself to him, necessarily, therefore as an aspect!"  Our students need to see where we are coming from in order to see real conviction in action, not contrived amoral professors without ethical or metaphysical-religious worldviews.  He asks the question, "Is it then possible to teach without any world-view? And if it were possible, would it be desirable?" and answers immediately:
No it is not possible, and no, it would not be desirable.  But for him who is teaching as for him who is learning, the question is whether his world-view furthers his living relationship to the world that is 'viewed' or obstructs it.  The facts are there; it is a question of whether I strive to grasp them as faithfully as I can.  My world-view can help me in this if it keep my love for this 'world' so awake and strong that I do not grow tired of perceiving what is to be perceived.
  
If the question is, do my viewpoints obscure the world or enhance it, Buber's view is clear: My perspective and convictions do not necessarily cloud my vision of the world, they are the means by which I interpret the world.  To hope for a worldview unaffected by a worldview-- a worldview pristine pure and undefiled from a perspective-- is a futile quest for the 'view from nowhere' which Thomas Nagel wrote about in his book by that name.  

What Buber points out is that the true teacher must have a worldview inevitably, and that this worldview can help the teacher explain their experiences intelligibly.  But the pursuit of 'reality' is important.   Some ideal of the hoped-for goal of our inquiry must be kept ahead of us.  We see this throughout the history of philosophy-- a commitment to pursue an answer which is better than others.  Socrates pursues this in his quest for forms, Peirce refers to the "Real" as the goal of our communal search for knowledge, and that is a fruitful model of our quest for knowledge, and even postmodern thinkers like Derrida have affirmed the notion of better and worse readings, for example in the midst of  this formal/structural  pursuit as a messianicity-- a continual search and open expectancy towards what we have not yet discovered.  In this formal sense, at least, we must be committed to pursue something very much  like 'the truth'.

Buber does not claim to have a corner on 'truth with a capital T' but still says that we must continue on this quest, though mindful of our own tendencies to deceive ourselves and rationalize or construe 'facts' for our own benefit:

It is not granted us to possess the truth; but he who believes in it and serves it has a share in building its kingdom.  The ideological factor in what each individual calls truth cannot be extracted; but what he can do is to put a stop in his own spirit to the politization of truth, the utilitarizing of truth, the unbelieving identification of truth and suitability.  Relativizing rules in me as death rules in me, but unlike death, I can ever again set limits to it; up to here and no farther! 

Leaving students with no adequate mechanism for sustaining a worldview, or trying to determine right from wrong, is not fruitful.  Oftentimes, students come out of an intro to philosophy class simply bewildered by the variety of arguments and with a vague belief that just about any position could be argued for and rationalized, with enough effort.   But this is unfortunate, I think.   


So rather than thinking that people with particular worldviews should be kept out of the classroom, what seems really important is that the teacher maintain a particular stance or attitude-- one which welcomes new thoughts and learning.  The teacher must be a student.  Again, Heidegger puts it well when he says "only that man is knowing who understands that he must keep learning over and over again, and who above all, on the basis of this understanding, has attained to the point where he is always able to learn. This is much more difficult than to possess information."    We do need humility in teaching, but humility is not ignorance.  Real humility is something one has when they have reason to boast.  Ignorance is when I do not know something.  But neither ignorance or uncertainty are necessary conditions for humility.  

5. Why A Teacher With Convictions Can Be a Better Teacher


I think that there are good reasons to think that a teacher who has strong convictions can ultimately be a better teacher.  First, a teacher who has convictions will be a committed teacher, one who is engaged in the material, cares about it, and wants to communicate to the students.  This sort of energy makes teaching much more effective.  We all know of classroom moments when we feel like we are trying to transmit the love of our day’s text, discipline, or worldview to our students, and those moments happen when we are fully engaged in it—passionately submerged in the thoughts and ideas of our discipline.

Second, teachers with convictions are able to model what civil discourse is.  Hiding one's opinion altogether doesn't demonstrate to the students an example of having an opinion, yet disagreeing with others and trying to rationally debate and work through an issue.   Holding an opinion clearly also helps the teacher to demonstrate what it means to provide a fairly objective assessment of  opposing positions.  Teachers who hide their convictions and secretly undermine all of their opponents in the process of teaching are deceitful.  

But beyond this, personally engaged professors also help demonstrate the connection between thought and the effects of those beliefs on the soul.  Parker Palmer expresses an important point in his book, Courage to Teach, which is basically that, as teachers, we will teach who we are.  He says,

Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from one's inwardness, for better or worse.  As I teach, I project the condition of my soul onto my students, my subject, and our way of being together.  The entanglements I experience in the classroom are often no more or less than the convolutions of my inner life.  Viewed from this angle, teaching holds a mirror to the soul. (Courage to Teach, 2)

What is really important in teaching, I think, is not simply what one's convictions are, but the effects of those convictions on one's soul or being.   Of course particular convictions may lead to very dreadful behavior-- for example, if I am convinced that women should not be in school.  But there are some convictions which may lead to positive or negative results, depending on how we respond to them.  I think of the belief of some that the Bible is the word of God and given to us to let us know what God wants for the world.  Some may think that this would lead to an arrogance which would make such a believer unable to teach, because the person is unable to learn, and that seems to be just what  Heidegger and others are really concerned about:  Teachers must be students, and one who has all the answers is not a very good student.  But on the other hand, one who does not know what she is teaching cannot be a very wise teacher.  Even Socrates, who claimed he didn't know the answers to the questions he asked, certainly knew much more than his students about the wrong paths, the many answers which would lead to dead ends, and he was well adept at leading students to see those dead ends.    


Of course, Christian philosophers who don’t act with charity destroy Christian witness.  Christian philosophers should act like Christians.  I brought some of my students to a Christian philosophy and theology conference recently, and what struck them was how that so many of the participants seems to not act like Christians.  There was angry discussion, temper tantrums, gossip in the halls, and a lack of love and unity.  For all the talk about Christian truth, there was truly very little Christian love going on in practice.  This, I think, is a serious concern for us as Christian philosophers-- do we act like Christians?  I often tell my students-- we need to be charitable to those positions other than our own, because if Christians are not charitable to their opponents, who will be?  Often, Christian philosophers seem to have a seek-and-destroy mode which might pursue truth at the great price of disposing of grace and charity.

6. On Not Just Demonstrating why Non-Christian points of view are Mistaken, or: Why are We Studying Nietzsche's The Anti-Christ?

At some ‘Christian’ schools, particularly in ‘philosophy’ or ‘worldview’ courses, worldviews which are deemed ‘non-Christian’ are briefly explained, and then shot down quickly, like so many tin cans getting pinged down with a BB gun at the fair.  This is not good Christian teaching.  Good Christian teaching should honestly and charitably engage worldviews which are not entirely Christian, or even favorable to Christianity.  If we are not charitable and seek to find truth everywhere, then who will?    In our philosophy department at Bethel, when I asked to teach a class on Heidegger and Sartre, two of the key atheist existentialists of the 20th century, the administration fully supported the class.  This is because our aim is to provide a thoroughly liberal education from a Christian perspective-- All truth is God’s truth—even if we find it in Sartre or Heidegger’s writings.  
I previously taught at a Catholic school.  I remember a nursing student who came to my office one time to talk to me about our philosophy class.  When he had been home at break, his mother had noticed that he was reading Nietzsche's The Antichrist for my class, and she became quite upset.  "Why am I sending you to a Catholic school for a Catholic education if they are making you read things like this?" she wanted to know.  And although he knew that studying Nietzsche was beneficial and he loved learning what he was learning, he wanted help articulating his answer.   

There are a few reasons for this and any student’s mother.  As John Stuart Mill points out in chapter two of his work, On Liberty,  viewing alternative perspectives is always beneficial, for a variety of reasons.  One reason is that viewing multiple viewpoints helps people to gain some perspective on your own.  Also, one might discover a position better than the one you previously held.  Your position might be reinforced once you see your options to be worse than what you originally held, and last, critical thinking skills are enhanced as you train yourself to understand the thought process and arguments of a position other than your own.  Ultimately, I told this young nursing student that he might suggest to his mother that it was essential that some people in the church to have enough familiarity with Nietzsche that 1) they weren’t intimidated and 2) they felt they could charitably find some value in Nietzsche and 3) they might have something to say in response to Nietzsche.  In short, He could be a real asset to his parish for other parishioners struggling with encounters with atheistic critiques of Christianity.  So teaching Nietzsche, Camus, Sartre, atheist postmodern thinkers, etc., are important aspects of a Christian philosopher’s curriculum, because it helps provide an opportunity to show what charitable reading is, to see value in a position which he ultimately does not agree with, and helps the student to overcome wrongheaded or superficial ideas about such thinkers.   
7. Belief in the Transcendent: Why Christians Can Be Better Ethics Teachers
The freedom of the subject is not the highest or primary value. The heteronomy of our response to the human other, or to God as the absolute other, precedes the autonomy of our subjective freedom. Even if I deny my primary responsibility to the other by affirming my freedom as primary, I can never escape the fact that the other has demanded a response from me before I affirm my freedom not to respond.
--Emmanuel Levinas

As Christian philosophers, we maintain a concept of transcendence which is helpful for a deep rooted ethical structure.  Of course a fundamental question for ethics is whether or not we can have ethics without God.  Without God, all we have is the self, and nothing transcendentally other towards or against which I stand.  Philosophers like Dostoevsky, Mavrodes, Chamberlain, and many others argue that without some sort of a deep-rooted metaphysic at least-- ideally a religious worldview-- we cannot have real obligation.  Others, like Epicurus, Bentham, Nielsen, claim that religion distorts ethics and ethics is much better off without it.   But the important thing to see here is that each of these views stem in some way from a metaphysical viewpoint.  There may be some which are less connected to a particular metaphysical viewpoint (like Mill's utilitarianism) but realizing and admitting our metaphysical viewpoints which underlay our philosophical positions is an important exercise in the process of teaching.  This being the case, it is likely easier for someone with metaphysical commitments to help students work through these issues.  

Students are often quite unaware of the connection between their metaphysical view of reality and their moral principles.  Sometimes their beliefs are based on spurious arguments at best, and often simply aren't thought through much at all.   A professor visiting us once at Marquette remarked that the most common arguments he seemed to hear against belief in God went something like the following: If God exists, then I have to listen to what the church says about premarital sex/ The church says I should not have premarital sex/ I want to have premarital sex with my girlfriend/ Therefore, God doesn't exist.    What seems necessary is for us to try to awaken in students an understanding of the connection between their worldview and their ethics.  The structure of university does not always encourage us to prompt such awakenings, and it may be up to us to prompt such an awakening in our own discipline, as Heidegger himself says, 

Science today in all its branches is a technical, practical business of gaining and transmitting information.  An awakening of the spirit cannot take its departure from such science.  It is itself in need of an awakening.
  

We shouldn't allow our ethics classes to simply be a technical practical business of gaining and transmitting information.  If we do that, we will never prompt any ethical transformations or awakenings in our students.  Here again, I am in sympathy with Heidegger’s account of the world-- we must try to revitalize our students spiritual connection to being-- to the reality of the world-- by being teachers who are committed to being, committed to reality and actively attempting to make students engage the world as well.  To continue to provide students information and facts, without trying to move them spiritually and to show them models of determined participation in the realm of knowing and learning, is a waste of our positions and resources.


In ethics classes, we need to be aware that we have a responsibility to teach values, that we are teaching values whether we mean to or not, and we need to be aware of what those values are.  As Christians, we have a worldview which includes love, justice, and peace concerns, and we should exemplify that in the way we approach our field, and the way we teach our material.   In many classes, the key value which is taught is tolerance.  It is very important to teach tolerance, but it is also important for us to teach particular views, and to teach people how to have solid ethical opinions while practicing tolerance, otherwise we just promote mindless relativism.  Aristotle says in his politics that "[the art of education] exists only in order that a certain character of soul may be produced in the young, and the production of that character is its end."  He goes on to say that "the educator must take his orders from the statesman as to the sort of character to be produced in the souls of the citizens.  Like the make or lyres and bridles, he is an artist who makes, not an artist who uses.  He produces goodness of character, . ."  I believer Aristotle was right to say that one of the most important aims of education is to help the state.  By that I don't mean that we should indoctrinate students to think that the opposition is evil, or get our students to become Texan Republicans or Kerry Democrats.  This sort of political indoctrination is what happens in many Taliban schools.  But we must help to instill civil virtues, like rational discourse, moral conviction, etc.  We need to help students come to take positions, take responsibility for those positions, and learn to defend those positions and simultaneously respect opposing viewpoints, and on top of that, a sense of shared pursuit of answers which we might collectively agree to hope towards.   It seems that  the best way we can do that is by having strong convictions of one’s own which we ably defend, while also demonstrating honest respect and integrity in explaining opposing positions.

8. Nurturing the Higher Sentiments


Its not as though our students are encouraged by our culture to  practice virtue, or even consider higher ends and purposes.   Life today is much as Mill describes it:  

Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are not favourable to keeping that higher capacity in exercise.  Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying.
 

In our classes we need to provide time and opportunity for students to indulge their high aspirations, and if they have none to indulge, to provide some possible aspirations toward which to aim.  It is likely, for example, that the loss of as sense of anything transcendent-- be it God, community, or whatever, is at the root of the loss of respect for others in our society.   So while it is important to provide a variety of opinions in our classes, if we do not really challenge students ethically and introduce them to convictions and transcendental ideas that are bigger than they are, we might be throwing away our chance to try to bring about some ethical sturdiness to withstand the dreadfully dulling effects of our consumer-culture society.    Again, a religious point of view is not less but actually more conducive than a secular stance to providing such a respect for things/Beings greater than oneself, and high aspirations worth indulging in.


In his recent book, Fashionable Nihilism, Bruce Wilshire criticizes the state of philosophy programs for being indifferent to the original concerns of philosophy, such as who am I, what is the meaning of my life, what does all of this mean?  What is the purpose of the world, etc.
  While at times it reads as an angry diatribe against analytic philosophy by a member of the SAAP (and it is) I think we can take an important point from this author.  As Christian philosophers we need to make sure our philosophy ‘counts’--  the content of our profession should not be something as amoral as mathematics.  Our students should come out of our classes not merely with more information about the mind body problem and the current state of epistemology debates regarding proper function—they should have been affectively transformed by thinking and experiencing the questioning and philosophical wrestling with perennial issues.  If philosophers do not raise questions of self, purpose, values and meaning in the classroom, then who will?  

10. Plantinga's Model, and Why We Must Go Further, and Not as Far
Alvin Plantinga, an original founder of the Society of Christian Philosophers,  outlined a set of distinct goals for Christian Philosophy in an article in the Monist a few years ago.  I would like to respond to that outline and build on it.  Plantinga said that we Christians should not merely do philosophy like secular philosophers, and merely imitate their work—we should have our own fish to fry.  He takes four elements from Augustine's philosophy and lays them out as the four key modes of Christian Philosophy as he conceives of them: 1) Philosophical Theology (thinking about Christian faith from a philosophical perspective); 2) Negative and Positive apologetics; 3) Philosophical Criticism (naturalism, creative anti-realism, and relativism); and 4) Positive Christian Philosophy (theistic philosophy).
  While I agree with much of Plantinga’s proposal, I do think some critical adjustments should be made which make some important difference.
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First, (and this is an internal issue specifically in the field of philosophy) Christian philosophers have tended to ignore the continental tradition, including the phenomenological method (of Husserl, Heidegger et al) and some more recent postmodern philosophers.  In doing so, Christian philosophers have neglected rich areas of research and simultaneously left Christian scholarship behind in this field.

Second, it is true we can bring philosophy to help us sort out some of our theological conclusions and Christian-thought.  And positive apologetics are fruitful products of reason for faith-- helping produce arguments in favor of belief, whether they be proofs or wagers, or even phenomenological descriptions which woo one towards faith (perhaps Buber, Levinas, or Marcel could be seen as examples of this sort of religious model).   The defensive apologetics are helpful as well, and Plantinga has done the world of Christian philosophy a great service with all of his work in this area.  What Plantinga neglects is the very fruitful role which philosophy can play in doing an internal custodial apologetic-- helping to protect Christianity from Christians, especially from the idolatry for which Kierkegaard, the prophet Amos, Nietszche, Marx and Freud warn us.
 

Third, Plantinga emphasizes is the Christian's role as a critic of secular viewpoints.  The three particular points he suggests are: naturalism, creative anti-realism, and relativism.   At the very least it is essential that we help our students see the difficulties with positions which seem to be inherently flawed, and one of the best ways to do that is to make sure students see the results and conclusions of particular strains of thought.  We also should be provoking students to see reality in all of its starkness.  Heidegger, for example, attempted to help students see that death was coming.  The problem with Plantinga is that he thinks creative anti-realism is not possibly Christian.  I think this stance is a non-essential.  In short, I think Christians can be anti-realists.   It is important not to let factions add nonessential items to our conceptions of what it means to be a Christian thinker, and if some are creative enough to work out plausible ways of being a Christian anti-realist (as I think Westphal has) then we should let those voices be heard.  I propose that instead of criticizing creative anti-realism, we criticize idolatry—the practice of making God in our own image.  
11. Conclusion
My point here has been that your religious point of view can and should affect your teaching.  By that I do not mean that the Christian philosophers’ teaching should simply be propagandizing ideological/religious dogma.  Rather 1) so long as you fairly demonstrate how your religious worldview leads to your conclusions, you may do so; 2) providing secular reasons for positions which you also hold on religious grounds is not deceitful, but rather, is a fruitful way to publicly demonstrate arguments for your position; 3) Creatively work to appropriate as much truth as possible, even from worldviews with many differences from our own; 4) providing students a model of how your worldview and ethics connect is a fruitful demonstration of how they themselves might think through their worldview to understand how they should act in the world; and   5) Remaining vigilant against idolatry in our thought and practice, insofar as we encourage critical self-reflection.
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