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religion, but rather it is public religion—the values and practices that guide and
inform public life.

Questions about the proper focus for civic devotion are-not new. People
have always experienced tension berween their loyalty to family, friends, and local
community and their loyalty to other larger causes. In American history, this was
especially evident during the conflagration of the Civil War. Although choices have
always had to be made about where devotion should be directed, the new overlays
of incernationalism and ecozoic consciousness have dramatically complicated the
task. Deciding which of these different “civics” has the largest claim on one’s life
and learning how to balance competing claims is a challenge.* Understanding the
role of religion in these choices is complicated, especially when historic religion
itself becomes an additional focus of loyalty. For some individuals, there are times
when fealty to a historic religious cradition exists in tension with allegiances to
community, nation, the globe, or all living things. In such cases, historic religion
can become another competing “civic loyalty” that must be weighed in compari-
son to other objects of devotion. ‘

Civic engagement is not simply about getting involved or changing the sys-
tem or doing good; it involves making important decisions about how, when, and
why one becomes civically engaged. And those decisions revolve around more
than merely personal ideals and preferred ways of life. Civic engagement embod-
ies socially negotiated, often contested conclusions about what really matters to
local communities, nations, and the world. Helping people, defending values, and
protecting threatened species and ecosystems are all religious declarations of a
sort, ways of making one’s own ultimate concerns visible for others to see and
of entering into the ongoing and never-ending debate about social values and

practices. Giving sustained and intelligent attention to the religious dimensions
of civic engagement is one way that colleges and universities can encourage stu-
dents to become more self-conscious, self-directed, and self-critical participants

in public life.

9

Convictions

In what ways are personal convictions related to the teaching
and learning process?

A FACULTY MEMBER from a major Midwestern research universiry told
us about a student in her astronomy class who arrived during office hours one
day, wondering if they might calk about something a bit personal. The studenc
cecounted how she had been a convinced atheist when she began the astronomy
course, but what she had learned about the complexity and beauty of the universe
had made her uncertain. Its intricacies were turning her into some kind of rever-
ent agnostic, and she wanted to talk about it. Experiences like chis one are not
uncommon. For many students, the undergraduate years are a time of faith lost or
modified or sometimes regained, with faith in this case meaning the ideas, ideals,
hopes, and desires that define the core of how a person sees and feels and commits
to others and the world.

Thinking about personal faith, beliefs, and convictions is different from the
analysis that is typical of scholarly discourse within the academy. In the academic
debates of the public sphere, what matters is evidence and argument. These fac-
tors mattér too in the private domain of convictions and commicments, but other
considerations are ac leasc as important. As the seventeenth-century machemati-
cian and mystic Blaise Pascal once said, “The heart has reasons that reason can-
not know?™ The academic and the personal are interconnected, not independent,
arenas. The reasoning of the heart can be swayed by reasons of the head (and vice
versa). But the connections between these two different ways of thinking, assess-
ing, and coming to conclusions are rarely seraightforward. Academic reasoning
and personal reflection intersect ata slant, making it hard to predict the outcomes

of their intermingling.
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Convictions are the bedrock beliefs that shape how people think and live, the
beliefs thac they figuratively, and sometimes literally, bet their lives on. Like all
ideas and beliefs, convictions are neither good nor bad in the abstract. Strongly
held convictions produce prophets and poets who seem to see the world more
clearly than the rest of us and who have the courage and ability to “speak truth to
power] but strongly held convictions also yield dangerous fanaticism and destruc-
rive fantasies, the catalysts for suicide bombers and for parents who refuse medical
care for their children because they believe God will heal them. Weak convictions
lead to different problems: people who have “no mind of their own,” sheep inca-
pable of principled choices who are led to the slaughter by the first charismatic
leader to arrive on the scene. |
The convictions that students bring with them to college will shape what and
how they learn, and conversely the material in college and university courses can
unsettle previous convictions, as it did with the atheist-turned-agnostic astron-
omy student. Disinterested [ogic and academic analysis are major compoﬁcnts in
the learning process, but personal convictions often drive thinking and decision-
making. This is true even for the most rational of all college and university pro-
fessors. Understanding the role of convictions is 4 necessary component of the
examined life. Becoming aware of one’s own convictions and the convictions of

others and learning how to converse intelligently about them goes to the heart of
why colleges and universities exist.

Theories of Development

There are many different theories about how human beings learn and how we
develop our differing sets of convictions. Theories of development often describe
a series of cognitive, social, or moral stages that individuals progress through
sequentially* ‘The theory that has been most influential in higher education is
one laid out by William G. Perry in Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development
in the College Years (1970) Perry postulates that college students generally prog-
ress through three stages. When entering college, most studencs are dualists; the:g

see the world in simple binaries (good/bad, us/them, right/wrong). The sc’cong
stage is one of moral and cognitive relativism, when students become aware of
multiplicity. In the third stage, students transcend the confusion of pure rela-
tivism and take steps toward mature self-awareness and nuanced commitment

Like most stage theories of human development, Perry’s assumes that m()ving.r
from one stage to the next requires a personal crisis, a moment when it becomes
apparent that one’s existing beliefs or convictions are no longer adequate. It is
the crumbling of prior belief structures that gives individuals the gumpri(‘)n to

undertake the hard work of rethinking and reconfiguring the convictions that
guide their lives. |

~
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Many professors, or at least many of those who have been around for a while,
assume that Perry’s stage scheme is a generally accurate porcrayal of what students
should (and will) experience during the college years. That is, professors have
assumed that students entes their university years encumbered by a host of pre-
crivical attitudes and pre-formed views of the world that need to be dismantled in
order to clear the way for new learning and critical thinking. For some professors,
this task alone comprises the necessary and sufficient job description for reaching
at the university level. The professor’s role is to open students’ minds by intro-
ducing ideas that conflict with the inadequate ones they currently possess, and
it is then the responsibility of scudents themsclves to rebuild a new convictional
framework that moves beyond mere relativism.

It is questionable whether such a strategy continues to make sense today, given
that many students now enter college already firmly established in Perry's second
stage. They already understand multiplicity, arriving on campus as comfortable
relativists who are fully aware that the world is a complicated place populated by
different groups of people who see the world from different perspectives. They
still may be pre-critical in their thinking and may have a host of unexamined
beliefs, but the deconstruction of naive dogmatismno longer seems to be the pre-
Jominant need. Instead, many current students know they are afloat, and they
are looking for a firm place to stand. This is not so much a search for cognitive
grounding as for something worthy of trust. What should one hope for? What
values should one rely on for guidance? Where can one find a life compass for
thinking and living? Or should people just let themselves drift along in whatever
cultural currents happen to catch them?

Alchough students do have a host of “big questions” in front of them, those
questions are not necessarily the same big questions that educators would like
them to discuss. Professors are often attracted to the kinds of deep human ques-
tions that emerge from reading the great published works of the past and present,
and they are disappointed when students react as if those grand musings have
litcle or nothing to do with their own life questions and concerns. And even when
professors do try to link course material to the existential concerns of students,
<tudents are still sometimes reluceant to engage. A student at onc college explained
to us that some professors try to introduce topics that are just “too personal for

class, No one is going to reveal chat much of themselves in class.” Discussing big
questions and scudent convictions in a college or universicy course is not nec-
essarily easy, even when boch students and professors favor its occurrence. One
option is for colleges and aniversities to just stop trying, to racchet back expecta-
tions regarding student learning. In his book The First Year Out, sociologist Tim
Clydesdale argues that first-year college students are typically in no position to
reflect deeply (or even shallowly) on who they are and what they believe. Most
college and universicy students, he says, have their hands full simply dealing with
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the derails of “daily life management;” and they keep “their core identities in an
iidentity lockbox’” that is largely immune to change. During the sophomore and
junior years, there may be a brief window of opporttunity when decper questions
can be raised, but by the time they are seniors; the only thing on their minds is gee-
ting out and gettinga job. The result, according to Clydesdale, is thac the thinking
of most students remains “remarkably conventional” and “the vast majority...are
quite uninterested in seeking new sclf-understandings.™

Rather than trying to force students to examine their convictions, explore

a range of differenc possibilities, and develop more refined views of the world
Clydesdale says it probably makes more sense for colleges and universities tc;
adjust their unrealistic ideals to align more closely with the modest, circumscribed
goals of their students. Alchough a few students—drawn disproportionately from
those who are either highly religious or highly antireligious—are looking fora self-
crivical, intellectually liberating, socially broadening education, those kinds of stu-
dents are rarities even at the most prestigious institutions of learning, According
to Clydesdale, the statistics show that there is only one institutional subset where
life-changing higher learning often takes place: ar evangelically oriented Christian
colleges like the one he himself attended. He hypothesizes chat the high concen-
tration of very religious students at these schools is the secret of their transforma-
tional educational success.

Clydesdale’s realism will be atrractive to some: Let religious colleges and
universities require students to engage whatever big questions they prefer, but
let the rest of the academy do its work without getting bogged down in time-
consuming and ultimately furile attempts to force students to reflect on their
personal convictions. But is this really an option for higher education? The devel-
opmental psychologisc Sharon Parks would answer “No.” She argues that “higher
and professional education is distinctively vested with the responsibilicy of
teaching critical and systemic thought and initiating young lives into a rcspon-
sible apprehension first of the realities and questions of a vast and mysterious
universe and second of our participation within jc® She insises that this is not
a matter merely for the intelligentsia, pointing out that asking and actempting
to answer such questions is a requirement for leaders in practical fields like law,
medicine, politics, and education, and that the need for higher order thinkin ’
excends far beyond the professions. If society is to be healthy, then individuals if
a multitude of roles, including scay-at-home parents and those with positions in
all sectors of the business world, must also think about the universal questions
of humanicy. If colleges and universities (except for those with an explicitly reli-
gious perspective) fail to offer this opportunity to students, then who will? For
people like Parks, what seems unrealistic (and unacceprable) is for a college or

university to shy away from providing students wich chis kind of soul-stretching,
self-reflective education. '

»
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Pny%ssorz’al Convictions

Professors are often portrayed, and often portray themselves, as people who think
and live rationally. Rather chan being driven by various personal beliefs or convic-
cions, their work is dictated by the disciplines and methodologies of their various
Relds of scudy (as discussed in chapeer seven). Their goal is to study and teach that
material, not to share their life journeys or values with their studenss. But while
their training may not encourage {and may even actively discourage) them from
talking about their own beliefs, professors, like all other human beings, possess per-
sonal convicrions and in the right circumstances they can bubble to the siirface.
We learned this early in the research for this book when we asked a colleague
to arrange a discussion group composed of faculty drawn from a variety of differ-
ent disciplines and institucions {public and private, church-related and not) in
southern California. The twenty or so participants were selected partly becanse
their work seemed to have the potential for connections with religion, buc the
group represented multiple disciplines (from computer science and engineering
ro art, literacure, and business) and multiple religious perspectives (from conset-
vative members of major historic craditions to atheists). The event coordinator
opened the meeting by asking the participants to briefly introduce themselves,
perhaps by sharing something about their own life journeys, whether those were
religious or not. The response was overwhelming. People began to talk, and they
couldn’t stop. The two of us had anticipated an analytic discussion, but instead
the participants spent nearly an entire day simply recounting their own stories—
stories of faith lost and faith regained, stories of religious disillusionment, stories
of frustration with institutions, stories of human compassion, stoties of connect-
ing with students, stories of searching for and sometimes finding meaning in life.
Their obvious hunger to talk about their own spiritual journeys was, simply put,
astonishing.

During a later campus visit, we were told a story about a similar gathering,
but with a very different outcome. The location was a prestigious East Coast
cesearch university, and the office of religious life had invited professors who were
“faculty of faith” to gather for a Jiscussion about the connections between their
academic work and cheir religious convictions. More than sixty faculty members
showed up, all of them looking a bit surprised to find so many others who were
also “secretly” religious. The discussion leader talked for a moment about simi-
farities in the training regimens of scientists and monks, and then the floor was
opened for discussion. The conversation was robust and personal, until someone
said, “But I'm an expert in science, nota faith expert,’ and in an instant the posi-
tive dynamic dissipated. Scholars are warned against venturing beyo nd their areas
of expertise, and that is most decidedly something to keep in mind when meeting

with colleagues at a prestigious research university.
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Professors know firsthand just how much work it is to master a subject
and they are respectful of expertise. After spending a major chunk of their live;
becoming credentialed in one narrow subject, most professors have high regard
for expert opinions, and the most academically successful scholars usually 5 eak
in public only about those fields of study in which they have academic stan(};in
'The moral philosopher Susan Neiman has deftly described the unfortunate resuli:
“'This sounds like the stance that Irish poet W. B. Yeats described long ago: "Ihc;
best lack all conviction/while the worst are full of passionate intensitﬁ’.-. The
noninterference pact that leads philosophers to refrain from talking about his‘tor
and historians from talking about morality, pretcy much insures that few peo l}‘::
with professional competence will jump into the fray—except in discussions tft))o
qualified to interest anyone buc other specialists.”” Professors often operate out of
something like a code of silence regarding any subject outside their own narrow
field of expertise, but that does not make those other concerns go away, nor does it
climinate the influence of convictions in their lives and work. Like cv;ryonc else
professors have. convictions and, examined or not, those convictions inﬂuenc;
how they sce the world, teach their classes, and inceract with studencs.

Formation and Information in the Classroom

Informarion and formation are intermingled in every classroom. Information is
the subject content of the course; formation has to do with the impact {whether
strengthening, undermining, changing, or complicating) that the course in its
vjentirety has on the personal convictions and behaviors of students. For most
instructors, the course is the information it contains, and successful completion of
a course is measured by the acquisition of a predetermined quantity of knowledge
and the mastering of a particular academic skill set. One of our now lon -rctiregd
Eraduate school professors personified this understanding of teaching i'hcn he
. “y . . .
k;i::vnl :;::: ;iis:tlzl :ljilsntgo CI::: lim;ci;rf and you’rcl caltching.” He pit’ched balls of

. , ost of us did just that: We tried to take it
all in as best we could. His classtoom style was stridently unidirectional, with no
questiqns asked and the professor in charge, but even this statistics cou,rse was a
formative experience. An understanding of advanced statistics left some students
muach less willing to be swayed by the passionate stories of individuals; it was now
the numbers that mattered. Others left the class feeling personally ir’1com ctent
and, in self-defense, harboring a deep-seated distrust of statistics. !

The material included in a course and the way it is communicated to students
Ethrough Jecture, assignment, discussion, or service-learning project) is never
Hci:liaz:;;ﬂzv ;;ul:;ir rI:fc.n‘matlo.n changes people, efnd the choices professors

: ation to include and what to ignore can greatly alter the
experiences and convictions of students, The “simple” act of choosing texts can be

»
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formative in powerful ways. Anouar Majid, chairman of the English depastment
at the University of New England, describes how a devout Muslim friend, a highly
educated engineer, had his conception of the United States (and to some degree
his own faith) completely revolutionized by a careful reading of the Declaration
of ITndependence. Majid asks, “How would he have reacted had he read Jonathan
FEdwards and the texts of other early American writers about the varied religious
movements in American history, all struggling to establish the ideal society on
carth? That classic American struggle, pitting pure faich against worldly success,
is something Muslims could learn from, particularly educated youth looking for
answers to their own cultural frascracions and identity crises.™
A college or universicy course is always more than its mere content, but con-
rent itself can carry a formative punch. We spoke with one psychology professor,
for example, who told us that adding more information about “positive psychol-
ogy” (the study of the attitudes and behavior of psychologically healchy individu-
als as opposed to people suffering from psychological problems) had changed
the tenor of his courses. His current sendents are more apt to talk about ways of
improving their own lives., He said they were still raking in lots of information,
but they were processing it differently, not just mentally cataloguing it to regur-
gitate On an exam, but using it to make connections to their own hopes, dreams,

and pcrsonal beliefs.

Critical Unsettling and Transcendent Unsettling

Studencs expect higher education to change them. One student who was making
a decision about where to go to college tried to cxplain to her parents why she
wanted to attend a school other than the one they preferred: “If [went to that col-
Jege, it would fit che petson I have been. L am choosing this college because it fits
the personTam becoming™® Another student gave us a similar explanation for the
way she selects her clective courses: “I choose classes on how they will affect me,
how they tie in with what I nced to deal withasa person.” These students think
that higher education is not just abouc learning “more stuff.” I also concerns
learning abour yousself 2nd how to become “more you” in the best possible way.
A story about Mahatma Gandhi illustrares the point. An irace opponent once
accused him of having no integrity, because he said something that contradicted
what he had said the week before. Unpcrturbcd, Gandhi replied that his oppo-
nent was indeed correct about the discrepancy, but it was because “1 have learned
something since last week”® Gandhi's quick reply to his opponent communicates
his awareness that learninghas the power to change people, but it (perhaps wisely)
ignores another aspect of the learning process. When the process of learning
challenges personal conviction, it can be disturbing, It sakes hard work to learn
an academic subject or professional discipline, but the emotional ante goes up
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. whenever learning overflows into questions of conscience or conviction. In che
language of developmental stage theory, convictional development is often trig-
gered by a cognitive-emotional crisis: The values and convictions that formerly
gave grounding and direction to life no longer seem viable. Although a crisis
may not be required, people often need some degree of unsettling or affective
uneasiness before they will re-evaluate their own convictions.

A poignant example is provided by Mark C. Taylox, a postmodern theologian
who is currently chair of the department of religion at Columbia University, but
who spent most of his career at Williams College in rural Massachusetts. One day
his class was discussing the existentialist writers Sarcre and Camus—two major
figures in the history of philosophy, who say that human life is fundamentally
meaningless—when a student named Jake asked, “Tsn’t Camus che guy who killed
himself in a car wreck?” Taylor said yes, adding that suicide was "not the only
response to the human dilemma as existentialises see it. Rather ... the absence of
a given meaning for our lives gives us the opportunity to create our own mean-
ings” The student was askinga personal question, however, not an academic one.
His convictions were in play, and he wasn’c satisfied with that response. So he
persisced: “If Sartre is right, how can we hope? And if we cannot hope, why go
on?” Once again, Taylor gave an academic response. He writes: “Rather than tell-
ing them what I really thoughr, 1 proceeded to explain how the writers we were
reading would have responded to that question. Scholars, after ali, are not sup-
posed to think for themselves bur are trained to analyze and report what others
have already thought.” Buc Taylor says that, when his eyes met the student’s eyes,
“T knew that he knew that I knew T had failed his cest” Taylor did not want to
communicate his own personal sense.of “suffering and uncertainty” to his stu-
dent, but Jake, and probably most of the other students in the room, knew what
he really thought, just like children know what their parents really think.”

Taylor is a gifted teacher, and he also obviously understands how disconcert-
ing it can be to question long-held beliefs. He also knows that some convictions
are harder for human beings to bear than others. In particular, he did not want
to force his own convictions, his own sense of stark realism, onto his students.
His selfjudgment that he “had failed” his student may, however, be overly harsh.
Taylor responded as any good teacher would: He gave his scudents the informa-
tion and insight they needed to make up their own minds about whar to believe.
He did not push his own conclusion on his students, but—and this is crucial—he
obviously lec enough of himself shine through that his studenes ascertained his
own views. Derhaps it was impossible for him not to do so. When anyone is as
deeply convinced as Taylor is about the accuracy of Camus and Sartre’s vision of
life, it is hard to hide those convictions from others. Nonetheless, Taylor admits
tha he has tried to become more hopeful in recent years (he is now a grandfather),
even though hope remains elusive for him. He writes: “When hope is authentic,
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it hangs by the thin thread of perhaps.... Perhaps there is hope. Perhaps bope is
the impossible possibility that helps us go on when everything secms hopeless.
Perhaps.”* Taylor’s behavior in che classroom communicated this ambiguity—an
ambiguity about hope chat was both honest and at the same time hesitant enough
to allow students to think for themselves.” : ‘
Taylor’s quandary about how deeply to engage his students is familiar te.rri-
tory for many professots. The kind of unsettling of convictions Taylor describes
as having taken place in his classroom is central to the process of liberal educa-
tion. Criticism of what has been taken for granted is seen as the primary pathway
roward both better knowledge abouc the world and more nuanced and reason-
able self-understanding. Most professors are adept at facilitating this kind of
questioning. They know how to criticize received wisdom, how to prescn't oppo-
sitional views, how to point out contradictions, and how to identify gaps in loslc.
Scholars not only read texts and analyze events, but they also present alternative
interpretations and look for hidden agendas that lie beneath the surfaf:e of what
people think they know. This in-depth style of inquiry has thc. pc.Jter-ltial to cha}-
lenge students because it raises questions that can reveal the limitations of their
existing convictions. Such unsettling may be a prerequisite for personal grmfvth,
but there are dangess to this approach and one of them is the threat of dcspair—-—
from which Taylor wanted to protect his students. Another potential danger is
cynicism, The well-educated cynic can analyze every viewpoint andlevcry value
and then declare all of them irredeemably flawed. Such an outcome is surely not
che desired educational goal, but sometimes cynicism can and does result.
Concerns about cynical outcomes. were part of what prompted chdy
Doniger, distinguished professor of Asian religions at the L.Ir.liversmy of Chilca.go,
to give a convocation talk on the topic of “thinking more critically abo.ut thinking
too cricically” Critical thinking is 2 good and necessary thing when it has ro do
with “criticism” understood as the informed judgment of quality, and it also has
alegitimate function when “criticism” means pointing out weaknesses anc-1 errors.
Bu if criticism only operates in these judgmcntal and negative modes, it leaves
students with very lirde in the way of constructive foundations. Doniger says
chat “we need to balance what literary critics call a hermeneutic of suspicion—=a
method of reading that ferrets out submerged agendas—with a hermeneutic of
retrieval or even of reconciliation.” Turning the spotlight of criticism around
180 degrees, Doniger concludes by calling the critics to account: “TI'IIC Purposc
of a great liberal education... is to free us not only from our own prejudices but
from our prcjudices about other peoples’ prcjudices, to teach us to slcc through
the walls of both our prisons and theirs... Above all, it teaches us not just how o
criticize but how to praise.™ .
Praise is a very different mode of reflection than criticism. Sometimes We run
into people—from the past, in the present, face to face, or characrers from short
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stories, novels, and films—who are so genuinely worthy of respect or admiration
that they elicit spontaneous praise. Their atticudes and actions, their convictions
and courage, are better than our own. They call us to a higher and better way of
being human. No one is perfect, everyone has flaws, but the actions and words of
some people set the standard higher for everyone. They inspire us to enlarge our
souls. When we are lucky enough to run into such people, that experience can
sometimes be just as unsetcling, in cerms of our own convictions, as any form of
criticism. They force us to see our own smallness, or more pointedly to feel our
smallness, our cramped views of others and ourselves, and the narrowness of our
thinking, These are moments of “transcendent unsettling; because they not onl

challenge our convictions, but also call us toward a beteer way of being human. ’

Three Classroom Styles

Parker Palmer, the well-known writer and lecturer on education, says, “Teachin
like any human activicy, emerges from onc’s inwardness, for better or worse. st,
I ceach, I project the condition of my soul onto my students, my subject, and our
way of being together.”s Teaching is surely much more than simply the p;ojection
of a professor’s “soul” onto students in a classroom, but there is more than a grain
of truth in what Palmer says. Teachers bringall of who they are into the classrgoom
with them, and that includes their convictions. Becoming aware of one’s own con-
victions and learning to manage them in the classroom may well be a prerequisit
for good teaching, R
In general, faculty members assume one of three different strategies for deal-
ing with the issue of their own convictions in the teaching and learning process
Some professors opt for anonymicy, trying to hide as much of themselves as pos—.
sible, other professors try to be transparent, publicly acknowledging their own
convictions, and still others engage in advocacy, trying to convince students to
adopt the same convictions that they themselves hold. Each of these approaches
has its pedagogical strengths and weaknesses. ’
Arfanymz'ty: This first approach seeks, as much as possible, to keep the pro-
fessor’s own convictions hidden from view. Often, professors have had this scyle
drilled into them in graduate school. They have been told: “Scholarship is rfoc
about you, it is about the subject being studied. Be objective and keep yourself
out of the picture” Those who believe that professorial objectivity is possible ma
consider this to be the only proper way to teach, but even those with less conﬁ}j
dence in objectivity can find reasons for adopting this stance. Perhaps the weight-
iest consideration relates to the fact that the professor is an authority figure in the
classroom, and toe much professorial self-revelation can cow students into adopt-
ing (or at least feigning to have adopted) che same views as che professor. SorP;.e
studencs assume that course grades are dependent on agreeing with the professor
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on all matters, even when the professor claims otherwise. One student told us
quite dramatically: “The classroom is tricky. It is okay to have your own opinion,
but that doesn’t mean you have to express it. Professors have to grade you—and
that's something that will affect you for the rest of your life” By keeping personal
convictions out of sight as much as possible, the professor minimizes the pres-
sure to conform and makes space for students to develop their own perspectives
and convictions. The problem, of course, is that concealment is never complete.
Intentionally or not, the professor’s perspectives Jeach into the classroom by way
of the topics chosen, the approaches taken, and the conclusions drawn.

Transparency: This approach provides an alternacive to anonymity, a model

that encourages {or even requires) teachers to reveal their personal views. The
fogic is obvious. Because che convictions of professors inevitably shape the
learning experience and introduce bias, the only ancidote is to name those con-
victions (or points of view) so that students can factor them into the learning
process. Once the professor’s transparent self-revelation has brought everything
into the open, chen students are free to debare, reject, or intelligently appropriate
che views of the teacher. Although there is significant merit in such an approach,
there can also be problems. Very few professors, for example, can explain their
convictions in a purely neutral mannet, and even fewer can then genuinely invite
students to analyze, criticize, and reject those convictions if they so choose. One
wise educator asked, “How does a faculty member generate enough courage to
disclose parts of her or his inner life in class and also possess enough humility
to welcome students’ explorations of alcernacive pers&r")c:cti\fﬂs?”16 The intention
of those who adopt the transparency model is to reveal their own convictions
in ways that empower others to think for themselves, but that is not always the
resulc. Sometimes transparency can stifle discussion, and sometimes it can become
an unacknowledged form of advocacy.

Advocacy: The strength of the advocacy model is its rotal honesty. A professor
following this approach reaches the subject with straightforward passion, with
no intention of limiting instruction just to the accepted facts and theories in the
feld. It’s not just ecology of biology; ir's saving the planet. It’s not about socio-
Jogical theory; it’s about justice. It's not about a book; it's about what constitutes
great literature. It {sn't abour religion; it’s about Jife-changing faith or danger-
ous superscition. The professor’s convictions are projected fully and forcefully
into the classroom. There is 2 place for this kind of teaching in higher education.
In fact, the American Association of University Professors says that advocacy is
sometimes necessary: “Vigorously to asserta proposition or aviewpoint, however
controversial, is to engage in argumentation and discussion—an engagement that
lies at the core of academic frecdom. Such engagement is necessary if students are
to acquire skills of critical independence. The essence of higher education does
not lie in the passive transmission of knowledge but in the inculcation of a mature
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independence of mind.™ Yet, most cducators also know that unmitigated advo-
cacy has the potential to undercut the hard, often dispassionate work of the acad-
emy, which focuses on trying to understand the world on its own terms, without
any agenda. Advocacy that never relents may be more likely to force dissenting
students into compliant silence (withoue changing their existing beliefs) than to
foster mature independence of mind.

Taken together, the three models of anonymity, transparency, and advo-
cacy represent che full spectrum of pedagogical approaches that professors have
available—there really are no other options. These chree approaches are not, how-
ever, mutually exclusive, and many professors employ the models strategically,
varying teaching styles in acco rdance with particular objectives. Teachingisan art,
and it takes creativity and somerimes subterfuge to get the job done. But all three
models implicitly acknowledge that the passions and convictions of the teacher
cannot be ignored. The professor’s personal views must be taken into account,
regardless of whether the intention is to minimize or maximize their influence.
A professor who makes believe chat his or her convictions have no salience for the
classroom is living a fancasy.

Mentors and Mentoring Communities

The standard responsibilities of college and university professors have been
described as the trinmvirate of teaching, research, and institutional service.
Increasingly, however, the notion of mentoring is being added to the mix. A men-
tor is a model and, in that sense, adding mentoring to the list of faculcy responsi-
bilities is simply to acknowledge reality; all faculty members are mentors whether
they want to be ot not. The teaching and learning relationship places educators
in the position of being models for students, at least with regard to their fields of
" expertise and sometimes with regard to life in general.

But the use of the term “mentor” usually signals something more than this.
The dictionary definition is “wise and trusted counselor” and mentoring in that
sense means that professors are expected to take an active role in molding and
shaping students’ lives and inspiring them as people. Today, some even go 50 far
as to talk of “che professor as spiritual guide” That kind of language puts many
faculty members on edge, because it seets to cross a professional line: A teacher
is a teacher, not a guru or spiritual guide.” One faculty member told us: “1 was
not trained as a counselor, and I have no desire co be one. I am an expert in my
feld and T introduce students to the discipline—something I do very well. But
T am not there to hold hands, listen to studenc stories, and tell them how to live.
That's not my job” We have no doubt that this particular educator is an excel-
lent teacher, but the same attitude in a less gifted instructor can produce horrible
resules. One recent posting by a student on a ratingsite for professors provides an
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extreme example: “If given the option of having Professor X for tl.iis class or Satjan,
1 would definitely choose Satan. Satan probably has more of an interest in sceing
you succeed in [this class] than ¥ does. He most likely has a better personality
as well™ '

Most professors have 2 relationship with stadents chat falls somewhere in the
middle, not quitea spiritual gure but certainly 'bettir than Satan. In rc:ent yc:{.rs,
many disciplines have discouraged old-fashioned “sage on -the stage %ect;urmg
strategies and encouraged professors instead to adopt a “guide by the side” pos-
cure. Professors are expected not only to be effective classroom teacher‘s, but‘also
co direct independent student research projects and serve as academic advisors
for individual scudents and student organizations. With multiple roles and many
occasions for informal interaction, the professor has the opportunity to become
not only a mentor, but also a friend. In our campus conversations, hc.)wcver, some
srudents describe their uneasiness wich that ideal. One student informed us:
sxWe don’t want faculty to be our feiends. We don't want to pour our lives out £o
chem either. All we want is someone sometimes to talk to who is older chan us,
and maybe a little wiser—someonc who is alitele fur}cl-ferldown I'che road and who
might havea slightly more mature perspective. That's it, just lictle adult conver-
sation now and then” . .

This student’s comment seemed to align with the way most scudenes describe
che ideal faculty mentor: someone who once in a while is' wilhng to be a fcal
human being with students and not just a stick-ro-the-topic n.*:achmg machine.
Most students are not looking for immense measures of care, guidance, and hand-
holding, but on occasion they would like to take off thex-r student bats anl-(Li hahvc
faculty members cake ofF their professorial hats and then just tatk with eac zt'f ex
2 ordinary people. In such conversations, convictions {of b'oth studcnts;;r; ﬁc—
ulty members) will sometimes be evident—these are th‘e ideas and bc-lie ; t Et
define us as persons, so how could they not2—bue they will ot necessar) ybet af
focus. More likely, convictions will season the conversation like spice in a meal:
Spices make a meal richer in flavor, but if they arc alt you taste, then the seasoning
overdone.
- 'k'_)fzelar'lng this culinary image a step furcher, 2 vsfcll—seasoned dish usuall}lf .has a
variety of spices in it; and students 00 need a variety of mentors. The gza 1131 not
for any one faculty member to be the sole mentor of anyo ne. Instead.,- good co egeis
and universities are MERLoring communities,” whese different kinds of people
provide a wide range of models and mentors for students to s:cek“out or”sercndtp-
itously encounter during their years of study. '-l'h.ese 1nﬂuc.nugl o;hcrs .may not
be professors, but cather students who have similar questions and passions—or
students who have very dissimilar questions and eye-opening passions. In awon-
derful short essay, thirty—somcthing novelist Salvatore Scibona des“crlbes h(;\;r his
life was changed by his experience ata small liberal arts college: “Ir was akin o
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taking holy orders, but...in place of praying, you read” Remembering how h
gathered with his friends to parse the meaning of the opaque texts cogm 1:is:ine
his school’s Great Books program, he confides, “The gravity of the wholf thi .
would have been laughable if it hadn’t been so much fun, and if it hadn’t b -
such a gift to find my tribe”™ ' ’ o
Finding one’s tribe—that group of people with whorn one can feel totally one-
self and at home—is indeed an exhilarating experience, and ichas a lot to dg with
s}‘larcd convictions. Too much overlap in group convictions can, however, short-
circuit the need to ever rethink anything, because everyone just reinforc,es each
other. Higher education at its best allows students to find cheir tribes withoue

bec?ming unhealthily eribal. It starts students on a lifelong journey of discoverin
thellr convictions and examining those convictions, by themselves and in convef
sation with others, to see if and how they might need to be reconsidered. That
.qulest is simultaneously spiritual and intellectual. It is a matter of the hca;l but
it is also a matter of the heart, and it can be immensely beneficial for both ;ndi—

viduals and society. For individuals, an examination of convictions keeps learnin
alive and allows growth as persons. For society, it is an antidote to fanal':icism b .
it still allows passions to flower. If one of the implicit goals of ever institl;t' o
of higher education is to help studencs become dedicated lifelong jlzcarners, lt(l)i

int icti
erplay of convictions and knowledge (of formation and information) will be
a central concern.
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Character and Vocation

How might colleges and umiversities point students toward
lives of meaning and purpose?

STEVE JOBS, THE late CEO of Apple Computers and Pixar Animarions, gave
the commencement address a¢ Stanford University in 2605 "The fourteen-minute
tatk, like all good commencement speeches, was short and to the point, and this
was his advice: “Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.
Don’t be trapped by dogma—which is living with the results of other people’s
thinking, Don't let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your Owi inner voice.
And most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They
somehow already know what you eruly want to become. * What Jobs was telling
his graduating audience that day was simple and straightforward. Meaning and
purpose mateer, You only get one life, so make it your own. Find out what yoz
Jove—find out what you are called to do, what perhaps you and you alone can
do—and do it. He concluded: “Byerything else is secondary.” :
it would be hard to find a more succinct description of personal religious
practice, which centers on what a person genuinely trustsin, hopes for, and values
sbove all else. Ieis the patcern of behavior that constitutes individual identiry what
gives direction and meaning to life. Sometimes an individual’s personal religion is
significantly informed by historic religion (by Chiistanity, Judaism, Hinduism,
Islam, or some other tradition), but often personal religion has nothing to do with
historic religion. It is what provides identity, grounding, meaning, and purpose to
an individuals ic is what makes fife really worth living; and, to use Jobs’s language,

it is what makes everychingelse secondary by comparison.




