
 
 

Wisdom and Eloquence  
A Christian Paradigm for Classical Learning 
Robert Littlejohn and Charles T. Evans 
Wheaton: Crossway, 2006  
 

The authors begin by highlighting the norm of integrating religious convictions and vocation in the history of the 
human race. They believe that by doing so in the context of Christian education, the effort of teaching and 
learning would benefit the individuals and society as a whole because the purpose of this education is always 
twofold, i.e. to cultivate individuals who are not just heavenly minded, but also competent to foster good in 
society. The individuals would be educated to understand the world and its needs, as well as empowered to make 
a difference by articulating and doing what is true, good and beautiful. In the authors’ words, they would be 
educated to acquire wisdom and eloquence. The authors observe that there are two important requirements in 
cultivating wisdom, which are the Scripture and the study of broad areas of knowledge. As for eloquence, the 
individuals should be taught to form persuasive public discourse with the desire to influence the society with what 
is good. The authors propose that the above goals can be achieved through liberal arts or classical education. 

In the medieval times, liberal arts education was structured into seven components, i.e. grammar, dialectic, 
rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. The first three dealt with language arts and were later 
grouped and titled trivium, while the last four encapsulates the mathematical arts and were later titled quadrivium. 
The authors observe that in the context of ancient Greece and Rome, this system of education provided the 
students with tools for further learning and service for both God and men. The resurgence of this approach of 
education in the modern context was influenced by Dorothy Sayers through her speech titled “The Lost Tools of 
Learning,” which followed the division of trivium and quadrivium. She put a great emphasis in trivium for pre-
university students, and she identified three stages of logical cognitive development that she named Poll-Parrot 
(for grammar), Pert (for dialectic), and Poetic (for rhetoric). While the authors can affirm many of what Sayers 
suggested, they disagree that the trivium should be perceived as stages of development. Instead, they propose 
that the trivium could be appropriately introduced to young children as well. 

In order to properly accomplish the goals of liberal arts education, the authors believe that a thorough Christian 
worldview should be the foundation of education. The paradigm underlining this worldview follow the idea of 
Creation – Fall – Redemption – Consummation. It begins with the understanding that men were created in God’s 
image with the responsibilities to exercise dominion over God’s creation. However, the fall marred all aspects of 
all creation and therefore redemption is needed. Christians, who have experienced Christ’s redemption, should be 
Christ’s redemptive agents of the world. The final restoration of this process will be eventually accomplished in 
consummation. From this perspective, the worldview views the students, Christian or not, as created in the image 
of God, who ought to be shaped as God’s image bearer in the world. The worldview, however, can only be caught 
(rather than taught) through enculturation. Thus, it is necessary that the teachers model Christ-like behaviours 
and the habits of Christian thinking. Furthermore, a conducive learning environment should also be carefully 
considered and planned. Christian schools should see themselves as communities of faith and learning, in which 
integration of both aspects becomes the visible ethos that the students experience. This includes good 
relationships within the school, certain traditions held throughout the year, professional conduct of the faculty 
and staff, classroom management, the condition of the students admitted, and aesthetic personality of the school 
building.  

Having said the above, the authors affirm that the approach does not insist on adopting a certain curriculum. 
However, a well-articulated curriculum is required for the schools to function. Therefore, there are always 
elements of both rigidity and flexibility in the design of the curriculum. There should be non-negotiable objectives 
and priorities that reflect the educational values of the school. These should be defined in the beginning of 
curriculum design. Nonetheless, teachers should also have a certain degree of freedom in designing the method or 
approach to deliver the contents of the curriculum. There are at least five general principles that should be 



considered in selecting the curriculum, 1) every discipline should be taught from the perspective of practitioners 
of the discipline, 2) intentional cyclical treatment of the subjects should be established in the teaching learning 
process, 3) foundational elements should be committed to memory early in the student’s learning, 4) student 
should be grouped for certain subjects according to the needs rather than age, and 5) standard curriculum and 
graduation requirements for continuing/transfer students should be carefully considered. In its application, it 
should be noted that the rigor of the curriculum demand should focus on the quality of work rather than quantity.  

In the context of liberal arts education, there are two parts to the curriculum, which are the trivium and the 
quadrivium. For both parts, the overarching goal is to acquire foundational knowledge and to instil transferable 
learning skills. The application of the goals can be seen for example in:  

a. Trivium, which deals with language arts, includes: 
Ø Reading. The authors promote the emphasis in multi-sensory learning against the modern pedagogy 

that relies heavily upon visual learning. This can be seen in reading through phonics, in which students 
learn the sounds represented by letters or letter combinations in the English language, which the 
students should write and pronounce. This should be reinforced with spelling rules. Thus, the students 
would be trained with the skill to read well. 

Ø Grammatical studies. The authors propose the introduction of complex structure of language which 
includes study of parts of speech and sentence diagramming. This is a valuable foundation to learn other 
languages. 

Ø Literature. Teachers should build the habit of reading good literature. The authors suggest, for example, 
for the students to be introduced to the reading of the Bible and epics of Homer, Virgil, Dante, and Milton. 
The habit can be nurtured by setting aside time for the students to read aloud and read silently, and for 
the teachers to read aloud. Therefore, the students are nurtured to handle and comprehend different 
kinds of writing. 

Ø History. The authors believe that history should be taught chronologically instead of thematically. The 
students should be repeatedly exposed to the timeline of key persons and events in history. This should 
be followed by an analysis of history that is tied to God’s providence in order for the students to learn 
from the past to shape the future. 

Ø Language studies. The authors think that it is beneficial for the students to learn Latin. This will benefit 
the student in his English learning. 

Ø Computer. The authors also acknowledge that it is necessary for the students to be introduced to 
computer, which is a useful tool for research and writing. 

Ø Dialectic. It is necessary for the students to learn broad principles of analysis and argument and to 
cultivate critical thinking skills. This is the focus of the dialectic study. This can be reinforced with the 
introduction of debate principles, in which the students learn to reason through issues and to construct 
logical thoughts. 

Ø Rhetoric. The authors put a great emphasis in rhetoric because they believe that it is the overarching 
discipline to form a wise and eloquent person and it is the area that schools are lacking. The authors 
suggest that the studies should instil four elements, which are the primacy of truth, dependability and 
usefulness, persuasiveness, and the witness of one’s good life. Learning from the ancient Greek teacher 
named Aphthonius, the authors also give exercises to train rhetorical skills. These exercises include: 

i. memorizing and reciting mythological stories, 
ii. summarizing tales, 
iii. examining of proverbs and maxims, 
iv. building arguments in confirmation and refutation, 
v. moral reasoning using praise and censure, and 
vi. comparing and impersonating characters. 

Rhetoric can be sharpened through purposeful formal composition and public speaking or performance. 
These train the students to create persuasive public discourses both orally or through the written media. 



b. Quadrivium, which deals with mathematical arts, includes: 
Ø Arithmetic. This subject should be taught in an incremental and cumulative manner. Thus, the simplest 

principles of Arithmetic ought to be mastered by the students before they learn more complex 
principles, so that the students would be able to handle more complex mathematical problems and 
advance to algebra, geometry, trigonometry, calculus, and statistics. 

Ø Natural Science. Science should be seen as a study that seeks to gain deeper understanding about 
God’s revelation through creation. Having said that, it is also important that the students are trained to 
think like scientists in learning science. Thus, observation, experimentation, data collection, 
interpretation, and presentation should be part of the experience in learning science. 

Ø Music. The connection between music and mathematical arts is seen in musical tones, octaves, rhythm, 
and harmony. It is suggested that study of music enhances learning, especially math. 

Ø Theology and philosophy. These are the studies that seek to equip students with the biblical worldview 
to understand the world. They may include the Scripture, catechisms, and creeds.  

The authors believe that the successful application of the curriculum heavily depends on the teachers. They 
should be convinced in the benefits of the approach and have the aptitude to teach. Therefore, it is necessary for 
teachers to examine themselves whether they have the gift to teach. These teachers have the responsibility to 
cultivate the habits of both the mind and the heart. Cultivating the mind requires teachers to 1) cultivate the 
intellectual minds to remember, analyse, and synthesize information and experience, 2) to exemplify learning 
from the great wisdom of the inherited tradition, 3) to encourage contemplation and discovery of transcendent 
ideas of the truth, goodness, and beauty, and 4) to instil scholarly aptitude by continuous growing in subject 
competency and teaching skills. On the other hand, cultivating the heart demands teachers to guard their ethical 
integrity and to foster good relationships in school. The authors highlight that the most important quality of them 
all is kindness, which should be shown both to their fellow staff as well as their students.  

In its application, the authors observe that the first essential component of learning is remembering. The students 
should be helped to memorize the critical content and skill and their application. This requires the teachers to 
consider the students’ learning styles. Thus, memorizing should involve multi-sensory stimulation to cater these 
differences. The second component that follows is thinking, in which basic information is critically used, analysed, 
experimented on, and synthesized for more complex applications. The last component involves the exercise to 
present meaningful expression in both speaking and writing. The students are disciplined to speak thoughtfully 
and consistently on a certain subject matter. These are the authors’ concise way of building wisdom and 
eloquence.  

 

 

 


