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The best humanities teachers are attuned to the transcendent evident in this world. While an 
undergraduate at Notre Dame in the late 1970s, I studied with an English professor who 
was exceptionally alert and sensitive to the mystery that marks our condition. Tom Werge, 
now professor emeritus, was my teacher then; he remains a dear friend today. The two 

courses I took with him forty years ago have forever shaped the way I think and teach. 

The first thing to note about Werge is the art of what he did in the classroom. He carefully crafted his 
work as a lecturer, a leader of discussion, and a guide. He guided his students by what readings 
he required of them and by the writing assignments he used to encourage careful interpretation. 
He was, in other words, a skillful teacher, a true-blue master teacher. 

In the great works, Werge drew our attention to characters who play out the drama of man’s 
response to God’s presence. By his attention to us and by his generous kindness, we knew that 
he saw in his students the same thing he saw in humans everywhere: God’s image, occasions of 
mercy, vessels of heavenly work in tangible, sensible, and sometimes splendid ways. As students, 
we saw in Professor Werge an exemplar of incarnational imagination. The way of looking at 
reality he asked of us was demanding—it required levels of attention to detail, vision, and faith 
to which we were not accustomed. The light he shined on our humanity was provocative, for we 
were not accustomed to seeing ourselves or the world around us as he did. 

Each book Werge chose for us was beautiful, and each broadened our experience. Three in 
particular stand out in my mind as works that stretched us and challenged our sensibilities. In his 
course on Religion and Literature, we read these three modern classics: Crime and Punishment, 
Markings, and Christ and Apollo.

THE CALLING
Mercy & baseball
by Andrew J. Zwerneman

4 ©2019 Cana Academy®



toolkit

5©2019 Cana Academy®



The first work, of course, is a novel, and among its 
important facets is the highly psychological component: 
the readers are made privy to the taut, sometimes 
frenetic, mental life of Raskolnikov—internal thoughts 
silent to those around him but exposed in their detail 
and complexity to the reader. Through this, Dostoyevsky 
draws us into a field of human activity that is, at times, 
a full step removed from outward expression, without 
physical or sensual detail yet, as crafted by the novelist, 
still powerfully engaging. Then, when action does 
meet thought—specifically when Raskolnikov commits 
murder and for a long while avoids responsibility for 
it—the darkness of which human spirit is capable makes 
itself known with shocking clarity. We see human sin 
conceived in mind and acted out in reality. This is all 
made known to us by deftly arranged psychological 
and physical details.

Raskolnikov’s darkness is eventually wed to the life 
of Sofya, also known as Sonya. She, too, is a fallen 
character in her own right, specifically in her prostitution, 
but less dark for her genuine intent to save her family. 
When the two of them eventually leave St. Petersburg 
behind and take up life together in Siberia, far from 
the heart of human society yet still under the structures 
of society’s punitive system, their lives are marked by 
repentance, faithfulness, justice, and self-sacrifice. 
Given their backgrounds, the love that is evident 
between them, especially hers for him, is on the surface 
improbable. Yet, in the end, this love is utterly believable 
and powerfully moving, especially for the gradual and 
difficult transformation unfolding, and still incomplete, in 
Raskolnikov. And there is no getting around the roles 
that the Gospel and grace play in their second chance 
at life.

Markings is not a fictional work but a set of reflections by 
one of the most important diplomats of the post-World 
War II era, Dag Hammarskjold. A native Swede and 
an economist by training, Hammarskjold rose to serve 
as Secretary-General of the United Nations. He was a 

consummate peacemaker, and, in fact, lost his life in a 
plane wreck while en route for the fourth time to mediate 
in the violence-ridden Congo. To this day, there are 
suspicions surrounding what happened to that plane. 
There is no doubt, however, about Hammarskjold’s 
willingness to serve.

Published posthumously, Markings is really a set of 
personal reflections written over several decades, 
thoughts that reveal the struggles he experienced in 
opening himself to God and to God’s promptings. He 
eventually found his spiritual way under the influence 
of medieval mysticism and came to several formative 
conclusions, among them being the conviction that 
while each human is a recipient of a calling, each 
is free to invest in one’s response or not: “He who 
wills adventure will experience it—according to the 
measure of his courage. He who wills sacrifice will 
be sacrificed—according to the measure of his purity 
of heart.” Or, to rephrase his belief in the words of W. 
H. Auden, Hammarskjold’s friend and the author of 
the introduction to Markings: “In our age, the road to 
holiness necessarily passes through the world of action.”

What stuck with me from Werge’s comments on 
Markings is that Hammarskjold did not wear his religion 
on his sleeve but shaped every action he could to reflect 
what he believed was the highest source of dignity—the 
presence of God in each human. And like the characters 
Raskolnikov and Sonya, the way Hammarskjold gave 
himself over to that transcendent reality enabled him to 
transform events and relationships for which he had some 
responsibility—“according to the measure” he held in 
his heart. In other words, how he saw the limitations and 
possibilities he bore, how he imagined the transcendent 
worth of his neighbors near and far, fueled his attempts 
to secure their just and peaceful existence.

While I rose to the challenge of understanding Crime 
and Punishment and Markings with some level of ease, 
one book Professor Werge asked us to read was 
exceedingly challenging for me, but, in the end, equally
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formative. That book was Christ and Apollo by William 
F. Lynch, S.J. Lynch’s book is a study of literature. At the 
heart of his analysis is the proposition that the best works 
of imaginative literature are built on, or are reflective 
of, a paradox: what transcends and illuminates human 
existence from beyond its limitations is only evident in the 
concrete existence we each have, the down-to-earth 
details of life lived in the here and now. In other words, 
meaning is not abstract; it lies in what is real, sensible, 
lived out among us. And for the reader of imaginative 
works, what is real is presented in the compact form of 
story, poem, and drama.

From this perspective, what we see in Crime and 
Punishment as a work of fiction and, by comparison, 
what we see in the poetic, spiritual, and personal 
reflections of Dag Hammarskjold in Markings, is exactly 
what Lynch finds most compelling in any great work. 
What is real and true is so because the transcendent, 
the divine, the image of God, are incarnate and made 
known to us in the details of human story, human action, 
human existence.

Now, if it was not enough that Werge gave his students 
great works to read, works that exhibited the very force 
of imagery described by Lynch, the professor’s own 
actions gave similar evidence. Each class began with 
a simple prayer: “Christ, have mercy on us.” Those five 
words reflect the conviction that we are recipients of 
divine help, help that we need because we are all 
limited and because we all fail the dignity that is ours. 
As a prayer, as the action of humans attuned to the 
order of reality, it affords us the investment we are free 
to make in the order of that reality, dependent as it is on 
one who knows neither limits nor failure, yet who offers 
a life with us.

Class time was also marked by Werge’s storytelling. He 
could tug the heartstrings. For example, he recounted 
his travels to Vietnam shortly after America pulled out of 
Saigon. His descriptions of the human suffering and the 
systemic neglect of neighbor by neighbor in the streets 

of the newly named Ho Chi Minh City were haunting, 
a real slice of hell on earth. On the lighter side, Werge 
waxed often on his beloved baseball—on how Babe 
Ruth disliked asparagus, on how there are no timeouts or 
time restrictions, and why, then, the game’s timelessness 
is a kind of divine component lacking in football and 
basketball, baseball’s chief rivals for the American 
heart. Among his most precious personal memories 
was the September 24, 1957, game at Ebbets field. 
That was the day the Dodgers made their final run as 
Brooklyn’s team, a day Werge spent with his beloved 
father. The elder Werge would pass away while his 
son was a college student, the same age as we were 
who sat with rapt attention to the soulful stories Professor 
Werge shared in Notre Dame’s O’Shaughnessy Hall 
years later.

Beautiful, challenging literature. An expansive vision of 
our humanity. A love of life lived here on earth, fragile 
but glorious, shadowed by sin but marked by love, 
sacrifice, and mercy. These are the gifts Tom Werge 
gave his students. All of us who teach could offer no 
better.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana 
Academy. He and Tom Werge can be found together 
on the Cana Academy Podcast, Classics, with episodes 
on Mark Twain, James Agee, and Charles Dickens.
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Sometimes we as teachers need to think through the purpose 
of our course content. In this reflection, let’s ask ourselves this 
question: What non-fictional works do we teach and why? 
What is the importance of classical philosophical, theological, 

and political texts to today’s students and their intellectual development? 
Below is a brief apologia for that kind of course content. In a nutshell, 
the ultimate reason, the one that encompasses all the wonderful effects 
achieved by the study of classic texts, is freedom. That is true for fictional 
and non-fictional works, but let’s emphasize the latter in this reflection.

TO THE POINT
Freedom and classic texts

8 ©2019 Cana Academy®
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Classic works in philosophy, theology, and politics 
broaden our understanding of who we are. In them we 
recognize what we hold in common—our nature, our 
past, and our purpose. They deepen our understanding 
of the human condition: the reality of human imperfection, 
the affinity we have for God, the limits and possibilities 
of justice, our natural desire for and ability to attain 
knowledge, our capacity for love. Great texts sharpen 
our ability to answer abiding questions about life and 
death, life after death, self-knowledge, mystery, the 
fundamental goodness of life, and the burdens of our 
failings. Through the wisdom classic works of expository 
literature cultivate, our intellectual, moral, and spiritual 
freedom expands. To know what is true, to order our 
lives by what is best, to love our neighbors and serve 
the common good, to have confidence in our past 
and hope for our future—all these are illuminated and 
strengthened by close reading of classics and modern 
classics, intelligent discussion of them, and clear, probing 
and persuasive writing about topics derived from them.

It was not too long ago that the connection between 
great texts and human freedom was understood as 
foundational to our existence as a people. Martin Luther 
King, Jr., for example, united Americans across religious 
and racial divides into a movement for civil rights and did 
so by advancing a Biblical image of our humanity, the 
medieval notion of the moral ground for law (Augustine 
and Aquinas), and the language of the American 
founding as the movement’s chief moral guides.¹ That 
was 1963. 

In 1965, just two years after King’s most famous 
declarations, the newly formed National Endowment 
for the Humanities published its mission statement. The 
key line:  

“Democracy demands wisdom and vision in its citizens. 

It must therefore foster and support a form of education, 
and access to the arts and the humanities, designed to 
make people of all backgrounds and wherever located 
masters of their technology and not its unthinking 
servants.”²

Remarkably, the same year the fathers of the Second 
Vatican Council issued Gaudium et Spes and said very 
similar things about the need for humanities education:

Literature and the arts are…of great importance to the 
life of the Church. They strive to make known the proper 

nature of man, his problems and his experiences in 
trying to know and perfect both himself and the world. 
They have much to do with revealing man’s place in 
history and in the world; with illustrating the miseries 
and joys, the needs and strengths of man and with 

foreshadowing a better life for him. Thus they are able 
to elevate human life, expressed in multifold forms 

according to various times and regions.³

Three very distinct sources, then, and all three from the 
1960s, shared a fundamental agreement about what it 
takes to live and work and serve in the world. They all 
agreed on this: We need the wisdom attained through 
the study of classic works. We need that perspective of 
the world that enables us to see things for what they are 
and, in turn, to take responsibility for that same world.

Freedom means to govern ourselves: I govern myself, 
you yourself, on the one hand; on the other hand, all of 
us to varying degrees govern our communities toward 
the common good. 

To govern ourselves is to order our lives by what is 
highest, most lasting, the best. We glimpse this early 
on in the Nicomachean Ethics when Aristotle does his 
comparative exercise on happiness. It turns out there

9

¹ See King’s “I have a dream” speech and his “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”

² https://www.neh.gov/about.

³ Gaudium et Spes. Section 62.  See Cana Academy’s blog post “Common Core or Common Humanity?”.
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to the point

are, in fact, a variety of ways people think about and 
pursue happiness. But Aristotle does not stop there. He 
forms a hierarchy, carefully weighing each claimant 
to happiness according to a detailed explanation of 
what it means to be human. 

To govern ourselves, then, requires knowledge about 
our humanity. How do we think? How do we know 
what is true? What is going on with us in terms of 
desires? Where are those desires rooted? How 
do they relate to our thinking? How is our thinking 
related to our friendships, our rulers, and our  personal 
measures of what is best? How is it related to the 
good man, the man of practical wisdom? What are 
the conditions for our happiness? That is, what do we 
need materially? Socially? Spiritually? Getting clarity 
about these things is terribly important to how we order 
our lives individually and collectively. To be free is in no 
small measure a matter of understanding and choosing 
to live by the right order of things.

Finally, to govern oneself, to govern ourselves well, 
requires purpose—and not just any purpose; it requires 
noble purpose. Freedom-related purpose, at its heart, 
lies not in the lack of restraint; it lies in ends, relationships, 
and work that are true to our nature. Noble purpose 
is captured well by the classical transcendentals, truth, 
goodness, and beauty; the excellences in Philippians; 
and the national vision articulated in the Declaration 
of Independence with its self-evident truths, the 
Constitution’s Preamble, and Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address. It is dedicated as well to the vision expressed 
by King in 1963, rooted deeply in antiquity, the moral 
thought of the middle ages, and in the American 
founding.

Freedom means to give of ourselves generously to 
others. What we give to others is not just our material 
wealth: it is all we have. It is a matter of the common 
good that we all pitch in. At the same time, the generosity 
at work is not a matter of legal requirement. It must 

be given freely. The free gift of self, after all, is always 
the animating spirit of each genuine relationship and 
community.

Another way to express this kind of freedom: we are 
all responsible for one another. There is a fundamental 
calling in life to love. To ignore it, to let it fall in the 
priorities of life is to lose the heart of our freedom. 

Recall what Aristotle said about the relationship 
between friendship and political order: the greater the 
role of love in society, the lesser the role of law; the 
less we love one another, the more we have to rely 
on law. Law is impersonal, friendship personal. Both 
foster freedom; but there is no getting around the fact 
that law invokes power: without force, law means little. 
It is a better way of life that the personal, the affective, 
friendship and other expressions of love flourish as the 
higher sources of freedom.

Freedom means to know the truth. Truth enables us to 
see things for what they are and the order in which they 
find their places, to act according to those realities, 
and to order our private and public lives wisely. A 
man who lives by the truth is free of the confusions and 
misdirections of uninformed opinion, prejudice, and 
the kind of self-serving rhetoric of those who would 
manipulate speech and argument exclusively for the 
acquisition of wealth, power, and fame.

The truth gives direction to how we preserve and 
improve the social order, informing our laws, schools, 
and businesses. The truth forges solidarity with our 
neighbors who suffer. It illuminates human work as 
something noble. If what we teach is fostering those 
goods, there could hardly be a better reason for 
teaching ancient and modern classics.
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FOUR SCORE
Using composition books for teaching history
by Mary Frances Loughran

When I was a child, my family lived in Switzerland for a year. My 
older siblings attended the small country schoolhouse down the 
road, and I remember watching with my anxious mother as they 
crossed the treacherous railroad tracks, made so by the lack of 

any gate or warning signal. To this day, my siblings tell stories of their tragedies 
and triumphs at this school, thrown as they were into a culture and language as 
yet unknown to them. But surely one of the greatest triumphs, from my point of view, 
were the lovely cahiers, notebooks filled with elegant writing, whimsical drawings, 
and detailed illustrations. I could not read them at the time—they were written in 
French—but I was utterly captivated by their beauty. 

History teachers  are typically familiar with various strategies to increase engagement 
with the material so that, in some measure, students will acquire an accurate and 
sufficient narrative of important events. We also want to help our students identify 
the important figures in history, the men and women who have impacted the course 
of events for good or ill. Testing is often used as the means for accomplishing this 
goal; however, my experiences as a student and teacher of history suggest other 
methods as more helpful. Students faced with tests often find themselves stuffing their 
head the night before an examination, praying that they will remember, during one 
short hour, information that will be mostly forgotten a short time later.

toolkit
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Enter my memories of those lovely little books my siblings 
had created at their Swiss school. Composition books 
became ubiquitous in my life when I started home-
schooling my own children. From an observational 
record of nature studies to a brainstorming archive/
transcript for essays and everything in between, those 
inexpensive but sturdy notebooks, modeled after 
the treasured cahiers, helped me and my children 
keep track of a growing body of experiences and 
reflections on those experiences. Because they are 
so durable, composition books served as journals 
for chronicling our academic journey. We referred to 
them often in future studies, and my children treasured 
their composition books as a compendium of their 
personal intellectual development.

Much of the work students do today is almost 
immediately discarded. It is a strange phenomenon: 
primary school children take so much pride in the work 
they do and are sent home with it to proudly show to 
their parents; yet, when students graduate to middle and 
high school, written work is only sometimes collected. 
When it is, it is often only noted as completed and 
subsequently discarded. If we want students to treat 
their assignments with deliberate care, teachers might 
consider doing the same. 

After use of composition books at home had yielded 
such inspiring results, I encouraged my high-school 
seminar students to use them for brainstorming in 
preparation for essays and for reflection after reading 
prior to discussions. When I began teaching a lower 
level history course, I wondered if I could use this 
efficacious tool with these younger students as well. I 
wanted students to make a timeline, but we didn’t have 
a good place to display one in the classroom. Besides, 
I wanted each student to have her own timeline to 
which she could easily and often refer. Furthermore, 
writing about events and individuals using their own 
words would give the students yet another opportunity 
to hone their writing skills while cementing the narrative 

in their memories—much like college students rewriting 
their notes from class. Finally, I wanted the students to 
learn some geography by directly working with maps 
relevant to their study—map work that they could keep. 
Hence the experiment.

At the beginning of the year, I provided examples 
from my children’s work and discussed with my 
students the purpose and structure of the composition 
book. I wanted them to appreciate how much pride 
they would take in a job well done: a beautifully 
illustrated book chronicling our entire year of study. 
I encouraged them to attend carefully to spelling, 
grammar, and punctuation as well as overall neatness 
and organization; these are the elements of excellent 
presentation. I informed them that their books would 
be collected and evaluated for the accuracy of their 
commentary as well as the overall appearance. I had 
them divide their books into two sections—two thirds 
of the pages to be dedicated to the timeline and the 
remaining third reserved for maps. Sometimes a map 
section at the beginning followed by the narrative 
section works best.

At the beginning of a unit, say, on the Civil War, I 
provided students with a packet of illustrations and 
maps relevant to each of the entries I wanted them 
to make in their composition books. For example, a 
packet for the Civil War might include pictures of Fort 
Sumter and portraits of Lee, Grant, and Lincoln; key 
battles might include, among others, Bull Run, Antietam, 
and Gettysburg. Maps outlining the division of states 
as well as the Northern, Southern, and Western 
campaigns would be pasted into their map section. 
I chose to organize these packets chronologically; 
however, teachers may decide to make putting entries 
in the right chronological order part of the exercise. 
Depending on the age of the students, teachers may 
want them to cut out and glue the pictures into their 
composition books immediately upon receiving them, 
lest the pictures be lost or entered in the wrong 
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chronological order. Teachers will also need to provide 
direction on how many pages students should leave 
between entries. I have found this whole exercise to 
be quite an engaging one for the students; it primes 
the pump and encourages enthusiasm as the study of 
a new unit begins.

Students will color in the pictures, which is best done 
as they learn about the event or person illustrated. After 
the lecture, activity, or reading assignment that covers 
that information, students will be directed to answer the 
journalist’s questions: who, what, when, where, how, 
and why. Students are not to make editorial comments; 
these entries will read more like an encyclopedia 
entry, but they need to be written in their own words. 
Some students provide too much information, while 
others skimp on details. The teacher’s feedback will 
provide direction and the opportunity for students to 
learn how to glean the most important information 
from their reading, lectures, and activities. Teachers 
may also want to occasionally ask students to reflect 
on questions of a substantive nature: “What was the 
final straw that led to the outbreak of civil war? What 
was the turning point in the war? Why did the South 
fail to secure victory even when they had arguably the 
best commanders on their side and had won some of 
the key battles?”

Alternatively, students themselves could sketch or 
trace pictures of the event on a separate piece of 
paper, using that as their entry illustration. This would 
be done after the students have learned about the 
event or person. This method involves more work for 
the students and therefore requires more time. Some 
schools or teachers have students use binders for this 
kind of work. Although there are some advantages to 
the binder method, composition books perhaps carry 
more value for the students; they are more treasured.

Try adding the use of composition books into your 
history course. Start small with just a few illustrations, 

maps, and questions and watch as the students 
use their creativity to build a shared narrative of 
understanding in something lovely that they will value 
and treat with care, increasing the efficacy and fun of 
learning history.

Mary Frances Loughran is a Master Teacher and the 
Director of Writing for Cana Academy.

 “If we want 
students to treat 
their assignments 
with deliberate 
care, teachers 
might consider 

doing the same.”
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GOOD WORDS
 Good reasons, good examples, good paragraphs
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Writing is often a student’s best way of persuading 
readers of a particular interpretation. The writer 
has to provide adequate textual evidence plus a 
compelling line of  argument regarding the best 

way to understand that evidence. What follows are some guidelines 
on teaching students to develop their writing by reasons and 
examples. They are taken from Cana Academy’s comprehensive 
writing guide, Writing Well, Thinking Clearly.¹

¹ Cana Academy’s guide, Writing Well, Thinking Clearly, by Mary Frances Loughran and Jeannette DeCelles-  

Zwerneman is available in our Shop: www.canaacademy.org/shop.
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Developing a paragraph with reasons is, in some 
ways, the easiest for young students because they 
are accustomed to justifying their choices in their daily 
conversations.

Like development by examples, development by reasons 
is a tool the students will continue to utilize as they 
encounter ever more complex stories and arguments. 

Like development by examples, development by 
reasons requires the students to learn how to reach for 
the relevant textual passages without distorting the text 
to suit a prior judgment.

In the passage below, the student is addressing the 
reasons Scout is able to resist the temptation to cynicism 
and instead mature over the course of the three summers 
chronicled in To Kill a Mockingbird.

Example:

Over the course of three particularly memorable 
years in Harper Lee’s novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, 
[topic sentence] Scout Finch resists the temptation to 
cynicism, acquiring instead a mature understanding of 
the complexity of human beings. Listening to Mayella 
Ewell’s testimony during Tom Robinson’s trial, Scout 
is moved to a sympathetic understanding of the evil 
effects Mayella bears from her crushing poverty and 
loneliness. In the midst of her degradation, Mayella still 
longs for something beautiful in her life as she cultivates 
geraniums, and she longs for human companionship 
when she reaches out to Tom Robinson. Although 
Mayella’s false testimony ultimately contributes to the 
death of Tom Robinson, Scout realizes that a mixture of 
good and evil resides in the hearts of even the seemingly 
worst people. During the same trial, Scout encounters 
Dolphus Raymond, whom she and everyone else in 
Maycomb have dismissed as the town drunk. However, 
as Raymond confides, he is only acting the part to give 
people an excuse, other than prejudice, for disliking 
his choices. Scout is surprised to learn this and begins 
to see that people are not always what they seem to 

be. Towards the close of the story, Boo Radley saves 
the lives of Scout and her brother Jem, revealing himself 
to be their friend and protector, not the deranged killer 
or frightening monster Scout had imagined. When she 
escorts Boo home and finally ascends the steps of 
the Radley porch, Scout reflects that the view she has 
from that porch is like walking in someone else’s shoes, 
something Atticus has consistently encouraged her to 
do. In fact, it is by standing in the shoes of others and 
seeing the world as they see it—from Mayella Ewell, to 
Dolphus Raymond, to Boo Radley himself—that Scout 
grows in generosity in her judgments of others.

These are the reasons Scout is able to resist the 
temptation to cynicism: Scout is able to see people as 
admixtures of good and evil; she recognizes that human 
beings are not always what they seem to be; and she is 
able to identify more closely with others by learning to 
see the world through the eyes of others.

The following are some sample questions utilizing 
examples or reasons development. Note that the 
questions do not invite students to stand outside the 
text; rather, they direct the students’ attention back to 
the text for support for their topic sentences. These are 
all exercises directed at interpretation of the text by the 
students.

Ex:  In Danny Saunders’ judgment, did his father do the 
right thing in raising his son in silence? Do not just rely on 
the final passages of the book, but go back and look at 
earlier passages as well. (The Chosen)

• The topic sentence will state a position that interprets 
Danny’s judgment. The supporting sentences will 
provide the reasons Danny has for reaching his 
conclusion.

Ex:  What do the fly and the spider at the close of 
Chapter 9 represent?  (The Chosen)
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• After a student carefully rereads the passage 
and any other significant related passages, she 
must draw a conclusion to be expressed in a 
topic sentence. The examples that illustrate the 
interpretation will be given in the supporting 
sentences.

Ex:  In your notebook, carefully trace all of the encounters 
between James and Captain Keller. Thoughtfully reflect 
on those encounters. What is the central problem that 
afflicts their relationship?  (The Miracle Worker)

• After the student traces the encounters in his 
brainstorm (see Brainstorming), he will state 
the central problem in his topic sentence. A 
particularly salient encounter could be used as 
part of the introduction to the topic sentence, 
thereby providing context. The paragraph is then 
developed supplying the examples that illustrate 
the determination expressed in the topic sentence.

These kinds of questions will guide the students to think 
more clearly precisely because they ask the writers to 
carefully develop their interpretations by drawing on the 
best textual evidence. Providing reasons and examples 
is a foundational form of rhetoric, a disciplined habit 
of mind, and a tool that helps students to think clearly.

 “Providing 
reasons and 
exmples is a 

foundational form 
of rhetoric...and 
a tool that helps 
students to think 

clearly.”
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Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has been the 
work by which some of America’s greatest writers have since 
measured their own work. For teachers, this novel is one of the 
richest and most complicated works we can guide our students 

to read. Although the protagonist is young, the novel challenges our students to 
enter into a mature world: a world marked by darkness—especially the cruelty of 
slavery; adventure occasioned by idyllic moments; situations fraught with danger; 
tensions between friendship and betrayal; and moments that capture the drama 
of the human conscience. The novel invites the readers to especially engage  
the nuanced relationship between the two primary characters, Jim and Huck—
black and white, slave and free, man and boy, each expressive of human failing 
and human dignity. They are improbable friends, yet in their reliance on one 
another and in their genuine love there is a profoundly poignant expression of 
our humanity. All this makes Twain’s classic one of the most rewarding works for 
our students. 

What follows are some guideposts for reading Twain’s masterpiece. They come 
from Tom Werge, professor emeritus at the University of Notre Dame. These 
comments below are adapted from back-to-back episodes of Cana Academy’s 
podcast, Classics.¹

INSIDE OUT
Reading The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

¹https://www.canaacademy.org/classics/classics-episode-1; 

  https://www.canaacademy.org/classics/classics-episode-2.
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Dealing with the challenge of the language

The setting is roughly twenty years before the Civil 
War. The Civil War has not yet occurred. And the 
language Huck would be using would be absolutely 
typical of a young, poor, white kid in a small town 
like Hannibal—mainly, of course, the use of the 
word “nigger,” which is so incendiary. But, if Twain 
wants to use a narrator like Huck, that is the word he 
would use, he is not going to use the word “negro”; 
he is certainly not going to use the word “African 
American”—that comes much later. And no question 
it’s a horrific word. Emerson says in his journal that the 
ugly term undercuts all of the good work of all the 
anti-slavery societies in the world. It is not a word that 
Twain ever used himself. I think in order to be realistic, 
it’s not a word you can get around. Clearly Twain 
was anti-slavery, that is pro-justice and equality, but 
it’s very, very important to realize that this story takes 
place long before the Civil War even begins.

Questions about whether Huck changes

A number of critics have said that Huck remains 
very static, but I don’t think he does. He really does 
change. Remember, at one point he is sort of stunned 
to hear that Jim loves his family. He sort of can’t 
believe it that Jim loves his family as much as white 
folks do, but it’s definitely true. So what you get is 
a gradual series of revelations that makes him think 
about Jim in a different way—when they are alone 
on the raft and they are swimming, and they’re in this 
beautiful setting, which is almost prelapsarian, it’s as 
if the Garden of Eden has really come back. And the 
equality is absolute. Remember, they wonder about 
how the stars were formed: Jim says, well maybe the 
moon could have laid the stars. So Huck says, I have 
seen a frog lay most as many, so that could be. He 
takes that to be a very plausible explanation.

The raft becomes a kind of home for them. Huck 
really has no home; his father wants to kill him and 

drives him out of Hannibal. And with the widow 
Douglas, Huck chafes under her love—although she 
is a very good woman, and one of the fascinating 
things about the widow Douglas is that you have to 
realize that Huck’s vision of his “imprisonment,” as 
it were, at the beginning is utterly exaggerated, of 
course, and utterly excessive. The widow wants to 
give him a home, and she does the best she can, and 
even though she and Miss Watson are not Huck’s 
cup of tea, as it were, they are good people and 
they want to provide for him. They know that his father 
is an alcoholic and satanic and will probably never 
reform. On the other hand, that’s not what Huck sees 
as a true home. So the raft becomes his home. Jim 
becomes a sort of mother and father to him.

Huck and the longing for home

The problem is that the raft is not a permanent structure; 
you have to tie it up at the banks of the river and then 
you are right back in the midst of slavery again, and 
that is something that Huck cannot escape. One of 
the characters I try to take a look at and spend some 
time with is Mary Jane. Huck comes to her defense. 
He’s really a good person, he wants to save her from 
the cruelty of the Duke and the King and the lies and 
the fraudulence, and he really likes her. I am not sure 
he is in love with her, but he certainly is impressed. He 
uses what was a very great compliment in the 19th 
century: that she was full of sand; she had more sand 
than any girl he had ever met. Sand was a kind of 
image that suggested moxy, intestinal fortitude, guts, 
kind of a feistiness, and Huck loves that in her. True 
grit would be an exact synonym.

And of course he cannot believe that she would pray 
for him. She says I’ll pray for you, you pray for me. 
Huck feels he is totally beyond redemption. But he 
has great feeling for her, and one of the last times we 
see her referred to is when Huck is in the midst of the 
storm and he is moving around and trying to stay on
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a good course, and he’s heading out and he looks 
back, and he says I saw “our house”—not Mary Jane’s, 
but “our house;” and he says right as I looked at it a light 
came on in the window; and he says it filled my heart 
seeing that light, but then the light was out again. And he 
says I knew then that I would never really see Mary Jane 
again in my whole life. There’s no going back. Huck has 
got to be on the move. He has got to be on the river, but 
there is a kind of poignancy in that connection between 
them that I think is really, really important. It shows a 
certain longing for home and longing for stability. I think 
we do Huck a disservice when we think that everything 
about his travels is highly romantic and he does not 
really need anyone else and he’s rejecting society. That 
is a really one-sided view. The first time we see him he 
is lonely; he hears a wolf howling and he wishes Tom 
Sawyer were there, and I think that it is really important 
to accentuate that.

We see that mirrored in very dramatic form when his 
house comes floating by. Remember when Jim goes in 
and sees that Pap is dead, and he does not want to tell 
Huck that for two reasons. One is that it would be a real 
shock, but the other is that I think Jim is afraid that Huck 
will leave him. His father is dead now, so he could go 
back to Hannibal, so Jim is very smart. He thinks about it 
and decides that this is not the best time to tell him.

Huck, Jim, and humanity

The realism of the characters in this novel comes from 
a tragic incident, in a way, or quasi-tragic incident. 
Certainly the first is quasi-tragic, which is the thing about 
Jim hitting his daughter and his awareness that she was 
not satirizing or subverting him, that she had this problem, 
this disability. That makes Jim very human because he is 
not violent in any way, but he does strike out and feels 
this tremendous remorse for what he’s done. And then 
for Huck, it is playing this trick on Jim, and Jim finally 
awakens and realizes that Huck is playing games with 
him and looks at him—in a passage that Twain revised 

greatly and made stronger and stronger in the revision—
saying to Huck, look, anybody who does that to a friend 
is “trash”. The word ‘trash’ is the white trash equivilent to 
“nigger,” not as stark, not as hurtful, but still it was there. 
On the one hand, you have this runaway slave, and, 
on the other, everybody who knew Huck from a social 
point of view would call him trash, would call his father 
trash. Huck and Jim are both dispossessed and outside 
the social framework, and yet what Twain indicates 
very strongly is that they are both worth listening to, they 
are both worth being attentive to. And I think one way 
of looking at Jim and Huck is that Huck learns to be 
more and more attentive to Jim because he realizes that 
Jim is worth listening to—not that he ever thought that Jim 
was worthless. But near the end they are talking about a 
steamboat blowing up, and Huck says only a “nigger” 
was killed, and there you have still got that casual vision 
of the unimportance of slaves.

inside out

 “I think we do Huck 
a disservice when 
we think that...he 

does not really need 
anyone else and he’s 

rejecting society.”
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What Huck comes to is an awareness that Jim is a 
creature of God ultimately—and there is a very strong 
religious sense in Huck. And when you pose the question 
how does this change come about, I think it comes 
about very, very gradually. And yet by playing the trick 
on Jim, Twain shows us that Huck is not a perfect human 
being. And Jim is not a perfect human being, and none 
of us are really. But remember, when he decides that he 
is not going to turn Jim in, there is that long reflection on 
“what should I do,” and what really moves him is simply 
his memories of Jim. His experience of Jim outweighs the 
idea that Jim is worthless or that he is, in effect, valuable 
only because he is a slave or is worth some amount of 
dollars. That reflection is one of the longer reflections 
that Huck has. He remembers how good Jim was to 
him, how he was always there. And so he sees Jim as 
a paternal and maternal figure at the same time. And 
so it is really the depth of his experience, and I think 
what he’s hearing there is not the social conscience 
of the society that classifies people and continues to 
perpetuate slavery. It is really the still, small voice, it is 
God speaking, I think—not his social conscience, but his 
deepest conscience.

toolkit
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MILLENIA
Great books, between modernism and postmodernism 
by Santiago Ruiz
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Most students I encounter today look at the world 
in one of two ways: On one side, there are those 
raised to hold a modernist outlook. These friends 
tend to divide truth statements into two categories: 

objective and subjective. The objective, according to this perspective, 
can be subjected to testing and is therefore valid, while a subjective 
truth statement is an oxymoron: if subjective, their reasoning goes, 
it cannot be addressed as containing a statement about the world 
as it is. What they read in the paper can be accepted more or less 
uncritically, but they find personal stories unhelpful. 

On the other side, there is a rather larger contingent: those trained 
to be postmodern thinkers. These friends do not draw the same 
distinction between objective and subjective; rather, they tend to 
avoid the idea that statements about the world can be true or false 
altogether. They tend to disengage from the world to an extent, 
relying on their own experiences as guides.



A third way informs how I see the world. Classical 
education, in my experience, gave me a method of 
looking at the world that avoids the pitfalls of both 
the modern objective/subjective bifurcation and the 
postmodern rejection of truth. Specifically, rigorously 
reading great books taught me that I could take 
individual perspective seriously, perhaps more seriously 
than the postmoderns would, while still retaining a thirst 
for the truth and a robust faith that it exists outside of the 
individual.

Looking back on the fiction I read at my classical high 
school, the most formative works delved deeply into 
the interior world of specific, unique characters, using 
narrative to unpack their approaches to their worlds 
and explain why they saw these worlds a certain way. 
James Agee’s A Death in the Family, for example, tells 
the story of family tragedy almost entirely through the 
eyes of the youngest child, five-year-old Rufus.  Though 
written straightforwardly, the novel features passages 
intimately describing Rufus’ half-awake memories of 
being put to bed, of walking down Knoxville sidewalks 
at night, and of recollected dreams that, while perhaps 
imprecise, are nonetheless real. The effect produced on 
the reader is one of suddenly feeling like a child again, 
so carefully does Agee treat his young narrator. Even 
before I learned that the novel is semi-autobiographical 
(Agee’s own father died in a similar car accident), I felt 
almost overwhelmed by how fully I had been immersed 
into the perspective of this child.

In Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, two of 
the brothers, the cerebral Ivan and the sensitive 
Alyosha, clash repeatedly, each finding the other’s 
worldview wanting. Ivan sees Alyosha’s childlike faith 
as incomprehensible in the face of immense suffering, 
while Alyosha’s heart breaks at his brother’s frigidity in 
the face of immense beauty. The novel does not shy 
away from the conflict; on the contrary, it makes clear 
that their philosophical differences affect everything in 
their lives.

Like Dostoyevsky’s masterpiece, Willa Cather’s My 
Ántonia intensely focuses on revealing interiority through 
the careful unpacking of a character’s outlook. Though 
Ántonia does not narrate the story, the rich detailing of 
her world and her struggles within it embedded me, as 
a reader, so firmly in her outlook that I almost had to 
shake myself awake at the end. 

Good novels allow us this kind of access to the inner 
life of others to an almost incomprehensible degree. 
No other medium combines such an extended amount 
of time inhabiting the mind of a narrator with sustained 
attention to detail. As a result, by spending several 
weeks immersed in a text and carefully attending to the 
techniques being used to draw the reader in, we are 
able to see through another’s eyes. Learning to read 
“empathetically,” as it were, allows us to see the world 
from outside our own point of view.

For post-moderns, perspective is often invoked as a 
knock-down argument against the idea of objectivity. 
Observe how intelligent people see the same situation 
in extremely different ways, the argument goes: isn’t it 
therefore epistemically arrogant to presume there is a 
single true way of seeing the world?

But here again, attentive reading of the great books 
inculcates in us a commitment to truth-seeking. Texts 
like the Federalist Papers, Plato’s Republic, and Burke’s 
“Reflections on the Revolution in France” all contain 
carefully laid out arguments for particular points of 
view that seriously consider counterarguments. All take 
differences of opinion as important and as a beginning 
point for further debate, with the aim of arriving at truth. 
They accept that multiple perspectives on a moral 
question can be compelling, but they use that intellectual 
conflict as a spur to greater precision and insight, rather 
than as an excuse to avoid the conversation altogether. 
Comparably, in the realm of drama, plays with weighty 
moral conflict at their heart—like Antigone or 
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A Man for All Seasons—dramatize cases where 
pursuing the true and the good must come at great cost.

Both the modern and postmodern approaches to 
reality, like Ivan’s rejection of transcendence, fall short of 
grasping reality as it is. Delving into realistic treatments 
of humans, with all their foibles, lends us greater insight 
into the perspectives of others while always keeping 
sight of the ultimate goal of truth. 

Santiago Ruiz is a recent graduate of the University of 
Chicago where he studied political science and human 
rights. He works in media relations at a Washington, 
D.C. thinktank. This article is the first in a new column in 
ToolKit.
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Great artists arrange everything that goes into a 
work, and they do so in a way that draws us in 
and illuminates our experience by representing 
their own. In the case of film, there are many 

hands arranging the material: screenwriters, directors, producers, 
cinematographers, costume and makeup artists, musical directors, 
all sorts of technical hands, and, of course, actors—just to name 
the core team that put the final work together for the silver screen. 
Among the arts, film is one of the most collaborative. With a great 
film, it is something of a miracle that everything comes together so 
powerfully as a coherent work of beauty. 

To my mind, one of the best arrangements in American cinema 
is the 1982 classic, Tender Mercies. And, once again, we find 
at the heart of the matter a performance of great humanity by 
Robert Duvall. The screenplay, yet another masterpiece by Horton 
Foote, who also penned the scripts for To Kill a Mockingbird and 
Tomorrow, is profoundly humane as well. In the context of this

28
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beautiful story and his portrayal of the character 
Mac Sledge, Duvall develops a voice, specifically a 
country western voice, as authentic as the bare Texan 
landscape against which the story is filmed.

In my two previous articles on Robert Duvall, I focused 
mainly on his acting. Here, I want to spend more time 
on the story in which he portrays Mac Sledge. I will 
draw attention to one particular moment in the film 
that exhibits his extraordinary acting powers; but, for 
now, let me recount some salient parts of the story as a 
matter of situating Duvall’s portrayal.

Mac Sledge is a former recording star in the early 
stages of middle age, with his life’s best opportunities 
seemingly behind him. When we first meet him, Mac 
is at rock bottom: broke, a drunk, out of favor with the 
music industry, divorced from his previous wife, Dixie, 
and mostly a stranger to his only child, a daughter 
named Sue Anne.

Dixie is a fading country western star; but, unlike 
Mac, she is still hanging on, keeping her career alive 
by performing in small-town music halls where the 
audiences remember her heyday. As we glance over 
the one venue where we see her singing, the locals 
seated in the hall appear to be middle-aged or older. 
Dixie is impossibly demanding, quick to anger, and 
seems to live in her head as she clings to her waning 
stardom. Her signature song is a showstopper. We 
wonder how she can muster such peak emotion 
night after night. The setup may seem unfair, and the 
audience gathers that in this situation it probably took 
two to burn down the marriage. However, having 
witnessed Dixie’s prima donna behavior, we feel a 
little more sympathy for her ex-husband.

As circumstances have it, Mac finds himself in debt 
to a Vietnam War widow named Rosa Lee. Along 
a lonely two-lane highway that stretches across the 
endless Texas plains, Rosa Lee scrabbles a living 
together with a few rooms to let in the motel she runs 

and a gas pump for the trucks that pass by. The motel 
is named Mariposa, Spanish for butterfly. Rosa Lee is 
salt of the earth: hardworking, soft-spoken, thrifty, kind, 
church-going, hymn-singing, forgiving of this hungover 
stranger who trashes one of her rooms then sheepishly 
shows up at her door to ask if he can work it off.

She is also prudent enough to allow Mac to stay only 
as long as he refrains from drinking. Rosa Lee seems 
like the perfect woman to shore up this broken man. 
And, it turns out, she is. Slowly, Mac pays off his debt. 
He gradually finds in Rosa Lee and her boy Sonny a 
new family. He even gets a chance to sing again.

Things are not perfect. At one point in the film, and 
only once, Sue Anne pays Mac a brief visit. The 
two of them are awkward in each other’s presence, 
distant. Physically, they stand apart. Sue Anne holds 
her hands in the back pockets of her jeans; she shrugs 
her shoulders a bit and turns her head when sharing 
a tentative comment. Each of them repeatedly looks 
down or away.

Yet, Sue Anne has reached out. She’s made the trip to 
see her “Daddy.” Clearly, she longs to stir whatever 
might be left between them. With the trace of a little 
girl’s imploring, she asks him if he remembers a song 
he used to sing for her when she was little, the Gospel 
tune On the Wings of a Dove. Mac hesitates briefly, 
then claims he does not. There seems not much else 
to say, so Sue Anne leaves through the creaky screen 
door. Mac accompanies her out and then watches 
from the window as her car pulls away.

As Sue Anne disappears down the long highway, and 
as he continues looking out the window, Mac begins 
to sing. His back is to the camera the whole time:

When Jesus went down to the waters that day
He was baptized in the usual way
And when it was done
God blessed His son
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He sent him His love
On the wings of the dove 
On the wings of a snow white dove
He sends His pure sweet love
A sign from above
On the wings of a dove
On the wings of a dove

Duvall’s vocal performance here is one of the subtlest, 
most beautiful moments in Tender Mercies. It would 
be a good exercise for students to rewind the film and 
watch the scene several times (see the link below to 
watch just this scene). And here is what they should focus 
on: Duvall’s singing, especially the way he modulates 
his voice to convey the complexities of what Mac feels 
for his daughter. His voice is gentle throughout the song. 
That is a constant. One thing that changes is his volume: 
it starts off softly, almost shyly, like the reticence Mac 
showed during the visit with Sue Anne. Then, little by little, 
the volume grows a level or two. His voice becomes 
confident as it winds into the chorus, his body starts 
swaying rhythmically to his right, keeping steady time. 
The vocal rise here is like a memory—at first, barely 
glimpsed, then gradually emerging into a full vision.

Alone, the recollected song stands as a sweetness and a 
puzzle: sweet, because of the song’s significance for the 
father and daughter; puzzling, because we wonder why 
Mac did not recall it in response to Sue Anne’s request. 
But Duvall does not merely fill the moment with his lovely 
singing: after he finishes the last word, he sighs heavily, 
a brief, weepy gust, exhaled from the depth of his heart. 
It is the uncontrollable expression of a man whose soul 
is haunted by the gulf created by one too many bouts of 
drunkenness, the argument that cut irreparably deep, or, 
perhaps, that final door slam—whatever it was that finally 
brought an end to the Sledge family. Positioned as it is, 
immediately after the song with which he once lulled his 
baby girl, the sigh articulates Mac’s profound regret. In 
this complex but entirely illuminating bit of acting, Duvall 
succeeds in capturing Mac’s sorrow; and, at the same 

time, he convinces the audience of Mac’s motivation for 
not singing the song when Sue Anne asked: it is simply a 
matter of too much pain, too much regret. The memory 
is there. The desire to sing the song again is there. His 
love for Sue Anne is real. Yet, he just cannot muster the 
strength to complete the memory in Sue Anne’s presence. 
Only when she is gone can he give himself over to the 
experience. His actions are those of a man still mourning 
a life that died years ago.

His reticence with his daughter is representative of 
Mac’s general outlook. At one point, while he and 
Rosa Lee are tending their vegetable garden, he says 
to her, “I don’t trust happiness. Never have. Never will.” 
That line comes late in the story, but we see his caution 
throughout, including in the brief visit with his beloved 
Sue Anne. Mac knows himself: he knows something is 
lost, maybe irretrievably. Even in a lighter moment in the 
film we get a hint of what he thinks. A fan recognizes 
him on the street of the local smalltown and asks, “Hey 
Mister, were you really Mac Sledge?” to which he 
responds, “Yes ma’am, I guess I was.”

Throughout the story, Mac gives voice to something real, 
a basic human experience. We all recognize his loss, 
the selfish and self-destructive acts that turn a man away 
from others, the failures that burn up the foundations of 
marriage and parenthood. Mac’s painful struggle with 
hope illuminates an element of the human condition. 
Not everyone hits rock bottom, but Mac’s fall represents 
any fall; his life reflects anyone’s, lived as it is somewhere 
in between what gathers in happiness and what places 
happiness at a seemingly insurmountable distance.

Still, in spite of his caution and belying the darker 
circumstances of his life, Mac moves forward, and his 
life seems to shift for the better. He makes some modest  
progress back into the music industry, and he and Sonny 
get baptised on the same day in the little local church 
where Rosa Lee sings in the choir. On the ride home, as 
the three sit side by side in Mac’s truck, Sonny asks, 
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“Do you feel different?” No, Mac gently admits. 
Yet, as the camera captures Mac, Sonny, and Rosa 
Lee together, each looking back and forth to one 
another, their joy is palpable: their sweet smiles and 
knowing laughter give evidence that maybe they have 
experienced a change for the better. All in all, things 
are looking good: Mac is sober, in the bosom of a 
new family, and singing again.

What looks like a world at least partly redeemed, 
however, is dealt a harsh blow when Mac learns that 
Sue Anne has died in a car accident. Why, he asks? 
Why this? Why the blessings of newfound love and 
the curse of his daughter’s death? And as he thinks on 
loss, he wonders: Why did Rosa Lee’s first husband die, 
but he got a second chance at life? Why did Mac 
lose his daughter and Sonny his father? How are we 
to make sense of all this?

Maybe we aren’t. But we see how good Rosa Lee is 
and how she makes Mac a better man. We see how 
her son is such a good boy—Mac calls him “a good 
little feller”—and how he gives Mac a second chance 
at fatherhood. There is nothing overly sentimental here. 
It’s all genuinely good, and it’s all real. Of course, the 
death of Sue Anne is real too, as is the scorched earth 
that still follows Mac’s broken marriage—so much so 
that, when he tries to comfort the grieving and hysterical 
Dixie, it just doesn’t work. There is no getting around 
both kinds of loss: lost life and lost love.

It is as if Mac’s life is etched into a two-sided album: 
one side with love songs, the other with sad ones. The 
film does not try to tidy everything up. Still, we are left 
with this final shot: the camera focuses on Sonny and 
Mac in a field of dry grass along the lonely highway 
where they live their new life together with Rosa Lee. 
As the two are tossing a football, Rosa Lee looks on 
from the door of the house. We see in her grateful 
eyes that this is good. We can see and feel the sweet 
gift that has landed “from above,” from beyond all 
human failings and frailties, like one of Mac’s songs: 

simple and warm, a light. The film makes such a gift 
believable, and it stirs in the heart longing and hope: 
longing, because the characters know loss and want 
to hold on to their new life, and hope, because the 
gift of new life is like light just breaking through the 
darkness, joy relieving the pains of sorrow. New life 
is like a butterfly’s wings, translucent and delicate but 
strong enough for rising again. Mercy does that for 
this little family. Tender Mercies does that for us.

h t t p s : / / w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m / w a t c h ? v = y v _
nWvURSpM (clip of On the Wings of a Dove scene)

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana 
Academy. This article is the third in his series on Robert 
Duvall’s roles. Previous articles are in the June and July, 
2019 issues of ToolKit.
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Robert Duvall as Mac Sledge in Tender Mercies

“We can see and feel the sweet gift that has landed 

“from above,” from beyond all human failings and 

frailties, like one of Mac’s songs: simple and warm, a 

light.”
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CANA ACADEMY GUIDES

AUGUST, 2019                    Leading a Seminar on Dante’s Inferno

AUGUST, 2019                    Leading a Discussion on The Witch of Blackbird Pond 

AUGUST, 2019                    Leading a Discussion on The Golden Goblet 
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