
®

VOLUME EIGHT OCTOBER, 2019

TOOLKIT
A  M O N T H L Y  M A G A Z I N E  F O R  H U M A N I T I E S  T E A C H E R S

cana academy®



PUBLISHED BY CANA ACADEMY
www.canaacademy.org
©2019 Cana Academy®

2

All rights reserved. Unauthorized uses prohibited.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any 
means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without 
the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations or excerpts 
embodied in published materials permitted by copyright law: in that case, the source of the
quotations or excerpts must be included in the published materials. For permission requests,

contact the publisher via the Cana Academy website.



toolkit

3

CONTENTS

 

       

THE CALLING       Teachers         Poetry’s great teacher                                          4

ARRANGEMENTS       Poetry & Art             How to read a painting, part 3             9

INSIDE OUT       Fiction                   The Chosen                                       13

MILLENIA                     Today’s Readers      The gift of a Great Books education                  17       

FOUR SCORE              History                      A well-founded patriotism                                 21
 
COMING SOON      Our Newest         Guides                                                               26

©2019 Cana Academy®



In this post-poetry age we live in, those of us who teach in classical schools are 
grateful when someone can illuminate our work with the power of insight, vision, 
and teaching. We have a treasure in the great scholar and poetry critic Helen 
Vendler. No one in our time opens up the poetic world for us as she does. Her 

books on Shakespeare, Dickinson, Keats, Stevens, Hopkins, Eliot, Heaney and others 
are exceptionally helpful resources for teachers as we work our way through classic 
poems.¹ Her lectures, easily accessible on the internet, are luminous and inspiring. The 
textbook she penned is the best single resource in the practical field of teaching poetry. 
Altogether, Helen Vendler’s contribution is like an academy of poetry. In an anemic 
contemporary culture, her work also offers us hope for restoring poetry to a vital place 
within our students’ education. 

For a substantive and very enjoyable entrée to her thought, I recommend an interview 
published in the Paris Review in 1996.² I have selected several salient quotations that 
represent her larger view of things and present them here for your consideration.

¹Helen Vendler, The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets; Dickinson: Selected Poems and Commentaries; The 

Odes of John Keats; Wallace Stevens: Words Chosen Out of Desire; The Breaking of Style: Hopkins, 

Heaney, Graham; Coming of Age as a Poet: Milton, Keats, Eliot, Plath; Seamus Heaney.

²Henri Cole, Helen Vendler, The Art of Criticism, No. 3, “The Paris Review,” Issue 141, winter 1996.

4 ©2019 Cana Academy®

THE CALLING
Poetry’s great teacher
by Andrew J. Zwerneman



toolkit

5©2019 Cana Academy®



For Vendler, the poet experiences something in life, 
then captures it in the compact form of a poem. We 
the readers are able to recreate that experience. In 
turn, our own experience is illuminated. The role of the 
reader is a very active one, the process transformative:

“I believe that poems are a score for performance by 
the reader, and that you become the speaking voice. 
You don’t read or overhear the voice in the poem, you 
are the voice in the poem. You stand behind the words 
and speak them as your own.”

These lines express the second and third layers of the 
experiential nature of poetry articulated above. The 
reader recreates the experience actively, intending 
for himself the experience captured by the poet. The 
experience illuminated is not entirely identical to 
the poet’s, nor is it entirely distinct. The point is their 
commonality, the shared humanity. In other words, 
precisely because we are humans, the experience 
represented in a poem is more than accessible: It 
becomes a common experience made real, illuminated 
through the language shared by poet and reader. 
That is how the voice of the poem, initially the poet’s, 
becomes the reader’s. When clarity on this develops 
in our students, it is an exceptionally rich occasion of 
learning and understanding.

What does that achievement look like in the reader? 
Vendler helps us understand this with personal examples. 
With her own experiences, she teaches us that poems 
have the power to help us live through and understand 
distinct but recognizable experiences that are ours as 
well:

“[Poems] help me to know what I’m feeling… [W]ith 
each crisis that you come to, when the world has to 
be reinterpreted...for instance, the first real death you 
encounter...you go back with that same hunger looking 
for someone to interpret the event for you.”

This is true as well for life’s moments that are not marked 
by crisis—childbirth and motherhood, for example:

“[W]hen I became a mother and I was looking around 
for poems about motherhood, I looked, but I didn’t find 
any except Sylvia Plath’s. Hers were the only ones I 
knew, and they meant a lot to me then, especially those 
beautiful ones about her child waking up in the morning, 
or herself getting up at night and hearing the vowels the 
child utters, rising like balloons.”

The human experience Vendler points to is always 
grounded in concrete reality—a mother, her baby, and 
the sounds of the baby’s babbling, as in the example 
above. At the same time, the experience is universally 
human: It is accessible to all of us, it is ours to share. This 
is so even in the face of our differences: “I don’t think 
the mind is gendered,” she says, so that even poems 
written by men are meaningful to women, those written 
by women meaningful to men. Politics, the differences 
between the sexes, religion, ethnicity, are all real factors 
in life; and there is no getting around them as they are 
most certainly in the mix of human experience. At the 
same time, in Vendler’s generous vision of what we 
hold in common, each topic can be meaningful for all 
members of a society, if authentically captured in the form 
of poetry: “In my view, it doesn’t matter what the topic of 
a genuine poem is; it is socially valuable because it is 
an integration of experience and language.”

Vendler started as a chemist before devoting her life’s 
work to poetry, and the investment in science proved 
formative for her approach to poems: 

“What science did for me was to train me to look for 
evidence… [A]nything you say should be backed by 
evidence from the text.”

She directs the readers into the structure of a poem—that 
is where we will find evidence. The process, then, is not 
one by which we impose a preconceived framework 
onto a poem. Here is an analogy she offers to help us 
understand what she means:

6
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“I think of a close reader as someone who goes inside 
a room and describes the architecture. You speak from 
inside the poem as someone looking to see how the roof 
articulates with the walls and how the wall articulates 
with the floor. And where are the cross beams that hold 
it up, and where are the windows that let light through?” 

In other words, the close reader occupies the poem as 
one occupies a room. Therefore, students do best when 
they let a poem work on them as they stand inside it. 
Each poem has a structure, a design, a unity akin to a 
work of architecture. The close reader receives what is 
given—as if entering a room already constructed. By 
carefully attending to each element that strikes the eye, 
and by intelligently pulling all elements together, the 
reader then brings the whole into focus.

For example, in Seamus Heaney’s “Digging,”³ we are 
drawn into his recollective meditation by way of the 
structural elements of the poem. Among the concrete 

elements are specific sounds, visuals, and movement of 
time and geography. There is the “rasping” sound of 
his father’s shovel, then his “stooping,” followed by his 
spade work in the “potato drills” some “twenty years 
away.” One memory leads to another, images of his 
father in the potato drill lead to others of his grandfather 
in a peat bog, “nicking” and “slicing” and “heaving” 
sod, going “down” to the turf, working the land. The 
opening and closing of the poem place a “pen” in 
Heaney’s hand. Bookends as they are, they also pose 
a dilemma or a choice: The pen is likened to a “gun” 
in the opening simile, but, by the poem’s ending, it has 
accrued the character of a “spade”—the tool his father 
and grandfather used. We wonder about this shift. We 
look for clues, evidence as to why the one comparison, 
then the other.

³Seamus Heaney, “Digging,” https://www.poetryfoundation.org/

poems/47555/digging.
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As we look around from inside the poem, we feel the 
world remembered by Heaney. We feel the tension 
between writing poetry from the perspective offered at 
the beginning of the poem and writing it from the one 
distilled through the movement of the poem—from the 
present to the past and back again, from the poet’s 
room to the land his fathers worked, from the poet who is 
more mechanical or perhaps even attached to the war 
to the poet who belongs to his family and their work. 

Along the way, we come to share in Heaney’s awe of 
the “old man” and his grandfather. His scope on the 
land becomes ours, too: Our senses are filled with the 
“coolness” of new potatoes freshly unearthed and the 
“squelch” and “slap” of wet peat cut. Finally, each of us 
takes the measurement the poet takes of his own work: 
We know what that experience is because no one of us 
has a place in the world without the ones who brought 
us here.

After we have gathered all these elements together, the 
wholeness of the meditation is grasped, the unity of the 
poem in its beginning, middle, and end is discerned. 
The resolution in the young poet’s mind is clear and 
convicting. If we give ourselves over to this genuine 
wedding of experience and language, Heaney’s voice 
and ours are genuinely one. His doubt, his memories, 
the rising awe, the sober estimation of his work, and 
his final decision to “dig” with his pen into the world he 
occupies have all become ours. Of course, it is not that 
all of us are his age; nor are we all Irish or farmers living 
in the tense environment of a land divided by civil war. 
All of us, however, recognize the full range of Heaney’s 
experience. We can do so because we, too, are 
human. That we do so is made possible by Heaney’s 
ability to capture the experience and open the door for 
us to enter into his space, a space that we both occupy 
and actively draw together with the feeling and thought 
required by the poem’s architecture.

That is close reading from the inside. That is what Helen 
Vendler teaches us. Hers is both a way into poetry 
and a way out into the wider world that classic poems 
afford us.

Andrew J. Zwerneman serves as president of Cana 
Academy.
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ARRANGEMENTS
How to read a painting, part 3
by Mary Frances Loughran
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“We encourage the study of art because we believe that it 
expands our shared human experience in much the same 
way reading literature opens those same horizons. The art 
of looking improves our ability to see and perceive deeper 

realities in all of life.”¹ Yet, often we find works of art mysterious, thinking we need a 
fund of esoteric knowledge in order to understand what we are seeing. How many 
times have we looked to the title on the wall or the explanation in a guide as we walk 
through a museum? Joshua Taylor, former chief at the Smithsonian, says the following: 

“We should remind ourselves that the very capacity of an effective work to elude 
definition gives it power to live in our experience. And the analysis serves to broaden 
our experience by refining our perception of the individual work, leading us toward 
the definition of quality that can be completed only within the depths of our personal 
understanding.”² 

Each individual viewer brings his or her own perspective to create a new moment, a 
moment of encounter with a great work of art.

In Volumes Two and Seven of Toolkit, using Abraham and the Sacrifice of His Son 
Isaac, 1598,³ we took readers through the first two steps outlined in the Cana 
Academy guide Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art. We recommend reading 
those articles, but here we will summarize those steps and describe Steps Three and 
Four.

¹Mary Frances Loughran, Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art, Cana Academy, 2018.

²Joshua C. Taylor, Learning to Look: A Handbook to the Visual Arts, 1981, 62.

³There is some controversy over who painted this work. It may be the work of 
Caravaggio, but could be the work of Bartolomeo Cavarozzi.

©2019 Cana Academy®
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The questions of Step One provide easy access to the 
painting because students need only use their senses. For 
example, we observe colors and textures; the four figures 
are described in detail. The placement of each figure 
relative to the other figures, their comparative sizes, facial 
expressions, and other elements included in the painting—
all are carefully and fully noted.

Step Two invites us to dig a bit deeper into that catalogue 
of sensory details. Here we may draw some conclusions 
about subject matter, about time, place, and activity. 
This painting depicts a perhaps familiar story: Abraham’s 
sacrifice of his son. But there remains much to be 
discovered as we enter the moment: the dramatic and 
gentle moment of intervention by the angel, the weariness 
of Isaac, the intensity of Abraham. Our eyes are carried 
through the painting perhaps by light, perhaps by the 
connections made between each of the individuals, 
either through touch or eye contact. And our perception 
is driven to this moment as everything else—background  
and foreground—is in darkness.

“Having paid attention to the details of the subject matter, 
the student is in a better position to articulate the expressive 
content...The feelings elicited are hugely important; they 
are, one might say, the whole point.”4

Step Two questions will often lead into the deeper 
considerations of Step Three: How do we respond to 
the emotional or expressive content of the painting? For 
example, the absence of more fuel for a sacrifice makes 
this moment seem hastily conceived, as if Abraham was 
in a hurry to be done with the terrifying command. This 
in turn, leads one to feel the sudden appearance of the 
saving angel more acutely.

As with Steps One and Two, answers will vary, and most 
can be accepted without argument. Students should be 
free to engage with the painting personally.

The first two steps are an almost clinical analysis, a 
gathering of objective details. Steps Three and Four now

10
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ask students to respond “to the content as the artist has 
envisioned it.”5 Teachers need not ask all of the questions; 
the objective is to provide students with an opportunity to 
respond to the work. This discussion is the payoff for the 
work of Steps One and Two; teachers will want to let the 
conversation develop as naturally as possible, perhaps 
combining Steps Three and Four. Discussion of expressive 
content naturally leads us to investigate how the artist 
elicited those responses.

Step Three

1. What has the artist made us feel toward the subject 
matter? Possible answers: We may feel a sense of 
urgency bordering on fear—one more moment and 
the angel may have been too late. One may feel 
sympathy for Abraham, whose intensity seems like the 
drivenness of a man steeled to do what he must. The 
gentleness of the angel and resolute expression on 
the ram introduce an entirely different set of emotions 
into the tragic scene. Their serenity contrasts with the 
frenzy of Abraham and the exhaustion of Isaac.

2. What do we think is conveyed about this subject 
matter? About this moment in history? About the 
mythical or religious content? About our human 
condition? Possible answers: We experience a kind of 
catharsis, a movement from the tragic to the serene; a 
tragedy has been averted. One might feel that perhaps 
Abraham made a mistake, that, in his desire to show 
his faithfulness to God, he adopted a measure that 
the angel mercifully arrests. The prominent presence 
of the ram, knowingly prepared to take Isaac’s place, 
reminds us of the sacrifice of Jesus.

3. What emotions do you experience when you look 
at this work? Possible answers: Fear, terror, confusion, 
relief. Perhaps all of those.

4. How does it move you? What words would you use 
to describe this work? Possible answers: One may 
be moved to pity for Abraham as well as Isaac. One 

may feel gratitude, understanding the mercy of God 
in providing a ram at this moment just as the Father will 
give His Son. We may feel invited into the drama by 
the extension of the hands towards us, perhaps drawn 
to Abraham, perhaps to Isaac.

5. Do you think that is the right emotion? Why? Possible 
answers: Because so many emotions are elicited, 
it would be hard to rule out any response to this 
question. Perhaps anger would be inappropriate. In 
any case, students should be encouraged to explain 
their responses. This discussion may lead to Step Four 
considerations.

6. Do you like the work? Why or why not? Possible 
answers: As with the previous question, several 
answers may be offered. One may like it for the 
mastery of color or the movement conveyed while 
not liking the subject matter or the expressive content. 
One’s taste may run to something more abstract or 
modern. Whatever the responses to this question—
and some students may need time to think about their 
answers—students should be encouraged to explain 
their responses.

Step Four

In this final step, students will be asked to tie their responses 
regarding expressive content to elements in the work. It is 
likely that students have already accomplished some of 
this in their answers to previous questions; the questions 
overlap with one another and with questions from 
previous steps. This overlapping helps students move in 
and through the steps in a more organic fashion. Teachers 
need not belabor the questions or load them up with too 
much technical language. Overanalyzing a work risks 
losing an appreciation for the expressive content. These 
questions are meant to inspire the students.

5Ibid for all of the following questions.
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1. How does the work elicit your response to the subject 
matter? Possible answers: Light and shadow create 
frenetic movement within the painting in contrast 
to the peaceful and immovable stance of the ram 
and the gentleness of the angel. A background 
sunken in complete darkness highlights the intensity 
of this dramatic moment. Facial expressions and the 
placement of figures relative to each other convey 
the relationships of one character to another. The 
omission of other elements focuses the haste with 
which Abraham proceeds to fulfill the command.

2. How does each element of the work relate to the 
others? Possible answers: The use of light and shadow 
combined with perspective invites and leads our eyes 
through the drama at several different points. The 
rendering and placement of each hand reveals the 
interior sentiments of each character. The prominent 
placement of the ram in the foreground suggests his 
importance at this climactic moment.

3. How does your vision travel across or through the 
work? How does the artist effect this movement? What 
part do you think is most important? Where is the artist 
standing with respect to his subject? Possible answers: 
These issues have already been addressed in earlier 
discussions. Here one may add the observation that 
the artist appears to be quite close to his subject; the 
altar runs off the page, placing our perspective quite 
close to this moment. The way in which this perspective 
draws us in is personal. Perhaps we, too, may feel 
saved by the ram.

4. How does your vision shift when you change your 
vantage point? When possible, students should be 
encouraged to move around to view a work of art from 
different parts of the room. It is also helpful for students 
to view a painting in its original size. Possible answers: 
Depending on one’s location vis-a-vis the painting, 
one may feel drawn to a particular character. Lighting 
shifts, highlighting different elements of the painting.

5. What is real? How is this portrayal different from 
real life? At the same time, how does it make what 
you are seeing more real? Possible answers: Our 
perspective—so near the event—seems improbable, 
our proximity to such an event unlikely. Yet, this 
perspective helps us to experience the drama of this 
event more acutely than if we were further away from 
the action. The black background, likewise, strikes us 
as strange, particularly in an outdoor setting, yet, it 
too focuses our attention with intensity as all other 
distractions are silenced.

6. Comparison: How does the expressive content of 
this depiction of the subject matter compare with 
others you have seen? Does it remind you of another 
work of art? How is the feeling different? Although 
not necessary, providing other depictions of the 
same story can be a fruitful exercise. For this painting, 
teachers might use the treatments of Juan de Valdes 
Leal and Rembrandt or the other painting of the same 
subject by Caravaggio.

Other questions from Step Four use artistic terms: hue, 
saturation, composition, brush stroke, medium, perspective, 
and light. The teacher may employ them when helpful, 
defining them only after students have observed them. An 
extensive glossary is included in the guide.

Students and teachers of all ages and backgrounds can 
participate in this kind of experience and discussion of 
any work of art. Hopefully, going through these four steps 
has inspired you to invest some time in this rewarding 
experience.

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

arrangements



toolkit

The following piece is excerpted from Leading a Discussion on Chaim 
Potok’s The Chosen.¹ It includes a brief survey of this beautiful story’s 
central issues, which, in turn, form both a good rationale for guiding your 
students through The Chosen and a vision for what experiences they will 

explore while occupying the imaginative world created by the author. 

The Chosen takes place primarily in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Williamsburg, 
New York. Most of the action revolves around the two main characters—Reuven 
Malter and Danny Saunders—who develop an unlikely friendship during the 
turbulent years of WWII, unlikely because Danny is the son of the Hasidic 
community’s much revered tzaddik and Reuven is the son of a scholarly Orthodox 
Jew. Although both boys are observant Jews, their education and upbringing are 
divided by the Hasidic community’s decision to resist accommodation to modern 
American culture and the Orthodox receptivity to the freedom America offers. 
This division is hinted at in the first line of the novel: “For the first fifteen years of our 
lives, Danny and I lived within five blocks of each other and neither of us knew of 
the other’s existence.” Because the story is told in the first person—Reuven’s—most 
of the story is seen from his perspective, and that perspective shifts and matures 
over the six tumultuous years that Reuven and Danny share an intimate bond of 
friendship.

13
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¹Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman, Leading a Discussion on Chaim Potok’s The Chosen, Cana 
Academy, 2018. Available for purchase at the shop: https://www.canaacademy.org/shop.
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There are several important issues raised by the events 
of this story. The first is the problem of being an observant 
Jew in America. How can a distinct religious community 
retain its devotion to a unique culture and faith and at 
the same time thrive in a country that extends so much 
freedom and possibility for distraction and diversion? 
Are the communal commitments of a Hasidic sect 
commensurate with those of the democratic-republic 
they inhabit? If not, how can the Hasidim preserve their 
identity in the face of cultural temptations and external 
pressures that are directly at odds with their faith and 
culture? Most of this tension occurs in the life of Danny 
Saunders and is expressed by his father in the final 
chapter: “How could I teach my son the way I was 
taught by my father and not drive him away from Torah? 
Because this is America, Reuven. This is not Europe. It is 
an open world here. Here there are libraries and books 
and schools. Here there are great universities that do 
not concern themselves with how many Jewish students 
they have” (285). The students should reflect on this 
particular problem and how it generates much of the 
action of the story. The decisions Danny has to make 
are deeply bound up with the contradictions he faces 
between the life of the mind he enjoys in great freedom 
and the life of his faith community.

This leads to the second issue that arises in the novel: 
the sometimes difficult burdens friendship places on the 
individuals involved. Mr. Malter reminds his son, Reuven, 
that the Talmud instructs all of its readers to choose a 
friend and acquire a teacher (74). But friendship with 
Danny Saunders comes at a heavy price for Reuven. 
Deep into the story, Mr. Malter remarks, “It is not so 
easy to be a friend, is it, Reuven?” (271). Reb Saunders 
himself confirms this when he says, “You think a friend is 
an easy thing to be? If you are truly his friend, you will 
discover otherwise. We will see” (142). The students 
should watch for the development of the relationship 
between Reuven and Danny over the course of the 
novel and the ever-changing responsibilities and

14
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“For the individuals in this story, this last kind of evil is 
especially felt as the characters struggle to maintain their faith 

despite the ferocious wickedness aimed at their brethren.”
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sacrifices this friendship demands, especially of Reuven. 

The third is the growing realization in Reuven of the 
fragility of the world and the precarious condition of 
human beings, particularly in the face of evil. Sometimes, 
that fragile existence is subject to capricious forces as in 
the case of the young, blind boy, Billy. Sometimes, the 
evil springs from prior poor choices as in the case of 
Tony Savo. Some evil springs from inside the individual 
human heart as Danny experiences in his own 
character. And sometimes ruthless evil moves whole 
nations and peoples to commit great atrocities, from the 
carnage of WWII to the Holocaust. For the individuals 
in this story, this last kind of evil is especially felt as the 
characters struggle to maintain their faith despite the 
ferocious wickedness aimed at their brethren. What 
kind of God makes his chosen people suffer such 
despicable calamity? The answers offered are various 
and sometimes unexpected.

Finally, this is a story about men and boys, specifically 
fathers and their sons. Both boys grow up in the course of 
the novel, and the primary relationship for both of them 
is with their fathers. Danny’s relationship with his father is 
of particular interest as he struggles to comprehend his 
father and his father’s faith. At some point, Danny has to 
decide whether or not to assume the inherited, ancestral 
role of tzaddik. The other half of the Talmudic instruction 
exhorts the faithful to acquire a teacher. Because of 
his peculiar and uniquely prodigious intellect, Danny’s 
ability to find a teacher poses a distinct dilemma. The 
only man in his life who can comprehend and harness 
Danny’s mind is his father, but his relationship with his 
father is deeply fraught, and that relationship comes to 
represent Danny’s complex relationship with the God 
of his faith.

Jeannette DeCelles-Zwerneman is Director of 
Instruction and a Master Teacher with Cana Academy.
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MILLENIA
The gift of a Great Books education
by Kyler Schubkegel

It has only been a few months since I graduated from college; so, while the 
memory is fresh, I have been pondering the ways those four short years have 
changed me. This summer provided a chance to reflect on my time in the 
William Penn Honors Program, a nascent Great Books program at George 

Fox University and a rising star in the world of classical higher education. One 
product of my reverie is the following list of four things I gained through a college 
Great Books experience that I will treasure for years to come.

1. Mastery of language

The hallmark of a Great Books education is a deep engagement with words, 
and I consider the reading, writing, and discussion skills I developed to be 
invaluable resources moving forward. My program certainly prepared me well 
for graduate study in the humanities, which makes job prospects brighter down 
the road. Beyond its career value, however, working to grasp the intricacies of 
language has improved the quality of my thinking in general and shaped the way 
I approach the world. After paying close attention to a range of many-layered 
texts like T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, for example, I discover that I now have far 
more meaningful thoughts about our own twenty-first-century wastelands and 
what can relieve us on our journeys through them.

17©2019 Cana Academy®
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2. The habit of reading primary sources

One of a Great Books program’s most empowering 
intuitions is this: With training, students are capable of 
engaging, analyzing, and eventually forming considered 
judgments about texts that shaped history and continue 
to do so. The reading experience prompted by personal 
familiarity with primary sources can be incredibly powerful. 
Consider, for example, the scenes in Shakespeare’s King 
Lear that are haunted by echoes of the king’s blindness in 
Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. The image of Lear wandering 
on the stormy moor, a stranger to his own family and a 
victim of his own lack of perception, carries a double 
intensity after having read Oedipus Rex. Now, in Lear, 
I feel simultaneously the weight of both kings’ downfall. 
Beyond scholarly analysis of “source material” or 
“influence,” literary connections like this one become 
visceral personal experiences of anamnesis. They call 
me to remember—to re-experience—the limitations of 
love and knowledge inherent to our condition, so that we 
might hope for redemption and perceive each other more 
accurately and compassionately.

Reading primary sources has even improved my 
approach to daily life, such as the often-dizzying news 
cycle. I have been trained to be dissatisfied when simply 
digesting another person’s opinion, no matter how erudite 
or illuminating, and this habit tends to carry over into my 
everyday life. I make a point to read any document, statistic, 
or tweet that makes headlines before taking seriously 
what the pundits have to say about it. Accordingly, I am 
well-equipped to enter the cultural conversation, rather 
than watch it play out from the sidelines.

3. Friendship

There is nothing like hours of rich conversation about 
beautiful art and matters of deep importance when it 
comes to building the friendships that make life worth 
living—and worth talking about. Classical education 
strives to foster a vibrant intellectual community, not unlike 

the Academy founded by Plato in the 4th century B.C. 
My own undergraduate Great Books program grounded 
its intellectual community upon the foundation of love 
of God and love of neighbor; consequently, our study 
was expressly directed toward the improvement of our 
common life. Truth may be valuable for its own sake, but 
the best education is premised on the idea that we cannot 
fully access the truth except by living in the truth, finding it 
enfleshed in our love for each other. I am forever grateful 
for an education that taught me to pursue knowledge of 
ideas, knowledge of persons, and knowledge of God as 
inseparable from each other. I will remember my Great 
Books program as a community where our common life 
grew up in partnership with our communal knowledge 
and understanding. It was a true feast—the riches of 
literature and the riches of friendship, each enlivening the 
other.

4. Love for what is good

Growing up, I remember being told that, if I spent time 
with things that are good for me, the cheap, banal, and 
ugly things would gradually grow less appealing. Perhaps 
that is simplistic, but I found it to be largely true as I made 
an extended study of the Great Books. For example, 
page-turning fiction can be a fun diversion, but I now will 
more likely pick up a novel by Dostoyevsky or another 
classic author for the sake of its narrative complexity and 
insight into human motivations. In the same vein, I am quite 
simply dissatisfied with the bad arguments and half-truths 
so unfortunately common in public discourse concerning 
politics, ethics, theology, and other matters of concern to 
our lives together. Classical education is not content with 
a shift in taste, however, but aims for a shift in the student’s 
core desires. St. Augustine says that we are what we 
love, and my undergraduate program was so formative 
because it helped me to discover and nourish a love for 
what is truly good and beautiful. I will never forget the 
prayer with which we opened every seminar during my 
first semester: “Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of Thy 
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faithful and enkindle in them the fire of Thy love.” This was 
one of many practices that made love of the good a 
lifestyle. Rather than directing students only to sources of 
information, our faculty mentors spurred us on to read and 
discuss for transformation, becoming people who are 
motivated in all their endeavors, whatever they might be, 
by a desire for beauty and truth. In a sense, the greatest 
gift my Great Books education gave me is the person 
I continually strive to be, because while knowledge 
crammed for a test is easily forgotten, deeply formed 
friendship and love of the good will remain.

Kyler Schubkegel graduated in 2019 from the William 
Penn Honors Program at George Fox University with a 
B.A. in English and Philosophy. He is currently pursuing his 
M.A.R. at Yale Divinity School, where he studies religion 
and the arts with a concentration in literature.

“I will 
remember my 
Great Books 
program as 
a community 

where our 
common life 
grew up in 

partnership with 
our communal 

knowledge and 
understanding.” 

King Lear (Act IV, Scene 6)
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FOUR SCORE
A well-founded patriotism
by Michaela A. Loughran

Land of Hope: An Invitation to the Great American Story, by Wilfred 
M. McClay (Encounter Books, 504 pp. $34.99 hardcover).

Storytelling is fundamental to human beings. Stories communicate 
our identity; they tell us where we came from, who we are in the 
broadest and most personal senses. In his most recent work, Land 
of Hope, historian Wilfred McClay tells the story of America and, 
in doing so, offers to all Americans, young and old, an invitation to 
understand the great country to which we belong and to understand 
exactly what our American identity means. Rather than a blind love 
of country, what McClay encourages is an honest, well-founded 
patriotism.

McClay is upfront about his goals. In this book, he seeks to provide 
both an honest and inspiring account of American history in its 
totality. This means that, while it is intended to inspire authentic 
gratitude and love of country, it will also look soberly at America’s 
past, including both its high and low points.
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Surveying current and past literature in the field of 
American history, McClay accurately assesses the lack 
of comprehensive yet still substantive, accurate, and 
energetic works covering the entirety of American history. 
He thus seeks to fill that void with this book.

Focusing on political history, McClay covers the expanse 
of time from the first settlement of what is now the United 
States all the way through the past few years of American 
history. This span alone sets McClay’s book apart from 
others, as most do not begin so early or go so far. 
McClay moves chronologically through this stretch of 
history, focusing on the most significant events and people 
and taking detours where necessary to further explicate 
aspects of political theory essential to understanding 
American history. He offers an intelligently crafted 
narrative that does not omit important events and people 
while following certain threads throughout the decades of 
history he weaves together. 

One such thread that McClay follows throughout is the 
principles of the American Founding as expressed in the 
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. He 
meticulously traces these principles, their origins, and 
how they play out over the two hundred-plus years of our 
political history. While doing so, he points out when these 
foundational principles have been adhered to, when they 
were abandoned, and what the consequences were in 
both cases.

Another thread is McClay’s recognition that things in 
our past did not have to happen as they did and that, 
had events unfolded differently, we would be in a very 
different place today. He astutely observes that history is 
full of contingencies. As he says, “History is only very rarely 
the story of inevitabilities, and it almost never appears in 
that form to its participants” (151). Anyone who studies 
history has the rough storyline in mind already; we know 
the sequence of events, what came next, and what the 
ultimate outcome was. Those who were alive at the time, 
of course, did not have that grasp, which is important to 
remember. 

This observation is particularly on display in McClay’s 
treatment of the events preceding the Civil War. He deftly 
traces the growing tensions, various competing interests, 
and failed compromises that fill the decades before 
violence erupted and ripped the new country in half. 
McClay places himself in the shoes of those who lived 
during those tumultuous and fraught times, trying to see 
things from their point of view. He recounts the story in all its 
drama, with Lincoln, Douglas, Calhoun, and John Brown 
taking center stage. In recounting these years, McClay 
points out that at no point during them were any of the 
key figures cognizant of how events would unfold. In fact, 
they thought the war would proceed much differently than 
it did; they thought it would be a brief skirmish, quickly 
resolved, rather than a four-year-long bloody war that 
ravaged the country and left it with scars still felt to this 
day. There were also many turning points during those 
years that, had they gone differently, would have resulted 
in an opposite outcome of the war.

The first half of the book ends with McClay’s account of the 
Reconstruction era as the deeply wounded nation reeled 
from this internal conflict. The second half is devoted to the 
development of what we might call “modern America.” 
In this second half, McClay covers the industrialization of 
the nation, our rise to world power status, and what that 
status meant for our American identity.

Returning repeatedly to that first thread of foundational 
principles upon which our American government was 
built, McClay evaluates each passing decade and each 
new President by discussing how those founding ideas 
were reflected or ignored. For example, upon reaching 
what we now call the “Progressive Era,” he compares 
Wilson, a major figure in this era, to Lincoln, the major 
figure of the previous era. McClay concludes that, while 
Lincoln saw the founding documents and the ideas they 
espoused as sources for reform, Wilson viewed them as 
a hindrance to the progressive promise.

That contrast is an important one as it will echo throughout 
the twentieth century, then into the twenty-first. Many, like
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Wilson, pushed aside the Constitution and the limits 
it placed on government power. However, McClay 
points to others, like Coolidge, Eisenhower, and Martin 
Luther King, Jr., all of whom saw the Constitution and 
the Declaration of Independence as ever relevant and 
masterfully crafted tools for political and societal reform. 
The battle between these ideas was and is at the heart 
of the American experience; McClay intelligently and 
diligently follows the moves on both sides of this ongoing 
struggle.

In a move vital to his thesis, McClay does not ignore the 
most egregious times in our history when we failed to live 
up to our American creed as espoused in those founding 
documents. He deals honestly with slavery, the treatment 
of Native Americans in our early years, the Japanese 
internment during WWII, certain government operations 
in the post-Cold War era, and racial segregation, to 
name a few.

McClay also discusses events that are often left out of 
history textbooks: for example, our relationship with various 
Latin American countries in the late 19th century and the 
tension between imperialist and anti-imperialist sentiments. 
Again, he notes how the founding principles and founding 
fathers were cited to defend competing positions, each 
time interpreted in a manner that supported each side. 
This came into play largely when America struggled to 
understand its role in the Latin American world. While 
some cited the doctrine of tempered isolationism, as 
advised by powerful figures of the past like Washington 
and John Quincy Adams, those on the opposing side 
argued that the only way to protect the American way of 
life, as Adams sought to do in the Monroe Doctrine, was 
to become involved in foreign affairs, particularly in our 
own hemisphere. In passages like these, McClay carefully 
traces competing arguments, inserting relevant excerpts 
from primary sources, and always returning to that thread 
of America’s relationship with its founding principles.

Ultimately, McClay succeeds in composing a non-
partisan history of America, even as he holds out grounds
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for a reasonable patriotism. No one party or ideology is 
unexamined. He is honest and realistic yet compassionate 
in his assessment of the very human figures that populate 
our story. This, too, is a refreshing aspect of his treatment of 
American history, particularly in this day and age. Overall, 
his tone is intelligent without being condescending. He 
is humble when it comes to his ability to recount recent 
history, recognizing that it is a feat historians should 
rarely attempt without a sufficient passage of time. He 
acknowledges that he, like anyone else, is not immune to 
bias but states his intention to be as unbiased as possible, 
writing: “Although it is important to do one’s best to be 
objective, even when it involves confronting unpleasant 
and shameful things in our past, I cannot pretend to be 
neutral when the larger cause of America and American 
history is involved” (423).

Why is this book important? At a time when historical 
knowledge is in decline, McClay’s narrative is an 
engaging and compelling one; as such, it helps prevent 
further decline. McClay also emphasizes the importance 

of looking back to history as we look forward to the 
future. Doing so offers a necessary wisdom: Our present 
time and state are not so different that history has nothing 
to teach us.

Another reason this book is important is for the hope it 
offers, a hope that, as McClay argues, is integral to the 
American story. Our history is an ongoing struggle to 
reach the American ideals in place precisely because of 
our founding documents, ideals that have provided hope 
to generations of Americans.

Finally, in this history, McClay inspires patriotism in the 
hearts of Americans. He recognizes that real love can only 
stem from real knowledge, from the truth. McClay truly 
loves his country and encourages any of those reading 
his history of it to love it as he does, not blindly, but with 
full knowledge of everything that it is and stands for. As he 
puts it: “Love is the foundation of the wisest criticism, and 
criticism is the essential partner of an honest and enduring 
love”(423). He further states, “an unthinking patriotism
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is not good enough,” especially for Americans, as our 
patriotism is loyalty to and love for ideas, not geography 
or ethnicity (424).

This book, the story it relates, holds out hope for our future 
to all Americans. In our increasingly divided and tribal 
society, we could ask for no better history than one that 
unites us to each other, to our history, and to the hope 
that we ought to have as Americans. McClay’s is such a 
piece of history: It is an honest assessment from an honest 
historian who loves his country, and it succeeds in planting 
the seeds for well-founded patriotism among its readers.

Michaela A. Loughran is a freelance writer and editor for 
Cana Academy.
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“Although it is important to do one’s best 
to be objective, even when it involves 

confronting unpleasant and shameful things 
in our past, I cannot pretend to be neutral 

when the larger cause of America and 
American history is involved.”
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Leading a Seminar on Plato’s Meno

Leading a Seminar on Animal Farm

Leading a Seminar on A Man for All Seasons

Leading a Discussion on The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
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