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Hillsdale College is a unique place. Few statements can achieve more wondering glances, raised eyebrows, and doubtful responses than when I tell people that I am majoring in Classics, which is the study of old, dead languages, at a small, conservative, liberal arts college in Michigan. The interrogation begins at once. What are the liberal arts? They still teach that stuff? What are you going to *do* with that? And of course, how can you study liberal arts at a conservative school? But the uniqueness of Hillsdale College is found in something deeper than the fact that it is a conservative liberal arts college. Let me illustrate. This past October, I sat in my room with 5 others, studying my strategy for conquering the world in a game of RISK. As my soon-to-be-vanquished foes and I battled back and forth, we found ourselves distracted from the game by our conversion, which went from the upcoming election, to the chance of the Constitution Party, to George Bush, to issues of world politics. One of the people in the room, a visitor, commented later that he had never seen people distracted from a game of world domination by a conversation about world politics. But that is very Hillsdale-ish. In fact, the only non-Hillsdale-ish thing about that game was the fact that the grey troops were defeating the blue. When we look at Hillsdale College, we see an institution unique both in its nature and in its mission. The mission statement says, “The College considers itself a trustee of modern man’s intellectual and spiritual inheritance from the Judeo-Christian faith and Greco-Roman culture, a heritage finding its clearest expression in the American experiment of self-government under law. By training the young in the liberal arts, Hillsdale College prepares students to become leaders worthy of that legacy.” Today I want to examine three main parts of this mission and then offer some concluding thoughts. First, I want to look at what the American Republic is according to Hillsdale College; second, I want to examine the Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman heritage that is expressed in the American experiment; and finally, I want to discuss the means by which Hillsdale College fulfills its “trust” of man’s spiritual and intellectual heritage. 

The mission statement of Hillsdale College defines the American Republic as “an experiment in self-government under law”. This definition highlights the dual foundation of the American Republic upon self government and rule of law, both of which are necessary if the American Republic is to last. The goal of this country was to provide civil and religious liberties to its citizens, while establishing a government that would be strong enough for protection and preservation, but weak enough so as to be unobtrusive in the lives of its citizens. But liberty always comes with responsibility. The founders of our nation recognized that self-government was absolutely essential for liberty, for only when men rule themselves according to the law can a government protect its citizens and remain unobtrusive at the same time. Today, society has perverted the idea of liberty by excluding the concept of self-government and undermining the rule of law. In fact, liberty is often defined as being in opposition to the law. How few in America still realize that this country and its freedoms can only continue to exist as intended when freedom and law work together! The absence of restraint apart from the law must destroy this foundation of the American Republic. As Richard Weaver concluded in Ideas Have Consequences, “When it is no longer believed that there is a restraining reason in accordance with which men may act, it follows that the state cannot permit individual centers of control.” Thus, the American Republic was founded on the recognition that true liberty could only come where citizens exercised self-government under law. 

But Hillsdale’s mission statement does not say that the American Republic itself is the heritage that it seeks to preserve. Rather, the American Republic is an expression of something deeper. Going deeper we see that Hillsdale’s education focuses on the Judeo-Christian faith and Greco-Roman culture that constitute our spiritual and intellectual inheritance. An inheritance constituted by a conversation between the philosophy and culture of the Greeks and Romans and the spiritual tradition of Christianity and Judaism. It is an exchange that has shaped the course of history, the path of politics, and the pattern of ideas for the last 2000 years. The American Republic is an accumulation of this exchange, and this conversation defines the heritage that Hillsdale College seeks to pass on to its students. It seems that this oratory contest provides a striking illustration. On the surface, we are being critiqued on our ideas and our delivery of those ideas. But the nature and purpose of this oratory contest go much deeper than a critique of gestures or articulation. Rather, we recognize that there is something about Pericles rallying the hearts of his fellow Athenians behind the values of the community; something about Cicero defending the Roman Republic against the treason of Cataline; something about Patrick Henry’s passionate longing for liberty; something about Churchill standing up against the horrors of Hitler, that both inform and inspire what we are doing here today. In the same way, Hillsdale looks at, but also past, the American Republic, and seeks to pass on to its students something of the depth and importance of this spiritual and intellectual inheritance. 
But how can Hillsdale fulfill this goal? How can so great a legacy be impressed on the minds and hearts of its students? According to the mission statement, the answer lies in “training the young in the liberal arts”. How are the liberal arts the key to such an immense task as training up leaders worthy of a great legacy? To begin, a liberal arts education focuses on essential principles rather than on consequential facts. Education across the world has become primarily vocational. Students go to school in order to be trained for a certain task rather than to be truly educated. The classroom has become a medium for memorizing facts that are irrelevant to anything meaningful in and of themselves, while oddly enough, the fundamental principles behind those facts and formulas are rarely a requirement for the degree. But if a student is taught only the resulting facts, he is left without the ability to understand the relationship of those facts to each other. John Henry Newman wrote in Idea of a University that, “a great memory…does not make a philosopher, any more than a dictionary can be called a grammar. There are men who embrace in their minds a vast multitude of ideas, but with little sensibility about their real relations towards each other. These may be antiquarians, annalists, naturalists; they may be learned in the law; they may be versed in statistics; they are most useful in their own place…still, they have not what specially deserves the name of culture of mind, or fulfils the type of Liberal Education.” This relationship of ideas within an area of study can also be extended to different areas of study. A liberal arts education recognizes that just as a study of the causes and events of World War II is incomplete without any knowledge of World War I, so a study of history in general is incomplete without any knowledge of politics, religion, literature, and economics. It is only when the student begins to understand that the world is not made up of segmented career paths or distinct sets of facts, but rather is a complex relationship of ideas that relate to and influence one another, that he can be truly educated. But this leads to another characteristic of the liberal arts education, which is the most important. A liberal arts education does not merely train the mind, but it develops character as well. J. Vanderleest wrote in The Purpose and Content of a Liberal Education that a liberal arts education, “is a process designed to produce a fully educated person by providing knowledge that develops character”. This becomes clear when we remember that in a liberal arts education, students are not just studying facts which can be memorized by the mind but which are irrelevant to the soul. Rather, they are studying truths which are fundamental - and not only claim to have impacted events and philosophies in the past, but also claim to impact events and philosophies today. In addition, the liberal arts focus on truth, not fact. Truth is grounded in a God who has created the whole world, and who is both the ultimate source and the focus of all subjects. At the heart of a liberal arts education is a spiritual heritage, as well as an intellectual one. Such an education cannot fail to impact the character and the soul of the student. The liberal arts education is indeed a noble means to a lofty end, capable of shaping the minds and the character of its students. 

But a discussion of the liberal arts cannot end here. A college can only facilitate such an education, it cannot do it for us. The provision of the means does not guarantee the end. Each of us, as students, must take advantage of the opportunity presented to us, and throw ourselves into the joy of learning the fundamental principles of the world around us, and commit ourselves to the improvement of our minds and our souls. Only when we make the effort to take hold of our spiritual and intellectual heritage and apply ourselves to the study of the liberal arts, can we hope to benefit from the opportunity that has been given to us. May we not throw away the great opportunity we have to study the liberal arts at an institution which still holds to the fundamental principles upon which the American Republic was built, and seeks to train up leaders worthy of the legacy of that heritage. For Hillsdale College is indeed a unique place.  
