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ACADEMIC

Freedom to think

by Mark Matson

The importance of the liberal arts

lligan College calls herselfa Christian Hiberabacts college. But wharexactly does thar

mean? What are the liberal arcs, and why do they constinee the core of Milligan’s

educational program? The answers o these questons are, { chink, centrul o
understanding the uniqueconeriburion Milligan makes to Christan education. Theyarealso
important for our current efforts to evaluate our stuceess as an instirution, and ourconstanteffors
to define our mission.

The erm liberal arts is often understood to encompass a body of knowledge, especially
the humanicies. This is the classic definition. and it is based on the medieval cerm, which
embraced the rraditional seven areas of essendal education. Today most of those areas of
knowledge we call either the bumaniues iwhich usually embrace the fields of language,
liteeature, history, and fine arts} or science and mathemarics. Certainly the humanities and
sciences arc an important part ot the liberal wres. Orthers often use liberal arts o refer o the
imporrance of abreadth of knowledge, as evidenced by avariery ofcourses and disciplines. And
breadth ofknowledge is also an importancelenentin the liberalares. Bud would like tosuggest
that both of these understandings are insutticient and undersearce the reat value of the liberal

arts education.

| would argue chat the liberal acts
primarily focus on the way the student,
asan individual, learns to chink. Thisis
why the rerm “liberal " is used - which is
based on the word to be free, referring 1o
the freedom and ability to think for
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oneself. The highestaimofa liberal ares
program is to enable students to think
for themselves and to be open to the

. ft| ons  of  world ina posture of litetime learning.

(rod.” This means that the primary focus of the

B liberal arts education must not be con-

tent perse. but the attainment of ahabir of critical thinkingand analysis. Ofcourse, ifwe want

to engage the world inan open way, we must know something of the world in which we live.

Foc this ceason, the humanicies and sciences are imporrant, And simply abreadth ofknowledge

is not sufficient to truly appreciate our wodd. We mustalso understand the fnter-relatedness

ofvariousareas ofknowledge, especially since chey are all reflections ofthe one God who created
the cosmos, and all its peoples, and the variety of cultures they live in.

Education ofstudents in such aliberal ares model should produce some significant results.
Fiest, students educared liberally are prepared to engage creatively with an ever-changing world.
As the rate of change of the world around us scems to increase exponentiaily, this is 2 crucial
issue. Mostindividuals no longer stay in the same careees for theirworking life; new carcersand
organizations seem to be created ata dizzying speed. Only a person whoisopento the world
can face such change confidendy. Secondly, I believe that people whoare educated in this way
will be more ready to take their place as leaders in church and society, to putinto practice the
integration of thought and understanding chac will dynamically and creatively demonstrate
God’s role in our society. And thirdly, these students will have a sense of wholeness and
appreciation for our world which will make them happier people.

Tam proud of the liberal ares tradition of Milligan College. Westand in the oldest traditions
ofeducation, and vet it is a rradicion which will, above all others, preparc our studencs for the

ref

rapidly changing future.

Matson returned to Milligan this fall as academic dean after 10 years as an administrator at Duke
University, He previously served as business manager and taught Greek and New Testament at
Milligan from 1985-89. He holds an M.Div. from Emmanuel School of Religion and a Ph.D. in New
Testament from Duke University.
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