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"The scholar's calling" is the topic today. To kick us off, I have 

just a brief meditation: I want to help you think about what it means to 
glorify God with the gifts that God has given you in this particular 
calling. 

In short, I think the scholar's call is a calling to learn. With that in 
mind, I want to start in maybe an odd place. C.S. Lewis has a neat lit-
tle book called Reflections on the Psalms. In it is a neat little chapter 
called A Word About Praising that I've always found fascinating. His 
basic pitch in A Word About Praising is that all enjoyment spontane-
ously overflows into praise. One can't have a good meal without say-
ing, "Boy, that was good." You can't see a sunset without saying, 
"Hmm, wow." Lewis says that this inclination to praise can be sup-
pressed through fear or shyness or whatever, but it is indeed our nature 
to praise spontaneously. 

While this is the thrust of his thinking, he goes further: "Just as 
men spontaneously praise whatever they value, so they spontaneously 
urge us to join them in praising it: 'Isn't she lovely? Wasn't it glori-
ous? Don't you think that magnificent?'"1 So not only do we naturally 
praise, we also naturally urge others to praise. He continues: 

I think we delight to praise what we enjoy because the praise 
not merely expresses but completes the enjoyment; it is its ap-
pointed consummation. It is not out of compliment that lovers 
keep on telling one another how beautiful they are; the delight 
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is incomplete till it is expressed. It is frustrating to have dis-
covered a new author and not be able to tell anyone how good 
he is; to come suddenly, at the turn of the road, upon some 
mountain valley of unexpected grandeur and then to have to 
keep silent, ... to hear a good joke and find no one to share it 
with.2 

Think about that. We are created to praise. It is part of our human na-
ture to praise, and it's a natural outflow of what we see, of our experi-
ence of goodness, truth, and beauty. When we experience or learn 
something that is good or true or beautiful, we praise it, and we urge 
others to praise it. 

So, here's my pitch today: I want to suggest that one of the essen-
tial characteristics of the scholar's calling is found in that truth about 
praise. Our calling is rooted in the intersection within us where enjoy-
ment of learning and praise meet. Our love of learning is not fully con-
summated, not fully complete, until it is shared with others. So the 
appointed consummation of our enjoyment in discerning goodness, 
truth, or beauty in the law is to praise it. So scholarship is the praise of 
truth. 

Scholarship is really praise. We are learners created to seek things 
that we don't know. When we find them, our natural inclination - for 
those of us who have the gift of learning, of curiosity, of seeking truth 
in the law, seeking the beauty in the law, seeking goodness in the law, 
and distinguishing it from ugliness or falsehood - is to praise these 
things by telling others. Our natural inclination in our calling is to 
praise goodness, truth, and beauty in the law by writing about it, by 
sharing it with others - our students, our colleagues-- by kicking it 
around in community. So, scholarship is this natural inclination of 
those who have the gift of scholarship, or the calling of scholarship, or 
the calling of learner before God of law. It is praise. 

I'm just considering this, but it's where we are going to start. 
Think about it. Meditate on it. 

Therefore, then, if Lewis is right about this inclination (and C.S. 
Lewis is always right), and if I'm right (which is debatable) about 
scholarship being the learner's natural inclination to praise and urge 
others to praise - if it's rooted in the search for goodness and beauty--
then it is part of our human nature. Thus, failure to praise and urge 
others to do the same is to reject what it means to be human. So if we 
are called as learners and we don't praise what is good and beautiful in 
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our learning, then the rejection of that calling is to reject who we are 
created to be in God's image, This, which in medieval times would be 
called "sloth," or acedia. We would call it spiritual apathy that causes 
us to reject our calling and our duty.3 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, Gregory the Great, other great Medieval 
theologians, called it one of the seven deadly sins because it was es-
sentially the sin of knowing that there is a worthwhile good, but say-
ing, "I'm going to consider that worthwhile good not worth pursuing." 
That's what sloth was - to know that there is a worthwhile good that I 
am created to pursue, but to be too pathetic, too spiritually lazy, too 
unengaged to pursue that good - that's real sloth. That's spiritual apa-
thy; that's acedia. 

I want to talk a little bit about how we might be able to avoid the 
acedia that I think surrounds us. I see it in three primary areas, and our 
job as Christian scholars is to address it in all three places, depending 
on where God has placed us. 

First, I see it in the great thinkers of the modern era. I think some 
of the most prolific, unlazy, workaholic scholars in the West are sloth-
ful in the medieval sense. Richard Posner, Christopher Hitchens, in 
different ways, have acedia (sloth) about ultimate goods because in 
many ways they claim that ultimate goods - mysteries at the heart of 
the universe, the nature of the human person as it works itself out in 
law - are not worth talking about. That's Posner. He says there's no 
deep mystery at the heart of the universe and that pragmatism is the 
only way to do legal theory because we are not created to pursue ab-
stract and metaphysical realities.4 He says that explicitly in his book 
Law, Pragmatism, and Democracy. He's not lazy. He's not evil. He's 
a hundred times smarter than I am. He's a great scholar, but he's miss-
ing the essential point of his calling - to pursue the deep heart of these 
mysteries, at least as they intersect with the law. 

Another example of this is Hitchens. He's a genius. He may be the 
greatest essayist of our times, but he says: "God is not great." Religion 
- the things that we do in ritual, in history, and in theology - is not 
worth pursuing. 5 So he is slothful in the medieval sense - although he 
works harder than most people and is an intelligent scholar. So, first of 
all, Christian scholars are to engage this mindset in the world, in the 
culture, in the West, in modernity, in post-modernity. Our obligation 
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as Christian scholars is to engage that sloth and urge others to praise 
truth, goodness, and beauty, rather than to reject it. 

Second, I think many of us are called to address the acedia in our 
students. I know some of you are students, some of you are scholars, 
and some of you are colleagues: this applies to all of you. I know we 
are not all teachers, but I think the scholarly calling is to urge, to en-
courage others to praise what is praiseworthy. I see despair creeping 
into this generation of students. I see it rampant among college and 
law students, especially those who are concerned with things we might 
call social justice, human rights, the civil polity. They look at the jus-
tice system and say "there can be no justice." They look at the courts 
and say "there is no justice there." They despair at the ability of secu-
lar institutions to do what is good, or true, or right, or just. They de-
spair of justice. 

Aquinas taught that it is actually acedia that leads ultimately to de-
spair. That is, saying, as it were, "there is no truth, there can be no jus-
tice." If we say that this worthwhile good, the pursuit of public justice, 
cannot be found and is not worth pursuing, then we become cynical 
about the political system. We become cynical about legal institutions 
and law. If we are totally cynical, we are saying that the good ends of 
just laws and just civil institutions are not worth pursuing. This is 
slothful. Our students need us as scholars and teachers to inspire them, 
to say there is a goodness, a truth, and a beauty, and no, it cannot be 
reached perfectly in these temporal institutions. Yet we need to pursue 
it with our whole hearts. 

Finally, we need to engage the sloth in our own work. We need to 
engage the acedia we see in our world and in our students, but we also 
need to address the spiritual apathy in our own teaching, in our own 
scholarship, and in our own writing. We often value pragmatism over 
truth. We tell our students that we are Christians, that we are pursuing 
truth, goodness, and beauty in the law. I know in my own life that I 
sometimes value busyness over contemplation, pragmatism over the 
truth, what's easy as opposed to the difficult work of mining out these 
truths and speaking them. Sometimes I'm afraid to do it. Sometimes 
I'm afraid for what other colleagues will think of me. Our own fear, 
maybe our own apathy, and maybe even some old-fashioned laziness 
(probably not in this room), will keep us from doing the hard work of 
the pursuit of truth and the ensuing praise that it calls for. In short, we 
need to address sloth on those three levels: in the world, in our stu-
dents, and in our own lives. 

I'm going to finish off with four somewhat practical things that I 
think will help us keep our eye on that ball in this task. First, we need 
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to practice piety without pietism. I imagine that this crowd probably 
has the anti-pietistic mindset down. We are likely dismayed by the 
anti-intellectualism in the evangelical church. We are completely put 
off by the idea that the only good in the Christian life is in the afterlife, 
and we are concerned that so many believers think that scholarship 
and writing and law practice have no place in this world and can have 
no redeeming value in this world. I think this crowd probably gets that. 
We wouldn't be lawyers and law professors unless we thought God 
had something going right now in the law that we wanted to be a part 
of. 

However, at least in my own life, anti-pietism has become impi-
ous. I know that I need to work on being truly pious without being 
pietistic. I need to worship God. I need to be devoted to Him. I need to 
understand how my work is actually praise and worship of my God, 
returning glory back to Him, recognizing things that are rooted in the 
very nature of things that he is trying to do, to love other people, 
spending time in His word, participating in the rituals of the church, 
spending time with other believers in fellowship. I need to continue to 
fight against the anti-intellectualism of the church, to fight against this 
sort of pie-in-the-sky, "it'll only be better when we die, life is horrible 
here, we're going to hell in a hand basket" attitude. We need to get rid 
of that, but we also need to hold onto our piety, to our devotion, to our 
worship, to our prayer. I don't think we pray enough as scholars. 
That's number one. 

Second, I think we need to engage in prophetic speech without ar-
rogance. That's a problem. To be prophetic is to say, I know. "I know 
that there is a right and wrong. I know there is a truth that is different 
than falsehood. I know that there is something beautiful that is differ-
ent than ugliness. I know there is something good that is different from 
bad, and I know I can discover it even in law and in law practice and 
scholarship." To say that is one thing, but to say, "I know it for sure. I 
know it ultimately," is another thing. There are some things we can 
know ultimately, that we can know for sure, but there are some things 
that we need to hold more loosely. There are some ways to communi-
cate that truth, and there are some ways, well, that are arrogant. 

I think the key is to recognize - in our own humility - that we are 
fallen and that our sin affects everything that we do. While we can 
pursue God, and by His Holy Spirit, we can discover and know truth 
and we can know some things absolutely, our own cultural captivity 
sometimes blinds us - our own upbringing, our own culture, our own 
bias. If post-modernism has taught us anything, it is that our situated-
ness influences how we think about the world. That is just a fact, and it 
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should make us humble. It should not make us relativistic, but it 
should remind us to speak out of humility. So we should pursue truth 
in humility, knowing that we can know some things and knowing that 
we can know a lot about a lot of things, but we don't know everything 
about everything - even in our own field of expertise. That is key. We 
need to engage in prophetic speech, preaching what is true and beauti-
ful without being arrogant. 

That overflows into my third point, which is that we must engage 
these diverse communities without capitulating to relativism. In order 
to be involved in the secular scholarly world, in order to engage other 
Christian scholars, in order to engage a student body that may or may 
not include Christians, we face a challenge. We should engage the 
Christopher Hitchens and Richard Posners in the world. They teach us 
tons! We've got to be able to engage those folks. We've got to be able 
to speak their language. We've got to know what they are talking 
about. We've got to be good learners. But we cannot capitulate to the 
relativism that says, "Oh, well, he's got as good of a grip on the truth 
as I do." We need to learn where we can learn, but we need to reject 
falsehood. There are some things that we can know. Not everything is 
equal. Not everything is relative. There is a truth; I'm holding it 
loosely. I'm doing it in humility before God, but not everyone can be 
right about this. So I want to challenge you to engage these communi-
ties winsomely, without capitulating to relativism. 

Finally, as scholars, we need to understand the principle of Sab-
bath (not necessarily the observance of the Sabbath day, though that 
might be helpful to many of us). I know we probably have different 
views on what that is all about, but I think that whatever you think 
about the Sabbath day, you recognize that the Sabbath principle is 
rooted in the creation of the world and therefore is still important. As 
the world still exists, so does the Sabbath principle. I think the crux of 
the Sabbath principle, at least a part of it, is the call to reflect on our 
work, the work of our hands, to stop frequently and to contemplate 
what we are writing, what we are teaching, what God has called us to 
do. 

I'll close with a story from Graham Greene's great novel The 
Power and the Glory. It's the story of a "whiskey priest," the last 
priest in an unnamed state of Mexico. He is on the run from the au-
thorities who have outlawed the church and done away with religion. 
Despite his own sin, despite the fact that he is being pursued by the 
police, that he is being pursued by his own doubts, by his own sinful 
past, he is faithful. He is faithful because he desires to do what God 
has called him to do. Even though he knows he is not perfect, even 
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though the police are trying to kill him, even though he desires to die, 
he remains faithful. He is conflicted over everything, save the fact that 
God has given him the ability to be a priest, and he's the only one left, 
so he simply has to be who he is called to be. 

There's a foil to the whiskey priest hero, and his name is Padre 
Jose. Padre Jose has gotten married and rejected his calling as a priest. 
Because of this rejection, the authorities have allowed him to remain a 
priest in the police state - a priest in name, but without any of its func-
tions. In one of the most poignant scenes of the novel, Padre Jose, by 
mistake, stumbles upon a family in the cemetery burying their five-
year-old daughter. He finds himself face to face with the grandparents 
and the parents-- and this little coffin. They say: "Padre Jose, Padre 
Jose! Say a prayer for us!" They want him to say a prayer for Chris-
tian burial, and he is deeply conflicted. He was a priest once, though 
he is not anymore, and he knows he would get into trouble. Yet, the 
situation calls to him. At that moment, says Greene, Padre Jose "felt 
the wild attraction of doing one's duty." He stretches out his hand to 
make the sign of the cross, but fear grips him and he backs away, say-
ing, "Leave me alone. Leave me alone. I'm just a coward; I'm not a 
priest." They beg him. They plead. Finally, they end up face to face, 
on their knees, grandfather and priest, as the grandfather begs him to 
say a prayer for his granddaughter. Padre Jose runs away, and as the 
scene ends, Greene tells us that Padre Jose knew that he was falling 
into "the unforgivable sin of despair."6 

We feel the wild attraction of doing our duty, the calling to be hu-
man beings in the place where our desires and God's gifts intersect. 
For you, it's in the law. We feel that call to do our duty - not just to 
pursue truth, goodness, and beauty - but to call it what it is by praising 
it and urging others to praise it. When we don't do it, we fall into de-
spair. But our students, the world, our families, and our churches need 
us to follow that call. 

Thank you. 

6 GRAHAM GREENE, THE POWER AND THE GLORY 34-35 (Amereon House 
1940). 
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APPENDIX 

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY* 

Books and Pamphlets 

ST. THOMAS AQUINAS, SUMMA THEOLOGICA Secunda Secundae Partis, 
Question 35 (Fathers of the Eng. Dominican Province trans., Contin-
uum Int'! Publ'g Group 1998) (1274). 

Aquinas explains sloth as that which leads one away from the 
spiritual or divine good. He explains that one can still work 
quite diligently, yet remain slothful if their focus is not on the 
divine good, and this ultimately results in despair. 

Albert W. Alschuler, A Century of Skepticism, in CHRISTIAN 
PERSPECTIVES ON LEGAL THOUGHT 94 (Michael W. McConnell et al. 
eds., 2001). 

Alschuler describes the legal realist theory of the law begin-
ning with Justice Holmes. He then shows how the divorce of 
legal thought from a sense of ultimate morality or truth im-
pacted legal philosophy and resulted in the inevitable collapse 
of reasoning, faith and emotion. 

CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS, GOD Is NOT GREAT: How RELIGION POISONS 
EVERYTHING (2007). 

Hitchens discusses his views on religion and tries to demon-
strate that religion is man-made and murderous, originating in 
fear and sustained by force. He argues that because of the 
wrong focus, truth is not central to the discussion. 

C. S. LEWIS, A Word About Praising, in REFLECTIONS ON THE PSALMS 
(Fount 1998) (1948). 

Lewis describes how humans cannot help but exclaim at a 
something found to be wonderful or beautiful. Once the excla-
mation is over, the experience is generally focused on with 
praise. Although this proposition is given with regard to the 
Psalms, it is directly applicable to everyday life. As one dis-
covers truth and the beauty found in truth, they cannot help but 
to exclaim and that exclamation then becomes praise. 

This Annotated Bibliography was compiled by the editorial staff of the 
Regent Journal oflnternational Law. 
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FRANCIS SCHAEFFER, A CHRISTIAN MANIFESTO 19, 46 (Crossway 
Books 2005) (1981). 

Schaeffer describes how Christians have neglected intellectual-
ism. He then urges Christians to show that Christianity is the 
total Truth. 

GRAHAM GREENE, THE POWER AND THE GLORY (Penguin Classics 
1990) (1940). 

Greene's story of the unnamed "whiskey priest," the last faithful 
priest in Mexico, examines the nature of the call of God on flawed 
human beings. Despite his personal failings and oppressive trials, 
the whiskey priest continues to hold fast to calling in one of the 
most compelling works of fiction this century. 

RICHARD HOFSTADTER, ANTI-INTELLECTUALISM IN AMERICAN LIFE 56 
(1966). 

Hofstadter describes how anti-intellectualism runs through the 
history and culture of America. He dissects it, going through its 
history and origin in the United States, and shows its impact in 
education, politics, and business. According to Hofstadter, one 
origin of anti-intellectualism is the church. 

JOSEF PIEPER, LEISURE, THE BASIS OF CULTURE (1948) 
Pieper calls leisure "a condition of the soul," rooted in the pursuit 
of the embrace of our image-bearing nature. 

RICHARD A. POSNER, LAW, PRAGMATISM AND DEMOCRACY (2003). 
Posner expounds on pragmatism in the political and legal are-
nas, focusing specifically on fallibility and realism. 

RICHARD A. POSNER, THE PROBLEMATICS OF MORAL AND LEGAL 
THEORY (2002). 

Posner clearly articulates his views on morals and his belief in 
relativism. He claims that morals should grow out of the cul-
ture of the time and not out of a universal source of moral val-
ues. 


