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We’re excited to be taking the 
reins for the Gadfly, and we’re 

eager to continue its tradition of 
supporting sustained, thoughtful 
inquiry at the College. We’d 
like to invite all members of the 
community—students, sta!, faculty, 
and administration—to submit.

This issue focuses on those new to 
our community. Woven throughout 
are bits of advice solicited from  the 
Polity via Facebook. (Disclaimer: 
The persons pictured did not supply 
the attached quotes.) We hope the 
words for newcomers will not only 
serve those who have just arrived, 
but every Johnnie-in-development.

In this vein, we asked President 
Nelson to share some wisdom. He 
o!ers here an eloquent reminder of 
our College’s unique history.

Best wishes in the coming year.  
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St. John’s College this year celebrates the 75th anniversary of its New Program, 
once called the seedbed of the American revolution in liberal education. As 

the perilous times that gave birth to the Program resonate with uncomfortable 
familiarity in the wider world today, I thought I might remind us of a slice of our 
Origin Story.

This 1937 program of instruction was largely the brainchild of Scott Buchanan 
and Stringfellow Barr, who became dean and president of the College, respectively. 
The Program was developed between 1934 and 1937 by a series of committees at the 
universities of Virginia and Chicago, on which these two men sat, aided by illuminati 
such as Mortimer Adler, Mark Van Doren, Robert Maynard Hutchins, and Richard 
McKeon. Alexander Meikeljohn and John Erskine expressed encouragement and 
support, and gave much-needed credibility to the e!ort to re-found this little college 
in Annapolis.

When the program of instruction devised by the Chicago Committee on Liberal 
Education found no home at the University of Chicago, Virginia, or Columbia, it 
became a curriculum in search of a college—a curriculum which soon came to the 
attention of the trustees of St. John’s College, an institution in deep financial trouble. 
Buchanan saw the “low condition of [the college as] an opportunity to do something 
in liberal education... [Its] condition looked like a ‘call’ in the Presbyterian sense” 
(Charles Nelson, Radical Visions). And so Barr and Buchanan moved to Annapolis 
and undertook the reshaping of the College.

In a November, 1937 address on WFBR Baltimore radio, Barr explained what the 
Program was not, as a sharper way to describe what he and Buchanan were actually 
undertaking:

• The Program “is not a mere list of books, a sort of five-foot shelf.” It is brought 
to life through conversation in small classes, lectures, demonstrations, and 
experiments.

• The Program “is not for poor little rich boys, who won’t have to earn their living 
later. It was designed to liberate the minds of boys who will probably have to 
face the economic responsibilities of a breadwinner but who will certainly 
have to face the responsibilities of citizenship, of friendship, of making moral 
decisions....The bankruptcy of American liberal colleges is contained in the 
assumption that, if we did develop a young man’s intellect, if we schooled 
him to think clearly, to write forcefully, to grasp problems quickly, he would 
promptly starve. This is nonsense.”

•  As for the books, they “were not written for geniuses, though they were written 
by geniuses. If any geniuses come to St. John’s, they will find the books worth 
reading. But so will those who merely have good sense. The educational policy 
of American colleges has tended increasingly to protect the minds of their 
students from the really great minds of the past….[And] remember that [even] 
mediocre boys get more from good reading than from bad reading.”

• The Program is “not an interesting experiment in progressive education. 
St. John’s is not trying out liberal education to see if it is a good thing.” The 
Founders of our Republic “knew it was a good thing—nay, a necessary thing—if 
free men were to remain free.”

• The Program “does not turn away from contemporary America to the dead past 
of Europe. It turns to the past to discover the living tradition without which 
the contemporary world is unintelligible” (Charles Nelson, Stringfellow Barr, A 
Centennial Appreciation of His Life and Work).

From there, the College quickly abolished intercollegiate athletics and fraternities. 
It became the first historically white college south of the Mason-Dixon Line to admit 
African American students in the late 1940s, and it admitted women in 1951. In 
1964, it established a second campus in Santa Fe, and three years later the Graduate 
Institute opened. Its Master of Arts in Liberal Arts degree is now available on both 
campuses, and a Master’s Program in Eastern Classics has been available in Santa 
Fe since the 1990s. Over the years, the Program has undergone steady revision and 
periodic change in emphasis.

Yet despite its many changes, the College remains, in its most elemental sense, 
every bit what Barr said it was in 1937. It remains today a calling for all those who 
embark on its challenges, as it did for Barr, Buchanan, and their first class of liberal 
artists 75 years ago. !
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Founded in 1980, the Gadfly is the stu-
dent newsmagazine distributed to over 
600 students, faculty, and sta! of the An-
napolis campus.
Opinions expressed within are the sole 
responsibility of the author(s). The Gad-
fly reserves the right to accept, reject, 
and edit submissions in any way neces-
sary to publish a professional, informa-
tive, and thought-provoking newsmaga-
zine.
The Gadfly is not obligated to publish all 
submissions except under special cir-
cumstances.
The Gadfly meets every Sunday at 7 PM 
in Room 109 on the first lower level of 
the Barr-Buchanan Center.
Articles should be submitted by Friday 
at 11:59 PM to sjca.gadfly@gmail.com.

President Christopher B. Nelson SF’70
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A whole new kind of journey awaits 
you here, but your wandering is 

over: You have found your Ithaca. 
Throughout high school, you have 
sought a college of like-minded peo-
ple, gentle souls, cohorts in the liberal 

arts, seekers of beauty, and lovers of 
truth. You have resisted the 
standardized tests, and your 

spirits have kept loftier goals 
than the one-school-fits-all mod-

el of the Lotus-Eaters. Perhaps some of 
you have escaped the parental winds 

of Poseidon, and sailed past the Siren song of so many other 
worthy institutions of higher learning. You have navigated the 
twin dangers of Scylla and Charybdis and successfully earned 
your admission to St. John’s and (in many cases) procured fi-
nancial aid. Some of you will wander yet, but for many of you, 
this will be home for the next four years. Let the Admissions 
O!ce be the first to say: Welcome home.

You have all passed through our o!ce. Some of you have 
passed silently and stealthily, like shadows in the night, while 
others among you relied upon our advice and experience to 
navigate the wine-dark seas. However, we exist neither to 
threaten nor coddle those interested in the College. Instead, 
like Eumaeus, we welcome the strangers who wash up on our 
shores, greet them, house and feed them, and show them the 
lay of the land. We inform them of the state and condition of 
our community. And here is where my metaphor crumbles. 
Instead of showing them a raucous, drunken, and disrespect-
ful community of suitors, clamoring for the attentions of a 
wedded woman, we show them a community of settled sea-
farers—men and women who have given up their geographic 
search for a home, and begun a metaphysical search for truth 

and wisdom. 
Class of 2016, you are now a part of this community, and I 

urge you to take time out of your schedule and give the gift of 
hospitality to the strangers who will soon begin to flood our 
haven. On September 3, the Admissions O!ce will begin to 
tour prospective students and their families, and allow them 
to observe tutorials. On September 17, our overnight program 
will begin, and the prospective students will spend 24 hours 
on campus observing classes, eating and sleeping, and ulti-
mately trying to discern whether or not St. John’s is the col-
lege for them. While the Admissions O!ce employs students 
to guide these prospective students, and help maintain their 
well-being and safety, it is the Polity as a whole which, for bet-
ter or worse, will leave a lasting impression. 

I encourage you to extend yourself to these visitors—take 
the extra time to show them the planetarium, or take them to 
your favorite spot on campus. Show them the axolotls. Sit and 
talk with them on the Quad. Take a meal with them. Ask them 
who they are and where they’re from. Find out what compels 
them to St. John’s. Remember that you too were once as they 
are—caught up in the college admissions process, striving to 
achieve, struggling with mixed feelings about leaving high 
school, full of knowledge and self-importance, whole-heart-
edly seeking a college community to which you could belong. 
I challenge you to keep the beauty of St. John’s fresh for your-
self by participating in the hospitality so dear to Zeus. I chal-
lenge you to share your odyssey.

Sincerely,
Admissions O!ce 

If you would like to learn more about volunteering opportunities 
with the Admissions O!ce, please contact Alexandria Hinds at 
Alexandria.Hinds@SJCA.edu or call 410-626-2525.
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Welcome to (or back to) St. John’s! I hope your 
summers were productive yet restful. The cam-

pus wasn’t the same without you. To those of you who 
are new here, please feel free to ask around if you have a 
question about anything. I think you will find that this is a 
place where people are happy to get to know you.

You are all here to read books that you haven’t read or 
haven’t read here before, to discuss and probe them with 
a new set of classes, and to learn. Whatever else learn-
ing means, it certainly implies change. If this or any other 
change produces di!culty in some way, please meet with 
one or more of the many people on campus who are here 
to help students. Ms. Waters and I in the Assistant Dean’s 
o!ce are here for you, as are your tutors, the counselors, 
Public Safety o!cers, the RAs and Senior Residents, and 
your fellow students.

I wish for you all a successful semester.

Sincerely,
Suzy Paalman
Assistant Dean  
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Dear Freshmen,
Welcome to St. John’s College, Annapolis. You are one 

lucky bunch. But you are also super-ignorant, on account of 
your freshman status and the fact that as an upperclassman, 
I can say things like that. (“Pay him no heed!” squawk the 
seniors. “Upperclassmen are as ignorant as you are!”) To that 
parenthetical, I say: Shut up, seniors, you’re ruining my word 
count.

Intrusive seniors aside, it is an age-old tradition (read: 
second year in a row this has been done) to write for freshmen 
an article on Johnnie etiquette, so that we may enter your 
booger-picking, dog-ear creasing, out-of-tune singing selves 
into the vast, engaging intellectual fray that is the St. John’s 
Polity. Here are some suggestions that I have personally found 
to be helpful and that save everybody lots of time and 
frustration:
• When you schedule to meet with a 
tutor at the Co!ee Shop, find a table 
in the middle of the Co!ee Shop. If 
those tables are all taken, continue to 
walk to the other side and simply wait. 
Don’t get up from your seat to see if your 
tutor has arrived yet. They’re very likely 
getting co!ee or getting out of a class a 
bit late. There is one exception to this 
warning, though: If you are easily distracted by people 
walking in, ask to move to a corner of the Co!ee Shop when 
you meet. Speaking of which:
• Don’t interrupt a conversation between a tutor and a 
student. No, I’m serious. Your tutor, no matter how much s/
he loves you, has specifically set aside time with that student to 
discuss class, the books, and life in general. You will want that 
same uninhibited attention and respect. Many of us, in such 
conversations, will not even make eye contact with you, no 
matter how close we are. Being with tutors is that important 
to the St. John’s experience.
• Always say hi to your Tutors. Freshmen, sometime in your 
four years here, you will meet Mr. Page. Mr. Page wrote an 
article a while ago about always saying hi to your tutors when 
you see them. I recommend you obey his request, lest he shred 
your soul to ribbons with those dominating eyes. Also it’s a 
nice thing to do.
• Don’t stare into the Fish Bowl for more than three 
seconds as you walk by. And while you’re at it, keep quiet. 

This article is hard to write with all of your whining about 
Greek. Oh yeah, BTW:
• Don’t whine about Greek. Greek is hard, partly because 
it’s not a Romance language and partly because the Greeks 
are just insane. We’re all going through it; hearing about how 
hard it is gets old to everyone the very first time you say it. Yes, 
Herodotus is hard as *&$@, and you’ll be slamming your face 
into your lexicon by the time you hit the Republic, but that’s 
part of the experience. You’ll be fine. Really.
• If you see someone approaching from a distance, don’t 
hold the door open; press the “Handicap” button. I 
understand the use of the handicap button at each door, and 
think it should be used for its intended purpose, of course. 
However, it seems to me that its ability to leave the door open 
for longer periods of time (and that it opens automatically) 

lends itself to use as a thoughtful gesture.
• Do NOT take the ketchup/mustard/

sriracha/etc. to your table; put on 
your damned condiments at the 
condiment table. This piece of advice 
was spearheaded by a Sophomore last 
year by the name of Mr. Hope, who 

made very clear his disdain for all people 
who even thought to leave the condiment 
table without any condiments. Love the 

condiments. Respect their home.
• Dress nicely for seminar. There’s a simple reason for 
this: We treat seminar di!erently. It is the only class held 
in the evenings, and it is the center of the curriculum here. 
Therefore, we need to elevate our presence in a way that’s 
more than just calling our peers by their last names: we need 
to look the part, also. And it makes a huge di!erence in the 
atmosphere, I promise you.
• Hug Terence Washington. If you can’t hug him at least 
twice a day, you are a useless sack of water.

Most importantly, we upperclassmen are absolutely 
responsible for making sure that freshmen are given the best 
impression of the school and the kind of atmosphere conducive 
to the learning we have all dreamt of experiencing. Do not 
ever hesitate to ask any of us questions, about the Program or 
anything else. Don’t even worry about introducing yourself to 
us. We don’t bite. As you will soon find, we are as lost as you 
are, and we look forward to the journey towards some kind of 
enlightenment. Welcome to St. John’s College. !
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Robert Malka A’15

Seminar cannot be won.
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My sister Bonnie and I are only one year apart, but she was 
much taller than I was for most of our childhood.  Her 

size and stature as the eldest sibling meant that I followed her 
lead in most things.  I wanted to go to kindergarten because 
Bonnie went to kindergarten.  I wanted to read books because 
Bonnie read books.  She protected me from neighborhood bul-
lies and gave me tissues for my runny nose.  Observing Bonnie 
and copying how she did things is how I faced most childhood 
challenges. 

At times I resisted her directives. We’d fight, but eventually 
I’d give in to her way because I was no match for her supe-
rior powers of argumentation.  A good example of this was the 
piggy bank incident. 

We were both given plastic piggy banks.  I was a more dili-
gent saver than Bonnie, so I accumulated an enviable amount 
of change.  One day Bonnie said, “Jerry, if we take all the money 
in your piggy bank and put it in my piggy bank, we’ll have a lot 
more money!”  Dazzled by her logic, I spent an entire morn-
ing extracting the coins with a butter knife from my piggy 
bank; coins which Bonnie immediately deposited into her 
bank.  How excited I was to shake Bonnie’s piggy bank, to feel 
its massive weight and hear the deep, full-bodied resonance of 
our combined fortunes. 

Days later, when I encountered the soulless shell of what 
was my piggy bank and realized I had no money, I became out-
raged and went to Bonnie demanding my money back.  But it 
was too late.  She had already spent the entire sum on a ceramic 
ash tray—a gift for our dear mother for Mother’s Day.  Bonnie 
was shrewd, but she was also generous.  Giving, not taking, was 
her ultimate goal.  Weeks before, she had noticed the ash tray 
in the window of a beauty parlor near our house and devised 
her plan to procure it.  That plan happened to require the con-
tents of my piggy bank. 

As Bonnie explained her motives, I was bewildered.  This 
was the first time it ever occurred to me that I could or should 
do anything sacrificial for my mother, who was there, it seemed 
to me, to do things for me.  But it wasn’t the first time this idea 
occurred to Bonnie.  She was always thinking about others 
with kindness.  True, she tricked me out of my savings, but 
Bonnie was a noble trickster.  I marvel now at how consider-
ate a person she was at age six.  How fortunate I was to have 
her example, then and now, for how to live generously in the 
world. 

Growing up with Bonnie taught me to be suspicious of my 
initial reactions, because they often misled me about the high-
er benefits of a situation.  I wanted to stay mad at Bonnie for 
filching my cash, but I couldn’t hold a grudge when I saw how 
touched my mother was with her present.  “It’s from me and 
Jerry,” Bonnie was quick to explain.  No, I couldn’t stay mad 
at Bonnie. 

Living generously in the world is a fruit of the well-exam-
ined life.  It’s a life lived deliberately in service of others: of-
fering gifts instead of demanding payment.  In our society of 
conspicuous consumption, it would be normal to approach the 

college experience with a consumer mentality.  One could eas-
ily think that since it costs a lot of money to attend St. John’s 
College, the primary purpose of the College is to do things for 
me.  But here a student discovers this is an authentic commu-
nity that requires a cooperative, generous response to enjoy its 
most profound benefits.  The education here is not merely a 
commodity to be consumed.  We are here to contribute some-
thing as well, which, in my mind, involves thinking generously 
like Bonnie. 

What does it mean to live generously in class, in the dining 
hall, in the co!ee shop, at parties, at the gym?  It means at least 
thinking ahead: what good is needed in this situation?  It means 
looking at others’ weaknesses with kindness, not contempt.  It 
takes patience and a measure of faith to persevere with your 
contribution when the benefits are unclear. 

It doesn’t mean your contribution has to be spectacular.  The 
ceramic ash tray Bonnie purchased was not technically beauti-
ful.  But it originated from a place of love and sacrificial giving, 
and that made it valuable as gold.  If you participate in class 
with this spirit instead of a competitive one, it’s quite possible 
an agreeable sweetness will enter your inner life and you too 
won’t be able to stay mad at anyone for very long. 

The St. John’s Program is also a noble trickster.  Its demo-
cratic process invites you to contribute to the larger good, as-
serting it is profitable for you to do so.  Still, you may become 
discontent when the benefits of your e!orts are not immedi-
ately apparent.  You may become disgruntled with the authors, 
or with the tutors, or even irritated by insincerity you perceive 
in your classmates. 

But then the higher benefits materialize in unforeseen ways.  
Beautiful ideas emerge where you thought there were none.  
The unassuming person in class imparts the penetrating in-
sight.  Your frustration with this (at times laborious) process 
subsides.  You get excited and you learn to become suspicious 
of your misleading initial reactions.  Life changes a little.  You 
are forming a relationship with the Program, to which you can 
say, “I can’t stay mad at you.” !
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Jerry Januszewski Counselor

If you’re quiet, learn to 
express. If you’re a talker, 
learn to listen.



WHY IS IT SO HARD TO 
WRITE A NON CREEPY EMAIL 
TO A COMPLETE STRANGER

Is there an established tradition of 
celebrating pi day at the college, or is 
this my chance to make a mark?

Where’s everyone from? 
— at Disneyland.

Also, I realize that we are all super literate 
and respectful of literature and all it has to 
o!er, but did anyone else get the sudden 
urge to stab themselves in the face whilst 
reading book 2 of the Illiad?

So is fishing allowed on the creek by 
campus?

If I had a dog, I would name it Synec-
doche, so I could tell it, “Synecdoche, 
get your ass over here!”

This sounds weird, but i was just think-
ing about this for some reason. How 
tall are you guys?
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Just bought a WONDERFUL book by 
Jorge Luis Borges “Collected Fictions”, 
hardback. I’m freaking out! :O

!
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! !
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Who here is *serious* about 
Super Smash Brothers?

- Any of you ever read Ulysses (the 
Joyce one, I mean)?
- Wait. I thought Joyce was a woman?

I suggest Xanax.

Let’s just get this out of the way, too: I 
am not a hard worker.

Super random inquiry: how are the ba-
gels in Annapolis? Being a Jewish new 
Yorker, I like to live up to my stereotype.

!

!

!

!
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Think about St. John’s. Think about 

your classes, about your tutors, think about the way 
we do what we do. Ask why, and ask often. Ask your peers, ask 

your tutors, ask yourself....Reserve judgment, squash self-congratulation. 
Temper your romantic convictions and bolster your engagement with each 

other and the texts by keeping your eyes open. Keep in mind that sometimes 
the terms of an argument are obscured—pay attention to unspoken assumptions. 

‘Liberal arts against the world’ is no way to study at St. John’s. Love St. John’s, un-
derstand why it’s great, and welcome the wonder that its program inspires, but 

never let that keep you from thinking fairly, thinking modestly, and thinking 
critically. There’s a time to Believe the Hype and a time to raise an 

eyebrow. Know the di!erence. Enjoy yourself.

Don’t be 
afraid to be honest! It’s very 

challenging to throw one’s opinion out there, 
and so many times it can feel like you’re ‘sending sig-

nals into the aether,’ but you just gotta do it. And you’ll feel 
like you’re horrible at it, but you’ll get better. Don’t expect to 

come to SJC and immediately be as competent (and that every-
one else is) as your hopes have been. This is school; it’s learning, 

which can be grueling sometimes, but mostly exhilarating. 
That said, take the time, as freshman year develops, to start 

noticing your limits, and do lots of self-care. The 
Program is very personal and emotionally 

draining.

The books 
won’t begin to speak to you until 

you have others to speak with. Become an 
authentic part of the Johnnie community by playing 

sports, doing study groups, writing for a publication, going 
to SCI seminars, and socializing with upperclassmen and 

your own class. I’m serious about the last one: build 
relationships with your own class. Get to know 

everyone, because you can.

Planning 
for what to do after St. John’s 

is somewhat di"cult and mysterious. Take it 
seriously, but don’t let it distract too much from your 

learning here. You should know that it’s not really true that you 
can do whatever you want after graduating, unless you reinforce 
the degree with specific, extra-program classes and/or relevant 

experiences. You will likely have to do some catching up in order 
to go into specialties like medicine or the sciences. Talk with 

alumni in order to get an idea of what they had to do to 
get where you want to go. They are glad to share 

their experiences and give advice!



When this piece goes to print, the sophomore class will 
have already had two seminars on the Book of Genesis. 

They may already be sensing that this “book” they have be-
gun, the Bible (from the Greek, ta biblia, “the books”—note the 
plural), is a di!erent beast than the plays, dialogues, treatises, 
epics, and histories of the freshman year. I submit that it is 
unique among the works we read at the College, not only in 
its historical impact and influence on our daily modern lives 
(both possibly true; and it’s the all-time best-seller), but in its 
multiplicity.

The Bible, as Paul says of himself in 1 Corinthians, is all 
things to all people—or nearly so. Depending on who you are 
and what you believe, the Bible might be:

a) A single work divided into two testaments, Old and New, 
that constitutes revealed truth;

b) A collection of three di!erent sorts of holy works (Torah, 
Nevi’im, and Ketuvim, or the Teaching, the Prophets, and 
the Writings ), plus an additional collection of works (the 
New Testament) whose nature and aim is unrelated; or

c) A compilation of many types of writings—literature, law, 
history, myth, philosophy, ethics—spanning ages, written 
by many authors, and compiled according to various ca-
nonical traditions.

Even this is an oversimplification: the canons vary not just 
between Christianity and Judaism but 
also according to denomination. This 
leaves aside, too, important questions 
about what manuscripts are followed by 
di!erent editions and translations.

In a St. John’s seminar, we are in the 
rare position of encountering the Bible 
without any clear guidance on how to 
treat it. Seminar is neither church nor 
synagogue, neither Bible study (implic-
itly devout) nor Bible as literature class 
(implicitly agnostic). One more compli-
cation: the authors of these texts are largely unknown, merely 
hypothesized, or a matter of mythic tradition (e.g., King David 
as the author of the Psalms, King Solomon as the author of 
Proverbs and Song of Songs), and the identity and number of 
the editors throughout the ages who assembled these texts is 
generally unavailable to us. While one of the underlying pro-
to-questions of a discussion of the Meno is, “What does Pla-
to mean?”, the question, “What does the author of the Bible 

mean?” is essentially presumptuous. What, then, is the Bible 
to a St. John’s student, and how one ought to read and discuss 
it in the context of seminar?

First, it is important to acknowledge the Bible’s multiplic-
ity, in one’s own reading if not explicitly in the conversation, 
and to give due consideration to all the things it might be. For 
believing Christians and Jews there is the opportunity to ex-
amine one’s faith from new angles; for agnostics, atheists, and 
followers of other faiths, there is the chance to ask why one 
might find these words holy and true. 

Next—and this advice will sound foreign to no one at this 
school—question everything. But really! Question hard. These 
texts have long-standing interpretations ingrained deeply in 
most of our minds, e.g., the notions of man’s fall and original 
sin, neither of which is explicit in the first chapters of Genesis. 
Do not rest on these. Note the strange and perhaps unexpect-
ed—God’s use of the plural “us” to refer to Himself in Genesis 
1:26, the casual mention of other apparently existing deities 
in the stories of the Hebrew patriarchs—and ask about them. 

Interrogate the claim that the Bible is a cohesive work, and 
especially interrogate the common notion that for it to be 
cohesive it must ultimately provide a single logical and non-
contradictory worldview. (I humbly submit that St. Thomas 
Aquinas and other thinkers smarter than I recklessly presume 

this.) Entertain the possibility that the 
God of whom the Job poet speaks is not 
the same God who in Genesis creates 
man in His image, and ask what it might 
mean for a monotheistic faith to bear 
in mind two unlike visions of its God. 
Ask what a faith is, and what a religion 
is—and yet, don’t assume that all these 
works are, in fact, about those things as 
modern Americans understand them. 
Ask not just if these accounts of the 
world and humanity and God are true, 

but in what way and for whom they might be true, or what 
truth means in these cases. 

In the end that advice—question everything—is not unique 
to the Bible. But, in my experience, it can be the Bible that 
is hardest to keep in mind, whatever your beliefs. These are 
subtle, strange, fascinating works. Do not do yourself the dis-
service of reading them already sure of what they say—or what 
they are. !

!"#$%&&'$(&&)
A junior re!ects on the di"culties of reading the Bible at St. John’s
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Nathan Goldman A’14

“ Interrogate the claim that the 
Bible is a cohesive work, and 
especially interrogate the 
common notion that for it to 
be cohesive it must ultimate-
ly provide a single logical and 
non-contradictory worldview.
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An Unexamind Art: Investigating the moving image
Chazaq Llinas A’13
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Perhaps as an incoming freshman you have gone on You-
Tube and watched “The St. John’s Story.”  The sopho-

mores can recall seeing an image of a beating heart in fresh-
man lab. Juniors can remember watching the recording of Don 
Giovanni or The Magic Flute to assist in their study of musical 
composition. Or you may have watched a Shakespeare pro-
duction in lieu of your seminar reading. Seniors have seen the 
recording of the interference of waves. This power of record-
ing a moving image has proved to be an invaluable tool of sci-
ence to investigate questions microscopic and galactic. But on 
the basis that all is subject to inquiry, we must ask ourselves, 
what are these flickering images? Do they reveal the truth? Or 
do they obscure it?

None of these examples above, though, are your first en-
counter with the moving image. For the past half-century, 
the moving image has dominated as the primary form of mass 
communication. And cinema has prevailed as the supreme art 
of the century. One cannot deny the im-
mense power the cinematic arts have 
had on men. The premiere of D.W. 
Gri(th’s Civil War epic Birth of a Na-
tion was met with riots in protest of 
the film and a murder in Indiana.  The 
Russian Eisenstein’s Battleship Po-
temkin moved Nazi propaganda 
minister Joseph Goebbels to 
call it “a marvelous film without 
equal in the cinema....Anyone 
who had no firm political convic-
tion could become a Bolshevik after 
seeing the film.” The tragic incident in 
Colorado this summer only reinforces the 
pressing concern that we must question the moving image and 
its ultimate form: the motion picture.

A film is simply a sequence of images. The cinematic arts 
culminated in its recognizable form as the motion picture in 
the early 20th century. The motion picture brought together 
all prior artistic and scientific development. Film needed the 
advancements and understanding of the mechanical, electri-
cal, optical, and chemical sciences. The juniors reads the in-
vestigation of physics and light by Christiaan Huygens, who 
also invented the Magic Lantern, a predecessor of the projec-
tor. As Scott Buchanan describes the cinematic laboratory in 
his paper “In Search of a Liberal College,” “their laboratories 
would present an encyclopedia of modern empirical science.” 
What was to be cinema’s content? Thankfully, we have had 
over 2000 years of the development of the dramatic arts, with 
a readily accessible  army of actors to perform from scripts. 
The cinematic arts have been able to combine all the forms 
of artistic beauty that came before: the visual beauty of paint-
ing, musical beauty, kinetic beauty, and the intellectual beauty 
of dialogue. The result is not some Frankenstein whose mis-
matched parts are hastily sewn together. Rather, each part il-
luminates the other, resulting in a whole and complete film.

The cinematic arts have proven to be the most powerful 
of the century, and perhaps of the modern age. The budgets 
of motion pictures resemble the budgets of small countries, 
global saturation has produced audiences the size of those 
same countries’ populations, and film stars have even become 
political leaders. “The motion picture theatre is the theatre of 

democracy and the motion picture is [democracy’s] most pop-
ular poetry,” says Mortimer Adler in Art and Prudence. But due 
to this popularity, and in spite of the democratic soul’s disgust 
of censorship, the cinematic arts are systemically censored, by 
self-censorship, pressure from production companies, and the 
MPAA. Why do we permit this censorship?

The cinematic art is a cumulative art that has built its own 
form. Cinema is a form of communication, and it has its own 
grammar. There are two simple question one can ask oneself 
at any point in a film: What am I seeing? and What have I seen 
prior to this image? These two simple questions draw attention 
to the two basic units of film: the mise-en-scène and the mon-
tage. Simply put, the mise-en-scène is what is in the frame—
the image itself—perhaps a close-up of a human face, light, 

composition; while the montage is a sequence 
of images. The Russians were perhaps the 

first to understand the emotional 
power of the montage. Consid-
er the Odessa Steps massacre 
scene from Potemkin: a shot of 
distressed sailors, cut to a shot 
of rotting meat crawling with 
maggots, cut to a condescend-
ing doctor, cut back to sailors. 
The symbolic and emotional 

power attaches us to the sail-
ors and suggests the rotting 
meat as a symbol for sailors’ 
struggle. We present this as a 

simple example of the kind of 
analysis that can be applied to film. 

The image has a power of its own and 
a power derived from its context.  

The St. John’s Film Society invites you to our ongoing in-
vestigation of the motion picture with our screening of Orson 
Welles’ masterpiece Citizen Kane. The SJFS will be working 
alongside the rest of the polity to assist in the examination 
of the motion picture. Please feel free to contact either co-
archon Emily Ezell (emily.ezell@sjca.edu) or myself, Chazaq 
Llinas (chazaq.llinas@sjca.edu) with film requests, questions, 
or opinions. Come out on Saturday at 7 pm. There will be free 
popcorn! !



On Wednesday evening, the freshmen met with the Instruction Committee. There, they raised questions, concerns, and 
criticisms they might have about the Program, as they were expected and encouraged to do. Perhaps some freshmen 

were surprised at the answers given: sometimes the tutors disagreed. Sometimes questions were met with great perplexity. 
The I.C. never o!ered a simple, monolithic, or quick response to a thoughtful question. 

It is important that we learn to submit to the curriculum and to trust it; to have faith that our labors will ultimately yield 
fruit, even if, at times, it can seem like meaningless toil. But this does not mean that we should accept it blindly. There is 
room for disagreement. It is not infallible or sacred. Our doubts and questions about the Program can reveal its flaws and 
weaknesses. 

More often, however, our questions uncover hidden wisdom. To the musically untrained, freshman chorus can seem 
like a waste of time at best and torture at worst. A little patience and an open mind can prove this wrong. An S.C.I. forum 
on freshman chorus can help you see why a little patience is a good idea. If you have questions about why we do things 
the way we do, we want to encourage your spirit of inquiry, and encourage you to attend weekly S.C.I. forums. They are on 
Thursdays during lunch in the Private Dining Room. We talk about everything from freshman math to senior lab to grades 
and Don Rags. If the discussion confirms a real flaw in the way things are, we pass our suggestions on to the Instruction 
Committee, who listen to us seriously. Sometimes the discussion just helps us appreciate how carefully our curriculum is 
planned. 

Perhaps even more importantly, the S.C.I. also hosts a series of extra-curricular seminars: most famously, Shakespeare in 
the Fall, Women in the Winter, and Plato in the Springtime. Everyone is welcome to these. Imitation is a fine way to learn, 
so if you ever want to see how an upperclassman behaves in seminar, come to one or all of them. 

We look forward to seeing you this year!

Maura McCluskey, A’13 (co-chair)
Laura Cleveland, A’14 (co-chair)
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19 and counting, XIX
looks better in my mind’s eye than on paper
Better on bare skin than in my thoughts.
Now that’s a thought, and what does it all mean
The numerals not the notion. A day, a year,
more than anything a symbol of mortality - 
or the idea of immortality. Scratched
again and again into paper - now transferred
onto human pavement. The spirit cracks after 
the concrete.

I see mountains, but that’s not where I was.
I read a book, but that wasn’t that day.
I met a girl, but the year was already gone.
I like the look of it - of things.

Back to the notion, forget the numerals.
The human canvas is suitable for many things:
why straight line in stark contrast?
Simplicity laughing at man’s complexities?
Self-defacement in an age of bodily decadence?
What temple without adornment? What priest without robes?
Meaning? Aesthetics. Significance? Incommunicable.
So why bother? What drives … ?
My answer? Stencil your mind on your hide
and see if anyone else thinks they understand.
Listen, learn, dismiss all pretenders to your throne.

! Connor Callahan, A’14

T"# G$%&'(10



Politicians say stupid things, but Joe Biden has made a 
career out of it. In September 2008 the Democratic vice 

presidnetial selection asked wheelchair-bound Missouri 
state senator Chuck Graham to stand up. Ten days later he re-
marked that “When the stock market crashed, Franklin Roos-
evelt got on television….” Fear not. Three and a half years in 
the White House has made him no less colorful. He recently 
told an audience that he has “known eight presidents, three of 
them intimately,” which helps to explain how he could know 
“the president has a big stick. I promise you,” as he told anoth-
er crowd in April. What is the number-one problem facing the 
middle class, according to Mr. Biden? “A 
three-letter word: jobs. J-O-B-S, jobs.” As 
essayist Joseph Epstein comments, “He’s a 
fun guy, our vice president.”

But none compares to the recent zinger 
in which America’s second-in-command 
told a mostly black audience in Danville, 
Virginia, that Republicans want to “put 
y’all back in chains”—replete with mock Southern accent.

Say what you want about the Republican party, it’s light on 
plantation owners. But that cannot stop the man “a heartbeat 
from the Oval O!ce” from declaring that his political opposi-
tion wants to repeal the Civil War. If memory serves, Republi-
cans happened to be on the winning side of that fight. But no 
matter. For Mr. Biden it’s always Republican Party Like It’s 
1859. Luckily, as he has recalled, after the first shots at Sumter, 
President Jackson got on YouTube…

It’s easy to make fun of Joe Biden. Perhaps it’s the hair 
plugs. But, consequently, it’s often hard to take him seriously. 
And in an election like this one, seriousness is crucial. Our 
problems are serious: 43 straight months of 8 percent unem-
ployment; $16 trillion of debt, much bought up by our fiercest 
economic competitor across the Pacific; Iran accelerating and 
fortifying its nuclear program.

But rather than broach these issues, the vice president 
takes to the stump to alert the nation’s blacks to their inevi-
table re-shackling, should enough bigots in this country vote 
(R) in November. It’s not the silly season, which rolls around 
in every election cycle; it’s the downright absurd season.

And it’s not just the vice president, with his vaguely endear-
ing air of senility. The president’s campaign has accused Mitt 
Romney of vampirism, animal cruelty, and felony tax evasion, 
and when a pro-Obama super PAC ran an ad accusing Rom-
ney of killing a woman, the president refused to condemn it.

We can drone on about the polarization of American poli-
tics, but in the grand scheme, it’s nothing particularly new. 

And it’s not necessarily the problem. The problem is the 
smallness of the rhetoric in the face of big problems. The In-
ternational Monetary Fund projects that China will become 
the world’s dominant economic power by 2016. But our sil-
ver-medal blues will be short-lived. The nonpartisan Con-
gressional Budget O!ce predicts that the American economy 
will shut down by 2027. Meanwhile, the president’s campaign 
is outraged that the Romney family took a vacation with their 
Irish setter in a dog carrier on the car roof—in 1983.

It’s the small season. But Americans don’t trade in small—
or, at least, they did not used to. America remains the only 

country successfully founded on ideas, and the 
ideas expressed in the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, the Constitution, the Gettysburg Address, 
&c., are big, muscular, vigorous. But over the past 
50 years—and perhaps never more intently than 
during this administration—those ideas have been 
enervated by government largesse and feel-good 
philosophies that happily trade o" the challenges 

of freedom for the ease of state-provided comfort.
A nation of withered freedoms is not conducive to the lib-

eral artist. St. John’s’ ubiquitous  “New Program Logo” reads, 
Facio liberos ex liberis libris libraque: “I make free men of chil-
dren with books and a balance.” A liberal arts education is a 
continued e"ort to become liberal, that is, liberated. Free.

Political rhetoric that seeks to obscure and hoodwink, that 
seeks to divert attention from true crises to concocted delin-
quencies, presumes obsequious minds. When the president 
spends stump speeches mocking Mitt Romney’s treatment 
of his pet, he assumes his audience is foolish enough to be-
lieve this is a crucial issue—not the stagnant economy or the 
rampant unemployment or the approaching fiscal cli". When 
Joe Biden tells a black audience that Republicans want to put 
them in chains, he assumes they are slaves already—just in a 
di"erent way.

The Great Books are removed from the happenings of the 
campaign trail, Congressional o!ces, and media studios. 
And they should be. We rightly cultivate an atmosphere at St. 
John’s where we can devote ourselves to these books and to 
the deep, abiding questions they raise. But if we are inclined 
to hoard the fruits of this education, we have missed some-
thing.

Free nations require free thinkers. And vice versa. A people 
that permits intellectual dishonesty in its leaders has not been 
forced into slavery—it has shackled itself.

We work toward free men here. Let us also work toward a 
free nation. !
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Ian Tuttle A’14
Welcome to the newest members of our community, and a 

brief word of explanation: If your experience is like mine, you 
will soon discover that St. John’s is an unfamiliarly insular 
place. As the College has matured, it has sought to cultivate an 
atmosphere unburdened, as much as possible, by the grind of the 
outside world, so that each member of the Polity can enter deep-
ly into the study of “the best that has been thought and said.”

While I heartily support that endeavor, it can, consequently, 
be easy for us to become unmoored—to forget that the questions 
we ask and the conclusions we reach have consequences that ex-

tend far beyond the boundaries of our small campus. “Bursting 
the Johnnie Bubble” is a regular column that seeks to remind us 
of the world “out there” and stimulate conversation on a variety 
of topics that may not arise explicitly around the seminar table, 
but with which we must still contend. As readers of the Great 
Books, we may hope that we can consider them more thought-
fully and pursue answers with greater clarity.

Your responses to this column are always welcome. My hope 
each week is to begin a dialogue that continues both inside and 
outside these pages. Best wishes, and welcome to the Bubble!

“A nation of with-
ered freedoms is 
not conducive to 
the liberal artist.
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M$WD
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-1#&'#$#3&/1$'80&97&2b.g73&/19
0(39
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