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One day two members of an English 
university, a professor of science and a 
professor of literature, were walking along 
in some old town. Passing a very old 
gateway, the professor of literature said, 
“Chaucer once passed this way. And that 
fact alone is worth to me more than all 
the scienti  c theories that have ever been 
elaborated.” And the scientist replied, “ e 
fact that Chaucer once passed that way is 
of in  nitesimally small importance to me 
for he will never pass this way again.”

  —William Weedon, Professor at the University 
    of Virginia, as recounted by μῆτις
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Colloquy:  e Genesis
 

 “You are Here for a Reason,” announced the banner draped on a building to my le  
a er I exited Route 50 and drove down Rowe Boulevard to the campus. I’d taken 
annual leave that day from my government job to register for my  rst semester in 
the GI program, get my parking sticker, tour the library, and undergo the Meno 
experience, where I met my fellow  rst semester students. Before we wrestled with 
Socrates that day, we introduced ourselves with brief stories of why we’d signed up. 
One, Roger Carstens, a military academy graduate and career Special Forces offi  cer, 
said, “I’m here to take all those courses I couldn’t take at West Point.” Later that day I 
met Matt Dean, a second semester student then, who told me his college philosophy 
professor and boxing coach (the same person) encouraged him to look into St. John’s 
College. A er earning his degree in philosophy and languages, Matt taught English 
in northern China for three years and then, deciding to follow up on his professor’s 
suggestion, he moved to Annapolis for the G.I. program. What were the stories of 
others?
 
 At the start of my fourth semester, I asked GI students and alumni whom I knew to 
write about how they learned of the program and why they signed up—so I could 
compile their stories and share them. My aim was to promote a community among 
current GI students and alumni.  e stories could also be shared with prospective 
applicants, who could gain insights on what this unique program can off er.
 
 I called the nascent publication Colloquy, borrowing the name from the graduate 
publication for a larger graduate program (Harvard’s Graduate School of Arts and 
Sciences). If it was good enough for them, why not for us? Didn’t we deserve such a 
publication? A er all, Erasmus published colloquies in the 16th century, so I knew we 
were in good company. 
 
 It was a rocky start. It was hard to coax the stories out of classmates and others when 
they had other demands. My enthusiasm was more eff ective with those in classes with 
me, alumni I knew, and those whom I cornered in the McDowell coff ee shop between 
classes. I kept moving the deadline and sending out pleas for stories.  en a few more 
stories arrived, and some late entries came over the transom, so I decided to go ahead, 
worked with contributors, and ended up with 21 stories. 
 
 In addition to the journal (as an electronic and print publication), we planned two in-
person events.  e  rst was the “Tell Your Story” gathering for the GI community, which 
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Ben Wampler suggested, based on his experiences at Williams College.  e second 
was a GI “Symposium” that would focus not on a program text but on a key aspect 
of our program work. Eva Brann, Peter Kalkavage, and Eric Salem had just published 
their translation of Plato’s Symposium so calling our gathering a “Symposium” seemed 
ideal. I need to add here that the undergraduates have a “Committee on Instruction,” 
and I’d attended their excellent program on “writing the paper.” Consequently, I was 
inspired to form a GI Committee on Instruction, and Ms Brann’s “Symposium on 
the Opening Question” became our committee’s  rst off ering.  e Graduate Council 
even rewrote its Constitution to provide for the continuation of this publication and 
of these activities. I was pleased that this Constitution, at least, was  xed so easily.
 
 A note about Colloquy’s contents in Issue #1: Once I had the stories, I wanted to 
add more sections. I wrote up a few paragraphs on Ms. Brann’s Symposium on the 
Opening Question, and I added notes on my impromptu interview with her over 
lunch at Galway’s.  ere was a section on Tutors’ Insights, as the tutors are the crux 
of the program!  ere I added Mr. Townsend’s remarks on the opening question, 
which he off ered during his preceptorial on Moby-Dick. And Mr. Zeiderman clari  ed 
something he told us about “how to read a text” during his seminar on politics and 
society. I asked Ms. Hitz to write about “the bene  ts of writing a Master’s Essay.” And 
Mr. Zeiderman said I could include his “Toast to the Graduating Students,” where 
he shared insights on the undergraduate and graduate programs along the lines of 
“formation and transformation.”  e  nal section, “Responses to Readings,” was 
an idea I had a er reading the student publication, Historia. I inserted a sestina I’d 
written on a Heidegger essay; it was a kind of placeholder for future “Responses” from 
contributors. My “Dear Readers” letter, following the Contents, identi  ed the theme 
for Issue #2: “A Moment of Realization…”. I also included Colloquy’s offi  cial email 
address: colloquy@sjc.edu.
 
 When the document was nearly ready, I shared it with Jeremy Sheeler, who is good at 
designing documents.  en I approached Mr. Pastille, who has produced the St. John’s 
Review for many years. While I was busy making last-minute changes, Mr. Pastille did 
a fantastic job of preparing both the  nal electronic version and the print version. He 
then recommended the company that prints materials for the college, including the 
St. John’s Review. My  nal step was visiting the printing plant to sign off  on the print-
ready copy. (In size, Colloquy Issue #1 is slightly larger than the St John’s Review; the 
font and binding are the same.)  e electronic version was already out; I brought the 
print version to the 2017 Piraeus in early June, just in time for the 50th Celebration of 
the GI Program.
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Letter from the Editors

Dear Reader,

 ank you for picking up a copy of the Spring 2018 edition of Colloquy! Our third 
issue opens with remarks from Colloquy’s founding editor, Ms. Bonnie Naradzay—to 
whom we are deeply indebted for her supreme eff orts—on the genesis of this journal. 
In the pages following you will  nd two major themes:  rst, re  ections from GIs on 
the great texts that have helped shape their intellectual journey both to and while at St. 
John’s; and secondly, a series of interviews and speeches that capture the essence of life 
at St. John’s. We are grateful for all of the GIs who submitted their stories and owe an 
enormous debt of gratitude to Assistant Dean Ms. Emily Langston and Ms. Eva Brann 
for sharing their wisdom with our community. To the graduate council, thank you for 
graciously providing funding once again.

We hope that Colloquy accurately re  ects some part of our wondrous experience in 
Annapolis.  e strength of the journal lies in the input and submissions we receive 
from students and in the support and participation of the faculty and administration. 
We eagerly anticipate publishing the fourth edition of Colloquy during the Fall of 
2018 semester. We will be accepting suggestions about the theme of the next issue over 
the summer break—please address all comments and suggestions for future issues to 
colloquy@sjc.edu.

Finally, Colloquy is seeking additional editors!  ose interested should email Toni 
Lambert at clambert@sjc.edu.

Sincerely,
 e Colloquy Editors
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Living With the Great Books

At  rst, I didn’t trust Augustine. I’m not sure why, but I read the  rst few books of his 
Confessions with suspicion and skepticism. Maybe it had something to do with the 
book opening with the author on a dogged quest to  nd evidence of original sin in 
the most mundane memories of his own childhood, granting a moral dimension to 
the crying of a baby. Or maybe—as was discussed in seminar, and which formed the 
foundation of suspicion for many of my classmates—Augustine’s goal was really to 
position himself as a new Virgil, the Confessions a new Aeneid in which the founding 
of Rome in Italy becomes the founding of Christ in the life of a single man. Some took 
his study of philosophy and rhetoric as evidence of his cleverness and insisted that he 
was trying to get one over on us. Whatever the source of distrust, the class was nearly 
unanimous in feeling it.

But as we followed Augustine in his journey—spiritual and otherwise—the skepticism 
gradually fell away. Everybody found something in the text that put Augustine beyond 
doubt, that made it impossible for each of us not to trust him. My discovery happened 
in book IV: Augustine’s close friend falls ill and, a er a short and ultimately insuffi  cient 
rally, passes away. Anguished, Augustine writes: “My eyes sought him everywhere, but 
they did not see him; and I hated all places because he was not in them, because they 
could not say to me, ‘Look, he is coming,’ as they did when he was alive and absent.”

I too have grieved for a beloved friend who suddenly le  this world far before his 
time. Rarely had I ever come across such an exact depiction of what this grief felt 
like (and Augustine’s account was all the more gutting for its terseness). Nobody 
could have written such a passage without having experienced the sorrow of death 
 rsthand. Augustine knew. And now that I knew that he knew, I could trust him. Or 

more accurately, I couldn’t not trust him.

Toward the end of book IX, Augustine’s mother Monica dies, and he asks us to join 
him in prayer for her. In the middle of a busy coff ee shop in New Orleans, I set my 
book down and stared silently at my hands. I never told anyone that I complied.

—Joey Keegin, AGI ‘18

I have been aware of St. John’s College for almost half a century. I  rst learned about 
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the college in 1969, my junior year in high school, when I read How to Read a Book by 
Mortimer Adler. I was excited by the audacious notion of dispensing with textbooks 
and instead learning directly from the Great Books (learning geometry from Euclid, 
evolution from Darwin, etc.). However, scared off , I did not apply when I learned that 
Greek and Latin were required. Too audacious. 

I regret not applying.  e misgivings came quickly. During my  rst or second year 
in college, I met a St. John’s student who was visiting my campus. For her, the Great 
Books curriculum had proven to be as exciting as she had imagined it would be. When 
she told me that her favorite book so far had been the Bible, the thought ran through 
my head: I intended to read the Bible, but haven’t. More power to her and her St. John’s 
classmates. 

I had the opportunity to visit St. John’s in Annapolis at age 29, and I sat in on one 
or two classes. I was excited by what I saw.  e books I aspired to read were getting 
read. And they were being savored, probed, debated.  e discussions spilled out of 
the classroom and into the caféteria, dorms, and even some of the extracurricular 
activities. I knew I would have thrived at St. John’s. I regretted having been deterred 
by mandatory Greek and Latin. 

In my 40’s, my wife and I assembled a group of half a dozen friends to read the Hebrew 
Bible in translation. We read about 25-50 pages a month and then discussed them. 
 e monthly meetings provided the discipline to do the reading, and over time, we 
completed the Hebrew Bible. 

For me, one of the temptations of parenting children was using my children to re-enact 
my life, but in a manner that corrected the errors and omissions of my childhood. In 
this way, I could live my preferred childhood vicariously through them. No doubt that 
explains why I started talking up St. John’s to my two children when they entered high 
school, put information about the St. John’s Summer Academy in front of them when 
they reached the requisite age, pleaded with them to read the section about St. John’s 
in Forty Colleges that Changed Lives, corralled them to go to the “Forty Colleges” 
college fair when it came to town, and kept encouraging them to add Annapolis or 
Santa Fe to the college-visit itinerary. 

At the “Forty Colleges” college fair I attended with my daughter three years ago, I 
made a beeline to the St. John’s table. If my daughter wouldn’t come with me to the St. 
John’s table, at least I could go and learn some tidbits or pick up literature that perhaps 
could be used to entice her later. 
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 at evening at the St. John’s table I made an amazing discovery. I learned about 
the existence of St. John’s’ Graduate Institute and its master’s-degree program.  e 
program had my name written all over it. Suddenly, the pressure was off  my daughter. 
I did not need to enroll in St. John’s vicariously. I could enroll myself. 

And here I am.

—Lee Cranberg, AGI ‘20

Remember what Ms. McIntosh said about answering multiple-choice questions? Go 
with your  rst choice. With that in mind,  ll in the circle in your Scantron which 
corresponds with the best answer to the following question:

1. What should Greg’s next pursuit be a er reading  e Closing of the American Mind 
by Allan Bloom and realizing his BFA in Musical  eatre le  him hollower than 
your last can of hairspray?

a. Stick to a lucrative contract to perform for the next eight months.
b. Run away to Seattle where his shallow friends and prying parents haven’t 

in  ltrated yet.
c. Farm.
d. Attend a secular Great Books program in Annapolis, regardless of  rst 

impressions.

Easy. “a.”
Eight months later, your test returns, marked in red: “0/1”
You realize your mistake and con  rm “b.”
A year later, your test returns, marked in red: “0/1”
Must be “c?”
 ree months later—all right, all right, you get it, you get it.

You can’t regret what kept you, but you can’t help wishing you’d gotten here a whole 
lot sooner.

—Gregory LaMontagne, AGI ‘20
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I  rst heard of St. John’s College in the Eighties. My nephew had applied and told me 
about it. I have two distinct recollections of his words. He said he wrote thirteen pages 
for the application and that he was studying the Great Books.  is all seemed quite 
wondrous to me, but his family insisted he stay near home in Texas and that was that. 
My nephew was far away and his education and other details of his life at that time fell 
into the background of my focus. 

I had on March 8, 1986 become a mother. And again on March 2, 1989. And again 
on December 6, 1990.  ose were long days  lled with the little ones and times of so 
many books. We read aloud every day and had favorites: Charlotte’s Web, Julie of the 
Wolves, Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, Redwall, Winnie-the-Pooh, and hundreds 
of others. 

Even though we lived a short 47 miles away, Annapolis was just somewhere the 
children visited on class trips to the State House and Archives. St. John’s was year by 
year getting further away. My only connections were memories of my father speaking 
of the school and my sister doing lots of Great Books summer programs. 

Perhaps the poster had already been around when I started seeing it about, as the games 
of childhood slipped away and the children were in the tight grips of middle school 
and high school.  e poster of the books. It was like a song you hear in Starbucks, then 
it’s on the gas pump t.v. screen, and then someone is asking you if you’ve heard it.  e 
poster of the books keep speaking to me. Maybe I had minimal interest in excursions 
to Annapolis, but that poster was everywhere, including on the wall of my youngest 
child’s junior year English classroom. St. John’s just wouldn’t give up its hold. My  rst 
trip to Annapolis, not as a doting mother on the big yellow school bus, was as a parent 
shepherding two high schoolers on a college tour. It was a June day and no Johnnies 
were about, but our tour guide took us to a room adjacent to  e Great Hall and we 
talked and talked. No one walked backwards.
 
My youngest child,  omas Bonn, matriculated on a fair late summer day in August 
of 2009. He liked sharing his experience with his father and me. We became regulars 
at his orchestra concerts and parents’ weekend tutorials. I even went to Santa Fe for a 
summer seminar. What really called me to the GI, though was the conversations on 
the way home from campus for breaks. I always wished the 47 mile drive would just 
go on a little longer. In his senior year, Tommy wrote about Job. We spent some good 
hours talking about Job. Job accompanied us to family gatherings on walks and of 
course in the car. Attending Tommy’s senior oral knocked our socks off . 
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On a March day in 2014, I wrote my application to the Graduate Institute. I am in 
my last semester. I’ve read and discussed some of the books from the poster. At home 
I have my own pile of which I am really proud. I’ve sat at the table and listened and 
spoken on the Republic, the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Inferno et alia and even  e Book 
of Job. 

—Christina Garvin, AGI ‘18 

 
In college, I double majored in philosophy and religious studies. With a full schedule 
every term to complete both majors, I rarely ventured outside these two academic 
disciplines. When asked what my favorite books were, I would respond with Lucretius’ 
On  e Nature Of  ings or Epictetus’ Discourses, two works of Roman philosophy. 
“I don’t really read  ction,” I would say. I had not read a work of  ction since high 
school and did not understand the allure of it. In fact, one of the reasons I came 
to St. John’s was because I wanted to  gure out why people cared so much about 
literature. Fortunately, reading Dostoevsky’s Demons in preceptorial this semester has 
completely altered my view of the value of literature.

  e narrative is absolutely captivating and the eccentric characters provide a lens 
for the reader to evaluate their own behavior.  ey almost demand the reader to 
ask themselves: do I ever act this poorly? Dostoevsky’s characters in Demons o en 
have exaggerated qualities so that one can more easily analyze them. He holds up 
the magnifying glass to apparently harmless character traits, showing how truly 
pernicious they can be. One character in particular struck me: a famous writer with 
his  nger on the pulse of the intergenerational and ideological con  ict that is driving 
the novel, who appears to be the most intellectually gi ed character in the story. But 
he uses these gi s almost exclusively to gain admiration and reputational success. 
Describing a speech this character gave, the narrator writes that “the great European 
philosopher, the great scholar, the inventor, the laborer and martyr—all these...are for 
our great Russian genius decidedly like cooks in his kitchen. He is the master and they 
come to him, chef ’s hat in hand, waiting for orders...no, sir, he has already risen above 
these great minds of Europe; they are all material for his puns”. Despite his intricate 
knowledge of philosophy and the state of the Russian man, during his speech “his 
face simply said: I’m for you, only praise me, praise me more, as much as possible, I 
like it terribly.” To a person who values education and linguistic eloquence more than 
almost everything else, this characterization cuts deep. I feel within myself the impulse 
to turn an honest search for the truth into a petty popularity contest that seeks only 
the approval and admiration of my peers. Remembering how self-satis  ed I was for 
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using the word sanctimonious in class recently does not paint a pretty picture of my 
so-called purist search for the truth.

 One could read about this in a philosophy class—about how many of our motives are 
less noble than we would like to think they are. But to see it drawn out in a character 
somehow makes it that much more crushing. It does not happen only in the abstract, 
but aff ects real particular human beings much like myself. Analyzing Dostoevsky’s 
characters has been an illuminating look at my own occasionally dubious motivations.

—Joey Hiles, AGI ‘19 
 

 roughout my whole life, I possessed a narrative containing: “my purpose is...”, “the 
meaning of life...”, “the reason..”, “It’ll all work out in the end.” I do not remember a 
speci  c moment that put those kinds of ideas in my head, but even when I started to 
realize that I should not assume those things, I found it one of the nicer options—
for life to have meaning, for my particular life to have meaning, to be an individual 
with purpose—and continued on holding it as the backdrop of my life. Nothing ever 
occurred that forced me to shake that feeling. Even when I’d force myself to ask “do I 
have a purpose?” I would cut it short because I failed to see a bene  t in debating my 
existence, of debating what it means to possess individuality.  at is, until reading 
Saint Augustine’s City of God and Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling simultaneously. 

For the  rst time in my life, I was confronted with two very intimate conversations on 
the implications of Christian life—one with Saint Augustine and one with Kierkegaard. 
I was struck with: “what if this isn’t the case?” My two options from these texts are 
either there is a divine Creator and I was not granted with grace (or failed to recognize 
such grace) or there is no Creator. And then all these beautiful things—of being an 
individual in the eyes of the universe, of being created or made with intention, of 
things in the universe having a supernatural connection—disappeared. Just like that, 
my backdrop fell and the empty darkness behind it was exposed. It was not that I 
lost a belief in a God, I never had it, even though there were plenty of times I wished 
I did, I wished I could; but from reading these texts, for the  rst time ever I felt like 
I really understood what the implications and possibilities are connected to being 
consciously created by an all Loving God.  en from seeing these beautiful things 
painted in front of me, I then felt I could understand the implications of there being 
no Divine consciousness moving the cosmos.  is alternate option le  me feeling 
empty. Le  me feeling lost within myself. Le  me feeling small. I kept thinking: “Why 
live? Why continue on? If there is nothing to build or grow or develop in my time on 
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earth, then why stay? Is there something I’m losing if I leave now?” I found myself 
debating my existence because of the rattling in my brain caused by these two books 
simultaneously, but I was not scared.

A er about  ve weeks of re  ecting every day all day on this new lack of a backdrop, 
I felt myself take a step away and look back on all the thinking I had done. In that 
moment, I realized I had been debating the extent and end of existence itself and was 
using myself as the medium.  at moment was truly beautiful.

—Toni Lambert, AGI ‘19

 Love at St.John’s College
 
I was asked by an editor of this publication, due to my abiding interest in Plato’s 
Symposium, to write on this text. Yet, in the spirit of both Socrates and St. John’s, I must 
humbly confess that, while I could spend all day conversing about the Symposium, I 
could only tell you what it is about with a single word: Love.  is may seem obvious, 
and I’m sure many a publisher’s blurb has dubbed it “a dialogue on love” right there 
on the back cover. However, once you have read it over and over (sometimes slowly 
and methodically, and other times with a fast, feverish desire), you feel as if your one-
word description should be expanded into at least a sentence-long description, but 
as it o en happens your feelings betray you. One word remains. Maybe, at the risk of 
saying, along with the poets, something as trite as “all you need is love,” I could form 
my sentence-long description into a question: “is the secret heart of all things Love?” 
Is this what Plato is saying? I do not know.

 Many thinkers have claimed that we English speakers are at a disadvantage in love-
matters when comparing ourselves to the Greeks. We simply say “love” where the 
Greeks have their eros and agape and so on. True philosophy loves distinctions, and so 
we lovers of Love eagerly run to the Greeks, longing to broaden our o en monological 
conception—a worthy practice. I am not sure, however, if language did an ignoble 
thing reuniting what the Greeks had separated. 

For my second precept at St. John’s, in the second half of the semester, a tight, aff ectionate 
group of colleagues and I, under the gracious (and patient, very patient) tutelage of 
Mr. Black, studied this dialogue on Love in Greek. Several months later, I had the 
privilege of marrying the love of my life on a beautiful summer’s day. One could say 
that the midpoint of my time at St. John’s was punctuated by Love, informing all of my 
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studies before and a er. Maybe these experiences have shaped my view of the texts 
and our conversations, but I have come under the presumption that not a single word 
we read here is completely unrelated to Love. 

Some have said that at the very depths of things, love binds the otherwise unwelding 
chaos, others that it is the very reason for our being and all bliss—the motivation 
behind the divine “let there be.” I cannot speak for these views, but must let them 
speak for themselves. I can only say that in our longing to know the diff erence, if any, 
we have already discovered a sort of love. I guess one could then say that love is the 
reason why we came to St. John’s in the  rst place. 

—John Felis, AGI ‘18

I came to St. John’s with a lot of confused ideas in my head—a combination of too much 
American popular opinion and too many secondary sources about the books we read 
here. Upon my enrolling, I was overjoyed to see a preceptorial about the supposed 
“ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry,” focusing on the works of Heraclitus 
and Parmenides that promised to get beyond the categories of experience that we 
have inherited from these two sources (popular opinion and scholarship). I had never 
read these two fellows before, and as most scholars of philosophy would have it, saw 
them as nothing more than sort of unserious precursors to real philosophy—as merely 
“Pre-Socratics.” However, as we began reading Heraclitus, I quickly realized, not only 
that something very real was going on there, but also something very diff erent than 
anything I had ever encountered before.

 e story we are told about these two enigmatic characters is that Heraclitus is the 
“  ow” guy, Parmenides the “static” one—all is nothing but change (you can’t step into 
the same river twice), or all is one and unchanging. Yet, not only did I  nd this to be a 
gross and unfair characterization, but an extremely limited and limiting one. It made 
me really realize the true value of what we do here—not submitting to others’ opinions 
about these authors, but going to the sources to experience them for ourselves. I 
especially found Heraclitus intriguing and far from the stereotyped picture that I had 
previously held of him.

Reading him opened up a whole new perspective for me and empowered me with a 
new vocabulary for my experience of the world. For the  rst time I  nally possessed 
the words for which I had been grasping for at least the last  ve years of my life to 
express how I saw the world. Although I had been moving in certain directions, I was 
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still unable to fully articulate what I felt until being exposed to his strange, seemingly 
oracular and counterintuitive pronouncements. I have always been most intrigued 
by philosophers who are able to impose a détente on this war between the poets and 
philosophers—Rousseau, Nietzsche, Montaigne, Plato—but nothing prepared me for 
what I would  nd in Heraclitus. In him, the world of seeming and being merge in the 
most wondrous and wonderful ways, allowing for a uni  ed whole that has been lost in 
our modern abstracted world of science and pseudoscience. But as Heraclitus would 
say, don’t listen to me, but go to the logos itself, and see if you agree.

—Jeremy Sheeler, AGI ‘18 

 e Cyclops and the Cave

Before and a er I graduated from St. John’s I worked at a beer distributorship in 
Pittston, Pennsylvania. In the summers the greatest diffi  culty in my life was making 
sure the cooler was full.  ere are few things more upsetting to the inhabitants of 
Northeast Pennsylvania than when the beer store doesn’t have the beer they want 
cold. Normally this isn’t a problem. Most people drink cheap, light beer, which can 
be put in by the cartload.  e odium of the beer store employee is the proliferation 
of cra /micro/nano beers. Everyone wants something diff erent and no one is ever 
satis  ed. Consequently, in the summer a certain prudence is necessary for managing 
what cra  beers are kept cold.  is task fell to me—para bailar la bamba se necesita 
una poca de gracia. 

On a particularly hot day, one of my coworkers, a local college student, was having 
great diffi  culty  nding a case of beer in the cooler. 
 “It’s right by the  rst shelf right when you walk in,” I said. 
 “Not it’s not,” he said. 
 Few things used to bother me more than having my ability to stock the cooler 
challenged. I escorted my coworker to the cooler and showed him the case of beer. 
 “See,” he said proudly, “it was under another case of beer!”
Later, a er the customer bought the beer and le , I asked my coworker, “How did 
Odysseus escape from Cyclops’ cave?”
 “Who?” he asked.
 “Odysseus,” I said.
 “Who’s Odysseus?” he asked.
 A noble question, I thought.
 “He’s the hero of Homer’s Odyssey,” I said. “He was trapped in the cave of the 
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Cyclops Polyphemus and escaped with his comrades by hanging onto the shaggy 
bellies of the Cyclops’ sheep.  e Cyclops felt only the tops of the sheep as they ran 
out of the cave.”
 My coworker stared at me.
 “What do you think the point of me telling you this is?” I asked.
 My coworker looked down for a few seconds then quickly up at me smiling, 
“You should always look under things?” 
 “Unless you want to be a Cyclops,” I said. 

 e point of this exchange was not clear to me until recently.

—Max Anthony, AGI ‘16

I sometimes get weird looks when I tell people that my greatest mentor is someone 
who is dead, but it doesn’t take long before they realize that I wouldn’t be the person 
I am today if I hadn’t discovered the works of one of the twentieth century’s greatest 
authors, J.R.R. Tolkien. While I have read and loved most of his works,  e Silmarillion 
continues to be the one that speaks to me most deeply and has had the most formative 
in  uence on my life.

My passion for Tolkien began with my introduction to  e Hobbit at the age of twelve, 
and  e Hobbit and  e Lord of the Rings quickly became my favorite books. A er 
devouring those four volumes, I needed to know if my new favorite author had written 
anything else. My search was not disappointed, and at the ripe old age of fourteen, I 
intrepidly embarked upon  e Silmarillion.

I can still remember sitting in a tattered old tripod stand in the middle of a late 
September deer hunt with my nose buried in this book, heedless of any deer that 
might have passed by. I was much more interested in learning about the music of the 
Ainur, the creation of Laurelin and Telperion, and the reckless ambition of Fëanor 
than the prospect of putting meat in the freezer. While the rest of me was bundled in 
many layers of  eece and camou  age, I barely noticed that my  ngers were frozen, 
because who can turn pages with gloves on? I made it less than halfway through on 
that  rst reading. It was captivating but also one of the most diffi  cult things I had ever 
read.

When I returned to it a year or so later, a er having only made it through the  rst 
few thousand years of the history of Arda, I wondered how I could ever have been 
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distracted from the beauty of these stories.  e reading was still dense and diffi  cult at 
times, feeling in some places more like a history textbook than a cohesive narrative, 
but I was determined to stick it out, and was rewarded with a book that became and 
remains my favorite.

When I begin to think about the ways this book has changed me, I hardly know where 
to start. Do I begin with the beautiful prose and invented languages that have shaped 
my linguistic sensibilities? Do I consider the compelling narratives that have taught 
me how to recognize a truly good story when I see it? Or do I relate how the deep 
truths embedded so seamlessly into these stories have shaped my theology just as 
much—if not more—than any Bible college class?

Each of those questions indicates something signi  cant about me that this book has 
shaped, but each of those issues ultimately revolves around the compelling vision that 
Tolkien provided of the creativity that lies at the center of what it means to be human. 
I am an artist because of  e Silmarillion, which teaches me that to be human is to be 
a sub-creator.

—Ethan Pyle, AGI ‘20 

Reading in community is powerful. Reading the Aeneid in the community of a 
preceptorial with St. John’s graduate students made the story sing to me in a new and 
mysterious way. We can read on our own, and I hope we always will, but the process 
of shared inquiry intensi  es understanding as we combine our light.  e song of the 
Aeneid will travel with me, as it has for years, even when I leave St. John’s. And I’m 
sure someday when I am grey and full of sleep, and nodding by the  re, I’ll take down 
this book, and remember you all and our moments of glad grace.

—Christine Mooradian, AGI ‘19
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Eva Brann’s Tips on the Oral Exam
1. On choosing an oral topic. Choose something that either got to you because you 

have a feeling that it was very important but you didn’t quite get it, something that 
you really care about, or something that you wished you cared about.

2. Be nervous. Coff ee...might make it worse. But people say that if you aren’t nervous 
before going on stage, then you’re not going to give a good performance. On the 
whole, I think nervousness is a sign of caring—you might even say something to 
cherish in yourself.

3.  ese orals were intended not to need preparation at all.  e real preparation is 
having participated in seminar and in class, and that means that you’re used to 
expressing yourself and seizing on something interesting.

4. If you’re hell-bent on preparing, own your own books. If you are the kind of reader 
we would like you to be—because what I’m about to say, you can’t do with a library 
book—as you’re reading you are underlining. I make mysterious squiggles in the 
margin which mean something only to me, so when I come to review, I know 
where my interest got stuck.  en you simply look at your own marginalia and you 
know what is of interest to you and you remember it.

5. Talk to your classmates or to someone who doesn’t have a clue what you’re doing, 
and to try to explain what interests you about the text in question. If you have an 
infant, you might even talk to the infant!  en, having practiced, when it comes to 
the actual oral you will probably forget it all and say something entirely diff erent.  

6. I’m against taking notes in class. It really is hard to take good notes and at the same 
time to be there, responsively. But if you’re preparing for an oral and you have 
certain things that you don’t want to forget to say, it seems to me that bringing a 
little sheet of points is perfectly permissible.

7. Don’t forget that you can take control of an oral exam. If you  nd yourself suddenly 
not knowing what to say next, either because you’re out of material or because 
you’ve lost your way, just say so. Say, “At the moment I’m stuck, could you ask me a 
question?” Make the tutor help you, and they will be very glad to do it.  e oral is 
not really intended to evaluate or grade you, it’s intended to make sure that you’re 
participating directly with the tutor at least once in the term.

8. Do what you must.  e worst thing I could possibly do is to make you worry about 
doing what works for you.
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Interview with Emily Langston, Assistant 
Dean of the Graduate Institute

Parts and Wholes

C: What do you think the role of the tutor is in the classroom?

EL: Diff erent tutors will have diff erent answers about this. I think the role of the tutor 
in the classroom is to do everything she can to help the conversation along—to help it 
be as good and as deep and as penetrating a conversation as it can be, without making 
it my conversation. So there’s a balance there. You start thinking about what do I 
need to do to make this better: play traffi  c cop with some people who are impeding 
the conversation? Or is it to try to bring in people who are quiet? Or is it to try to 
ask a question that will hopefully draw people in a fruitful direction? I think it’s a 
combination of keeping an intellectual grasp of what’s going on along with a grasp of 
the social dynamics of what’s going on.  at is complicated, and interesting, and a lot 
of fun and also very tiring, but really enjoyable—thinking about the balance of what’s 
going on in the classroom and in the community and in everyone’s encounter with 
the book. And trying to be actually involved in the learning, too, so that it’s not just a 
matter of watching other people have a good conversation, but it’s a matter of trying 
to be a part of it and feel the excitement of it yourself, but not in a way that dominates 
it too much. 

C: Do you have a certain strategy for asking opening questions?

EL: My strategies are diff erent for diff erent types of classes. In the Philosophy and 
 eology tutorial, which I’m leading now, we have texts that are building complex, 
cumulative arguments so I try to ask questions that are going to be helpful for people 
putting the argument together. For seminar readings where we’re reading something 
that is a whole I itself, like a play, then I go for something that would be an interesting, 
fruitful topic to talk about that could go in a lot of diff erent directions and sustain a 
lot of diff erent interpretations.

C: What happens at the end of a good seminar—are people happy?

EL: People keep talking. I think that’s the answer mostly. But they’re not always happy, 
no. Sometimes they’re frustrated—but they keep talking. What would be bad is if 
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they’re frustrated and angry and close off  and stomp away. I guess it could also be good 
if people are really, really intrigued but have to run off  to do other things, but then 
think about things themselves later. But basically I think if the conversation continues 
either right there or later then that’s a sign of a good seminar.

C: What do you think there are the responsibilities of the tutor beyond the classroom?

EL:  e most important thing is to be accessible to students who want to talk to 
you about the books and the ideas and other things in one way or another, whether 
it’s having coff ee or getting together for a paper conference or advising an essay—
participating in study groups would be another one that’s important, just reading 
things with people.  at side of it is something that tutors tend to actualize in diff erent 
ways depending upon who they are. Some of them are really involved in the sports 
program, others are involved in the musical life of the college. But part of the role of 
the tutor is to be involved in the life of the college as an intellectual presence who’s 
open to having serious conversations and thinking with students all the time and in all 
sorts of diff erent ways however that makes sense for who you are and who the student 
is.  at’s one of the criteria for tenure for tutors. One of the things that happens when 
someone is up for tenure, is that the instruction committee interviews all the seniors—
not just the seniors who’ve had that person in class- because at that point they want 
to know how that person is a part of the broader community and not just real to the 
people that sit in class with her.

C: A lot of people speak highly of the math segment—do you have a favorite segment?

EL:  is sounds cheesy, but I don’t think there’s a best segment. But I do think I know 
why people speak so highly of the MNS segment; it’s the segment that most o en 
takes people and shows them a whole new side of the intellectual world that they had 
thought they were shut off  from in some way, or just not interested in, or scared of, or 
for whatever reason didn’t want to pursue. I think pretty much every time I’ve known 
people to take it, they have struggled through parts of it, particularly the tutorial, but 
they’ve been blown away by it and enthusiastic and have loved it. We say philosophy 
begins in wonder, and the stuff  you see through studying Euclid, for example, is a 
kind of wonder that is easily enough accessible so that you don’t have to have a lot of 
background in higher math to get at it. When you think clearly and with him through 
the text, you suddenly see all of these things that are much more mysterious and 
interesting and beautiful than you thought they were going to be. So in that way I 
think it’s remarkable. I wish that everyone would take it. 
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C: Do you have a favorite program book?

EL:  at’s hard, probably the book that I return to the most, that I would take with 
me onto the proverbial deserted island, is the Divine Comedy. It is a combination 
of so many things—beautiful, beautiful poetry, and really rigorous theological and 
philosophical thought. He even pulls in astronomy and all sorts of other things I have 
thought about in music and visual arts, through my time here, and makes them a 
part of the world he’s constructing.  e grandeur of the whole vision that’s really all-
encompassing is so magni  cent. I feel I could just read it again and again and would 
always be noticing new, wonderful things about it. If I have to choose one, that’s it. 

But if we’re talking about the books that have in  uenced the way that I encounter the 
world most, some of the math and science books would be right at the top for me—
Euclid, Lobachevsky, Newton’s Principia. I’m one of the people who was opened to a 
whole new intellectual world by the mathematics and science program here. Just the 
idea that you can sit on the earth and with your mind and a pen and paper you can 
 gure out that what makes an object fall when you drop it is the same thing as what’s 

making the moon stay in its orbit around the earth and the planets do their orbits - 
that’s such an amazing thought! And how one could build that and think that and 
show that to other people is beautiful. It makes me very happy to think about it.

C: It sounds like what the Divine Comedy and the math segment have in common is 
an idea or view of the cosmos, or of the whole.

EL: I think that’s certainly something I like about both of them, something that 
combines a view of the whole with some kind of wonder that shows me more than 
I could ever get to myself, but also reveals that there’s so much there that’s beyond 
what we’re seeing and leads to further questions. It shows in some way the ways that 
our thinking does and doesn’t line up with the really real.  ose are all things I like 
thinking about with respect to those books.

C: Does that mean that there are certain cosmic questions that are intractable—that 
can’t be answered in a way that makes them even more interesting?

EL: Well, there are moments like the end of the Comedy when the pilgrim Dante looks 
deeply into the vision of God and sees the human image and can’t  gure out how to  t 
it in with the rest of what he’s seeing. So there’s something there about the mystery of 
the incarnation, and about love and God’s working in the world that overwhelms him 
and then he feels his will compelled by the love that moves the earth and the other 
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stars. It leads him up to the place that is as far as he can go and there’s beyond that 
something that’s beautiful and good and true that he can’t cognize, but that he can see 
and that he can accept, but can’t  gure out.

C: Were these the kinds of questions or interests that were raised from what you 
studied during your PhD and dissertation?

EL: My PhD is in theology and my dissertation is on Emmanuel Levinas, who is a 
French Jewish philosopher. His main question is about the role of ethics in philosophy. 
In the same way that Aristotle says philosophy begins in wonder, Levinas says that 
philosophy begins with ethics or with an ethical intuition, which has to do with the 
phenomenology of the face and an intuition that it would be wrong to do something 
like pick up a brick and crush the face of another human being. As with Aristotle 
you don’t see everyone out there actualizing their desire to know in an obvious way, 
Levinas certainly acknowledges that there are people out there who would violate this 
ethical imperative, but still for him what it is to be human qua human is to have this 
ethical intuition. Whether or not you violate it is a diff erent question. And then he 
shows that from ethics you can get to all of the other philosophical questions, about 
the nature of truth, epistemology—these all for him come from ethics, as opposed to 
the way that philosophy has usually proceeded, making ethics secondary to questions 
about being, etc. Levinas thinks you never can justify ethics on the basis of other 
things, but if you start with ethics you can get to everything else. 

I was drawn to him partly because I found that was one of the ways I tended to evaluate 
philosophical texts that I read anyway. I would read something and think to myself, 
“How does this cash out ethically?” And if it seemed like it cashed out ethically in a 
really bad way, then that made me want to distance myself from it but without having 
a place to stand in doing that. Levinas explained that impulse in a way that made sense 
to me. His thought also explains the kind of prioritizing we all do when we realize 
that there things I wouldn’t do in order to know something. For example, I wouldn’t 
do experiments on live human beings to satisfy my desire to know because there’s an 
ethical violation there that is trumping the desire to know, and justi  ably so. 

C: What brought you to St. John’s, and what has kept you here over the years?

EL: I was working on my PhD and some tutors from St. John’s visited the college at 
which my mother was a professor and le  St. John’s material lying around my parents’ 
house, which I saw when I went to visit them. I looked at brochures and thought, 
“Oh, no! I should have gone to college here!” Not that I would give up the people and 
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experiences I had in college, but I thought “I didn’t get this education, this is terrible!” 
And then it occurred to me that if I were hired to teach at St. John’s I would get to the 
whole program and I would get to do it again and they would even pay me to do it! It 
sounded too good to be true. So I applied the next year and I  gured if I didn’t get the 
St. John’s job then I would go out on the normal job market the following year a er 
I had  nished my dissertation. So I applied a er my dissertation proposal had been 
approved but before I had done a lot of my writing. And then I got the job! 

I was getting a little frustrated in graduate school—even though I very much liked 
what I was studying—with the idea of scratching out a smaller and smaller corner 
and writing papers that only a few other people were actually going to be interested 
to read.  at’s not all that scholarship is, but certainly when you’re getting started in 
the normal academic world that’s what you do. I had always been interested in many 
things, and found it diffi  cult to want to focus to the degree that you need to. Being at 
St. John’s has allowed me to explore all kinds of things. It’s amazing to me that people 
want me to explore the Principia, or Maxwell’s equations, or to learn Greek so that I 
can be in a classroom. And that I have people who are doing it with me, who don’t 
expect me to walk in and be an expert on Maxwell’s equations already, so when I 
learn it for the  rst time I feel all the wonder and excitement that I think the students 
do.  at seems like a fantastic privilege. In some ways I can’t be as authoritative as 
someone who really studied that stuff , but in other ways I think it helps me as a tutor, 
because I know what’s hard for people who are coming to this material because it’s 
hard for me, too. I get super excited about it because it doesn’t seem obvious to me. I 
love the way that teaching works here. I like being a part of a group of people working 
on something together, more than I like giving lectures.

C: With your experience going through your PhD and at St. John’s, is there a piece of 
advice you would give to GIs who want to become teachers?

EL:  e main piece of advice I give people now who want to go into college-level 
teaching and into academia is that you need to love what you are studying. Don’t 
think that you want to become a scholar and then think of the thing that you want 
to focus on. You should have something you really want to work on because you are 
going to be doing a lot of it. Your excitement about it will be one of the things that is 
really important to the students that are working with you so you need to be able to 
share that and have that be very genuine. People recognize that. Sadly now you can 
get a PhD and there is no guarantee that you are going to be able to get a job in an 
academic setting, so that is another reason to be doing the PhD not as a career path 
but because there is something you really want to study seriously and in a lot of depth. 
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You don’t want to end feeling like, if you don’t land an academic job, that it was a waste 
of 5-7 years of your life. 

For those students going into other kinds of teaching: it seems to be very helpful if 
you just like people. You have to be in front of a group of people and you have to be 
on, and you have to be the one who is not getting too discouraged or showing your 
frustration too much—and you have to bring things to life for other people. You need 
to love seeing people come to that moment of realization about something, which I 
think is a great feeling to see come to life. 

C: Surely Socrates felt the same kind of excitement in the Meno when he witnessed the 
slave boy’s moment of realization.  e Meno is such an integral part of the program—
is there something you have taken away from it having read it as many times as you 
have?

EL: Mostly I notice more and more how beautifully put together it is. How anywhere 
people go into it there are things to see that tie it back to the whole and bring you to 
the central conversation about learning and how it is possible and how teaching is 
possible. I don’t get tired of doing it, partly because I don’t get tired of seeng other 
people encountering it the  rst time and seeing how marvelous it is. But I do learn 
small things every time by seeing people jump in at a diff erent place and seeing what 
is possible there.

C: Is it clearer to you why Klein thought it was so important for the program?

EL: It becomes clearer and clearer to me that he was right. I don’t think I would have 
changed any answer about why I thought Klein was right, but both the Meno and St. 
John’s are about teaching, learning, questioning, and the relationship of the people 
involved in that activity.  ese are always the immediate questions about what we 
are doing. It is exactly the right text to be the central text for the school and graduate 
program because it brings to life the questions that are asked in every class—whether 
math or lab or music—whatever those questions are.

C:  e Meno is another example where math is the tool to bring about wonder in 
students.

EL: I didn’t know when I started teaching here that there is no unit no matter how 
small that measures the diagonal and the side of a square. I had never thought about 
what it meant that if you have a unit square the diagonal isn’t a rational number, 
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which is something that I kind of knew – but I had never thought about what it meant. 
 at’s what actually induces wonder. When you do think about what it means it is 
 abbergasting. Still. 

C: Was there a book on the program list that you hadn’t read before coming to St. 
John’s that you were especially looking forward to? 

EL: I was looking forward to almost all of them, but I will tell you an opposite sort 
of story. Don Quixote was a book I had certainly heard of, but never thought I was 
interested in reading. I had a vague idea of a musical, a knight and windmills, and I 
have to confess it sounded not very interesting to me. When I  nally had to read it, I 
was overwhelmed by what an amazing book it is. And how “modern” or ”postmodern” 
it is in how it deals with narrative and narrative-on-top-of-narrative.  e book is 
divided into two halves.  ere is a whole introduction about  nding a manuscript 
and transcribing it.  en the premise of the second half of the book is that the  rst 
half of the book has already been written and is in  uencing things. So the second half 
of the book is a reading of the  rst half of the book through Don Quixote’s ongoing 
adventures, as the  rst half of the book is now out in the world. It is incredible.  e 
questions that it raises are so profound—about language, narrative, ethical questions, 
nobility, and the beginnings of modernity—all those things are there. So that is one of 
the great things the program has done for me—it has made me read some books that 
I didn’t think would be interesting.

C: What has it been like to have your daughter attend the school where you teach?

EL: I feel like the luckiest mom! First off , I have my time in the GI while she’s an 
undergraduate—they would never arrange it that I had her in class—but still she 
doesn’t have to worry about her friends having me in class, for example. She knows 
where to  nd me if she wants to see me, but if she doesn’t want to see me, I stay in 
my corner over here and she has the campus.  e fact that she’ll pop by to talk about 
something with me is such a privilege and makes me so happy. I saw her the other 
day and just as she was walking out, she said: “You know, I really like Kant’s moral 
philosophy.” (Laughs) It’s great.

C: Has that changed your perspective of the undergraduate curriculum and how 
learning happens at St. John’s?

EL: A little bit. It has made me excited about the program all over again, to see her 
going through it and coming to talk to me about it year by year. I’m happy that this has 
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happened a er I’ve already gone through it. It made me appreciate it even more than 
I already appreciated it intellectually. But what I am getting through her experientially 
is how the material of the diff erent years is integrated. Freshman year you do nearly 
all Greeks in seminar and almost all Euclid in math, and a lot of say Aristotle and 
Archimedes in lab, and Ancient Greek in language. When you are a tutor, you don’t 
end up tutoring let’s say all sophomore classes, so I have never experienced being fully 
immersed in that way over the years. But when I talk to her and see how she is pulling 
things together and is getting excited about what is going on and the connections 
between her classes, I see what a good thing that is. I also see how hard the Program 
is, how hard the students work if they’re are really doing it right.

C: Does the strength of the integration of the undergraduate curriculum re  ect on the 
graduate curriculum at all?

EL: I think the graduate curriculum in one way is more tightly integrated, and in 
another way less. We can’t do a whole year where everything we are doing has its 
origins in Ancient Greece; but on the other hand the segments take one question 
or type of question and follow it through in a very tight way that you can’t do in 
the undergraduate program. So it is great to read Kant in the same short period of 
time in which you have read Descartes’ Meditations and Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In 
the undergraduate program, those things are spread out over years, so it is harder to 
remember in detail what Aristotle was saying when you get to Kant. 

 ere is also a tightness between the tutorials and seminars, which works very well. 
 at is one reason tutors like tutoring in the GI as a sort of change.  e structure 
of the program forefronts particular questions that can sometimes get lost in the 
undergraduate program because the texts that would raise those questions more 
pressingly are not juxtaposed in the students’ minds.

C: Would the graduate program bene  t by more closely resembling the undergraduate—
perhaps by making Greek, or a language, or the master’s essay mandatory?

EL: One thing that I think is wonderful about the GI is that there are so many diff erent 
types of people: you have the teachers who are only doing it in the summers, older 
people who are coming with all their experiences, and younger people who have 
recently le  college. I think requiring Greek or a masters essay would not make sense 
for everyone. For the teachers to write a master’s essay when they are here only in 
the summers would be almost impossible. And requiring Greek would be a barrier 
probably especially for some of the older students. Some of them may want to learn it, 
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but more o en I think they want to read the books and ask questions about them and 
life and experience. Also, of course, as we are currently structured requiring Greek 
would mean cutting down the number of preceptorials students could take since the 
Greek preceptorial goes for two terms. 
We do need to think about whether there are ways that we can provide more of this 
sort of structure and demanding work in language for students, particularly like those 
who are coming out of college and are probably going onto some kind of academia 
or other endeavors, that would still allow the GI to work for other kinds of students. 
 ere are people in the GI for whom writing a master’s essay just wouldn’t work, but 
for all the students who plan to we will start having an information session in the 
fall and spring semesters about the master’s essay, so that the information gets out in 
a regular way and to encourage people to do it and to set up a timeline. And we are 
starting to off er Latin in the summers.

C:  at seems to be one of the things that’s great about St. John’s—diff erent parts of 
the program appeal to diff erent people, but everyone loves being here.

EL: Right, just like the conversation we’re having here. We have each been so excited 
about what we have to say. I suppose that that doesn’t happen all over the place. St. 
John’s is a community of people that believe that genuine, passionate, and joyous 
learning, whether you are learning Greek or studying Lobachevsky, is glorious.
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On the Heart of the Graduate Institute,
by Toni Lambert

When someone asks me to describe the Graduate Institute, I start with the bones—
seminar, tutorial, preceptorial—but I can never stop there. It is A er Seminar 
Gathering; it is Galway Bay; it is study groups; it is Friday night lectures; it is boathouse 
gatherings; and, I have learned, it is the McDowell coff ee shop.
 
Having begun the GI in the fall of 2017, I had never even entered McDowell Hall.  e 
building was merely an obstacle in my path from Mellon to the BBC, the two places 
I did all my work. I did not know that the campus even had a coff ee shop until my 
spring semester. Tutorial was where I would hear classmates speak with anticipation 
of McDowell’s reopening so we would  nally have a place to talk together and share 
a meal. One of the most adamant students on the matter even tried to have the café 
relocated temporarily during the renovation. We shared a tutorial and seminar, and 
when arriving early to class it was o en a topic of conversation. One of my favorite parts 
of the GI, not even knowing about the coff ee shop, is how so much of the experience 
has nothing to do with the segments themselves: there are true friendships cultivated 
with tutors and fellow students. I wanted to get a piece of the action for Colloquy and 
approached my fellow GI about writing on why he thinks the coff ee shop is “the heart 
of the GI,” thinking that he must know much more about the GI community than I 
do. Fittingly, he refused, but asked me to have lunch with him to talk about it instead; 
this was so much better than words on a page, spending an a ernoon with one of my 
classmates in activity proved to be exactly the thing I was hoping to access.
 
We started our journey by sitting on a bench outside of the BBC looking over the 
croquet  eld. We discussed what we wanted to achieve that day, then started to walk 
around campus. We walked by McDowell and he pointed out the diff erent colored 
bricks, which distinguished the ones that had been replaced a er the  re in 1909, 
along with other characteristics that make the building unique. He told me to look 
around and to see where we were; all paths led to McDowell Hall. He con  rmed the 
building’s centrality using a diagram of the campus from a book detailing the history 
of the structure, which he brought to assist in my thirst for understanding.
 
We went to lunch in Randall Hall, which happened to be my  rst time ever going 
there. We talked about our seminar and tutorial, both of our experiences in the GI, 
goals I have for my future, and went through the book on the history of McDowell.  e 
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conversation was genuine and thoughtful, one I am extraordinarily thankful to have 
had. He explained that McDowell is not only at the physical heart of the campus but is 
the focal point of the St. John’s community. Further, the coff ee shop is the heart of the 
GI because of what it represents and what has always taken place there. He explained 
that there is something “numinous” about McDowell and the café. He stated: “You 
can smell the humans. By that I mean, in a way you can feel all the people that have 
gathered here to discuss and learn over the hundreds of years, it has been in use.” 
 ere is a recognition of being a part of something greater.
 
A er lunch we walked through McDowell. Standing in the center of the coff ee shop, he 
pointed out that this location is the crossroads of all of campus.  ere is  uidity to the 
café that does not exist in other places on campus. It is a place of “meeting, greeting, 
and acknowledging.” Having not been exposed to the tradition myself, he explained to 
me that it is the place GI’s go from 6:30 to 7:30 on Mondays and  ursdays. We gather 
to drink coff ee, eat dinner, and discuss. People come and go, conversations shi , and 
no one enters with an agenda.  ere is something distinct about the kind of listening 
and communicating that takes place in this kind of setting rather than entering, say, 
tutorial.  e conversations that take place in the café are pure choice, in that their 
beginnings and endings and subject matter are spontaneous, unlike class where there 
is a beginning and ending point and the subject matter is chosen for you.
 
He made an analogy to the marketplace. He said Socrates never had his many “students” 
lined up, sitting still; people came and went. In a Platonic dialogue, the conversation 
o en starts when the two parties run into each other as they are out and about.  is 
coming and going creates a  uidity in the conversation and the atmosphere. In the 
café you may not know who you will see, but you know you will see someone. You 
may not know what you will discuss, but you know that there will be a discussion. 
During our walk around McDowell, although not during the classic between-tutorial-
and-seminar time of day, we ran into a fellow GI in the History segment. We explained 
what we were doing—he said he was doing that very thing. He knew that by hanging 
out in the area he would run into some classmates and was hoping for a conversation.
 
At the end of our walk, lunch, and conversation we concluded that perhaps “the place 
makes the community, and the people make the place.” If the café had never existed, 
ideally the community would have found a diff erent place as a hub for the polity. 
When McDowell closed for renovations, however, the GI lost its “marketplace.” Now 
reopened, I look forward to even more spontaneous café discourse, shared meals, 
shared conversation with my classmates and, participating in such activities, being 
fully a member of the GI community and the larger St. John’s polity.
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2018 GI Master’s Essays

Maxwell Anthony:

Hitherto one man understood the Euthydemus!  at most ridiculous, silly, and 
perplexing of Plato’s works. But why, Cleinias, did you laugh at such beautiful and 
serious things?  e Euthydemus is a playful allusion to the trial of the Arginusae 
generals in 406 B.C., and the profanation scandal in 415. It suggests thinking without 
rules is as dangerous as living without them, and that nothing better prepares a city 
for ruin than the failure to make distinctions. To read the Euthydemus with Homer, 
Andocides, and Xenophon in mind is to enter a world of tensions, characters, and 
questions. Imagine you are sitting between Socrates and Euthydemus in the Lyceum’s 
ἀποδυτήριον as you read the Euthydemus and I am sure you will judge it well.

Joey Keegin:

 e problem of surface and depth is the problem of thinking, and one that is at the surface 
of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick. Beginning as a story told by a lonely, depressive New 
Yorker about joining a friendly Polynesian harpooner on a whaling voyage, Moby-Dick 
expands to become, in large part, a book about thinking.  e two central  gures of the 
book—Ishmael the narrator, and the Pequod’s captain Ahab—are deep, thoughtful 
men who long to grasp the reality that lies beyond the mere appearances of the world. 
 ey strive for the depth beyond the surface.  eir personalities, however, could not 
be more diff erent—nor their approaches to thinking. And given the sinking of the 
Pequod in the book’s  nal chapter, precipitated by Ahab’s maniacal insistence upon 
continually battling the seemingly-invincible White Whale, we should ask ourselves 
whether Melville is leading us to a not-too-subtle judgment on the relative worth of 
these characters’ approaches to thought.

My paper, then, explores three aspects of depth in Moby-Dick—depth as a problem 
(surface vs. depth), the depth of persons (biography, personality), and the depth of 
the world (meaning, truth)—and strives to discover how Ishmael may serve as a new, 
distinctly American model for how one should go about the task of thinking.
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Toast to GI Grads: David Townsend
Presented at the Fall 2017 Dean’s Reception

Congratulations to the graduates now holding a St. John’s College Master of Arts 
degree.  is is an accomplishment that no one can ever take away from you. It is also 
an honor and a privilege. 

However it confers upon you the responsibility of a mission.

 e founders of St. John’s program intended to build a corps of initiates who would go 
forth into the world and spread the dialogue of democracy.  ey envisioned that this 
labor would be carried out among all of us in common as friends, in our neighborhoods, 
in our cities, in our states, in our nations, and as Citizens of the World. What does this 
citizenship entail?

First, it is a responsibility to be free individuals. To follow your own life-task and 
duty to yourselves. To risk con  ict with current morality and convention. To take 
personal responsibility for all we say and do. And to share our questions and thoughts 
freely with others. We are as ready as Socrates to talk in the marketplace, ready to 
question, to seek, to interpret, and to value the true, the good, and the beautiful. We 
are never alone. We have learned that texts are our friends, which enable us to build 
these relations,  nd common ground, and join in a tradition of respect for those who 
disagree with us, even those who disagree profoundly. From whom we can learn. With 
whom we can practice civility. We have learned that both the past and posterity are 
here now.

Secondly, you are initiates in a collaborative mission of building solidarity and 
community in your neighborhoods, cities, and schools.  ere is altruism in the human 
soul as fundamental as the growth and survival strategy of a biological entity. It is our 
right to say we. It is possible to be one people. We are deeply and individually charged 
to be morally and actively present in community by conversation, love, and action. As 
Mortimer Adler once told me, “Reading alone is like drinking alone. You can do it, but 
it’s much better with other people.”

 ird, you Masters of the Arts are enlisted to be Citizens of the World using all of 
the arrows in your quiver. A dynamic technological revolution greater than any prior 
change now creates possibilities for a new kind of citizenship and a deeper kind of 
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political activity. Politics is not merely an academic specialty. Politics is not something 
to scoff  at. Politics is fundamental. We are political and social animals. Politics is 
the resolution of legitimately con  icting interests. We resolve these in speech, in 
distributing scarce resources, in our stewardship of both our posterity and our planet. 
Now as never before, we must be Citizens of the World. 

 e St. John’s method of dialogue is a fundamental way for legitimately con  icting 
interests to be discussed fully and resolved reasonably. It is our dialogue of democracy 
that is the greatest present need. You have been given a competitive advantage in 
whatever work you now set off  to do. Strengthened with the wisdom of a great 
conversation among the ages, with a powerful dialectic of the ideal and the real, and 
with a practice of active listening, we have the way to prevent war, limit violence, and 
mitigate unjust inequalities.  ere is no other way to seek these goals. Do not believe 
those who ask you to achieve them by yielding to the grim seduction of violence.

Like Aeneas in another trying and revolutionary time, we must pluck the golden bough 
and go down among the dead with the guidance of the Cumaen Sybil. We can talk with 
our progenitors and learn what must be done. Like Aeneas we are given a permanent 
mission: “to establish peace through law, to spare the defeated, and to battle down the 
arrogant.” We believe this is achievable through the dialogue of democracy.  

You, Masters of Arts, are now initiates into this classic mission. I hope you will pursue 
your own way and in so doing,  nd a common way to establish peace through law, to 
spare the defeated, and to battle down the proud by your reason, love, and work. 

 e eyes of the past and of posterity are on you. Go forth, practice, lead, and take the 
dialogue of democracy to the world, a world that needs most, exactly what you have 
to off er.

To the St. John’s MA Graduates!
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Toast to the Tutors: Nathaniel Booth
Presented at the Fall 2017 Dean’s Reception

 ank you for allowing me to roast the St. John’s tutors. Oh excuse me: that’s a diff erent 
speech, which will probably happen later with beer and wine at an ASG.

But we are here celebrating our commencement. Man, time  ies—four segments 
down and one more to go (I’m coming back for you, History).

I remember my  rst, coming out of the gate swinging with Philosophy and  eology. 
Reading Aristotle, Plato, Kant etc.—man, biggest mistake of my academic career. My 
tutor had a PhD in metaphysics and it was like drinking from a  re hose. I demand 
a re-do! But I pressed on to Literature, then Politics and Society. And in the Politics 
segment, Mr. Zeiderman, in all of his in  nite wisdom, decides to let a student lead a 
class. With Mr. Zeiderman in the class, I volunteered, secretly thinking, “How hard 
can this be? All I have to do is make sure we don’t dri  too far off  course and make 
sure everyone’s opening question gets answered. Piece of Lobachevskian Pie!”

Upon personal re  ection I wondered why the class I led felt so lackluster, why it seemed 
as though a piece was missing, what was absent—besides Mr. Zeiderman at the helm.

I realized what was missing was insight. Yep, insight. One of my favorite occurrences 
in a class is a good ol’ tutor-student shout off —not because of the drama or the ability 
to share the story at some later Johnnie gathering, but because I noticed the tutor 
is usually arguing when a student has latched themselves to a perspective and has 
decided not to open themselves up to other perspectives concerning the text.

In the argument, the tutor is usually trying to wrestle away the student’s decided sense 
of “Certainty,” and is usually trying to off er insight which could enhance the reading, 
alter the established perspectives, or off er guidance from a possible misreading, all 
through the tutor’s insight.

So I raise a glass to our tutors that aren’t passive observers of classroom tangents—
they encourage us to keep our heads to the ground, our feet towards the sky, and to 
always question our orientation.

 ank you, and cheers!
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[Genesis 2:18-23]

It was not good that I should be alone
To tend so great a garden in the east,
But neither Mockingbird nor Wildebeest,
Not one of any creature I was shown,
Could ease the throbbing ache still in my bone.
Each time I rinsed my brow the pain increased;
Each time I heard my screams rebound; the least
Cast shadow of my form, malicious clone—
When did I fall asleep? And for how long?
And what is this beside me,  eshy too?
My ache is gone! What happened yestereve?
And then it turned and asked me what was wrong.
Immediately, I knew my cure was you:
My sick’ning bone got buried in my Steve.
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