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3. From the days of Augustine and then Aquinas, rhetoric and theology have a
 historically integrated relationship. Traditionally, rhetoric and religion have had a symbiotic relationship, owing to the religious nature of the university throughout the Middle Ages and early modern era.  In the more recent past, Kenneth Burke (The Rhetoric of Religion
 Studies in Logology) and Walter Ong (The Presence of the Word) have famously written on the intersection of rhetoric with theology and religion. In contemporary times, however, matters of spirituality and religion have been slighted if not ignored in the composition classroom.  Both Negotiating Religious Faith in the Composition Classroom and The Academy and the Possibility of Belief:  Essays on Intellectual and Spiritual Life are collections that investigate this gap and how teachers have begun to engage issues of faith once again.  

In the light of the essays in these collections, what are the risks and rewards associated with dealing with religious and theological issues in the classroom for both composition teachers and Christian and non-Christian students?  What are the specific rhetorical effects of students’ religious beliefs on their writing?  Finally, what are the historical implications of either bringing religious issues into the composition classroom or failing to engage them at all?

Introduction

We do not have to look as far as antiquity to see the importance of spirituality and religion in the lives of our students and our own.  Deborah Brandt’s descriptions of the daily literacy work ordinary citizens do in her book Literacy in America Lives is a salient reminder of the intersection and the importance of religion and faith in the context of literacy and rhetoric.  Many of the subjects of Brandt’s analysis described their rhetorical performances as enmeshed with religious experience.  For example, Martha Day’s monthly Sunday school newsletter (Brandt 33), Johnny Ames’ mother reading nightly to him from the Bible (Brandt 58-9) and his later “redemption” through literacy as he earned his GED during his time in prison (Brandt 68), Bertha Nixon’s recollection of the church’s role in providing the opportunity to learn to read and the materials to read since she had no books at home (Brandt 114), Kyle Barnes’ writing of prayers to inspire his Catholic school football teams (Brandt 119), and Carol White’s use of “persuasive communication” she learned at an on-the-job seminar to improve her skills of witnessing as a Jehovah’s Witness (194).  Brandt also privileges the role of the black church in providing literacy experiences and rhetorical opportunities for its members.  As Brandt states, “this is literacy in American lives,” and it is often religious in nature and powered by a faith in the divine. Brandt describes the essential nature of religion in the experience of many of those she interviewed when she writes, “These [cultural] values include self-determination, freedom, education, advancement, and often, a unity between religious and secular existence” (107).  For many of us, the integration of religious faith within the fabric of our lives is not unusual.  And today’s students are more spiritually active and express a desire for more meaningful dialogue and service in their lives than many past generations, and almost 70% of them expect their college or university to provide spiritual as well as intellectual fulfillment (Chickering 31).

Arguably, we are all religious in some way or another. Keith Miller and Jennifer Santos use the great theologian Paul Tillich to explicate the general definition of religion that may or may not be directed toward a transcendent presence or being.  Tillich contends that “a person’s religion consists of her ultimate commitment:  ‘Faith is the state of being ultimately concerned.  The content matters infinitely for the life of the believer, but it does not matter for the formal definition of faith” (Miller & Santos 69).  Miller and Santos give the example of the business person who is “ultimately concerned” with making the best decisions concerning his investment portfolio:  investing has become for this individual religious.  We can all think of other examples where a person has become so focused and intent on a life goal or achievement that her pursuit has become religious.  We all have religious concerns, but the issues we face in this essay speak to the content Tillich refers to in his definition:  content that is focused on a religious pursuit of faith in the divine.  John Dewey, interestingly enough, makes this distinction as well in his work A Common Faith.  He makes a similar distinction to Tillch, “Any activity pursued in behalf of an ideal end against obstacles and in spite of threats of personal loss because of conviction of its general and enduring value is religious in quality” (Dewey 27).   Both Tillich and Dewey encourage us to see religion as a humanistic quality that we all possess, whether we belong to a particular church denomination or not; our lives reflect religious pursuits of particular ideals.  

Risks

While we may all agree with this premise, religion doesn’t seem to be an issue until it concerns concepts or values that reflect a belief in a transcendent God and the concomitant devotion of one’s life to that pursuit.  When this pursuit is engaged, it often butts up against the pursuits of others who have different religious goals or pursuits.  The problem is that our 18-year-old students never articulate their religion with the rhetorical prowess or skill of a Deborah Brandt.  Their words are not nearly so conciliatory nor do they have the ability to engage in conversations from an objective perspective that belies their emotions and constructs a sound and logical argument that can be calmly engaged by the audience.  As NPR host Krista Tippett says in her new book Speaking of Faith, “We have had few models in our public life for religious speech that does not proselytize, exclude, anger, or offend” (140).  Consequently, we cannot expect much more than that from our students.  But denying the experience of faith and religion is no way to solve this dilemma.  And while we may be tired of the conversion narrative and studentss attempt to save our souls, engaging religion and faith in the classroom, while a risky pursuit, is invaluable to the development of our students and to the vocation of teaching.


If we are going to honor and respect the narratives our students carry with them into our composition classrooms, their religious or faith-filled voices must be included.  The religious influences they have internalized are no different than the cultural distinctions that our discipline regularly celebrates.  Bronwyn Williams in his essay “The Book and the Truth” supports this stance as well, “If we encourage students to write about what matters to them, to put their thoughts and ideas on the page, we have an ethical obligation to let them know that they have been heard (Elbow 2000, 31). […] If we tell students the academy values the free exchange of ideas, we cannot refuse to respond to their ideas” (108). Our fears of student rhetoric that includes spiritual ideas or our reticence to engage students’ ideas that differ from our own is unfair; first, because rhetoric that engages ideas of spirituality or religion is still very much rhetoric.  It is unfair to ask students to lay aside a significant portion of their lives that could inform their work in our classroom. In her essay, “Religious Freedom in the Public Square and the Composition Classroom” Kristine Hansen engages this dilemma, “The salient point is this:  If we allow free expression in the public square and on the college campus, we have to take seriously not just people’s right to assert their beliefs.  We must also take seriously their beliefs” (Hansen 30).  Hansen cites Stephen Carter’s recent work A Culture of Disbelief and his argument that there has been a liberal insistence in the past decade that the religious faithful privatize their beliefs to satisfy a liberal philosophical perspective.  Carter’s point that extends Hansen’s argument is this, “What is needed, then, is a willingness to listen, not because the speaker has the right voice but because the speaker has the right to speak” (Hansen 29).  As compositionists and rhetoricians, we continually call for students’ right to freely express their feelings and their experiences.  We have consistently emphasized the need to respect the diversity of our students, to celebrate their different cultures and ethnicities.  This welcoming attitude has not extended to the religion of our students.  Hansen continues in her essay to delineate four specific reasons why we should tolerate religious expression in the classroom:  first, because “the classroom is an extension of the public square” (27) and as such should allow students the freedom to express themselves and express their religious preferences and ideas.  Second, Hansen argues that positing student discourse on religion and faith as “subjective” or “private” (in the Enlightenment tradition) is no longer adequate to address the complex political and social situations our students live within.  Consequently, discourse that disallows their religious expression divorces their ideas from significant historical and cultural motivations, particularly the “rich ethical vision” that religion and faith can bring to the table (Hansen 28).  Thirdly, Hansen believes that good can come from our discussions of religion and faith in the classroom.  She points to the abolition of slavery and the civil rights movement as moments in our history when religious and faith-filled rhetoric were essential to political action.  And finally, Hansen underscores our responsibility as teachers of rhetoric and composition.  Religious discourse is increasing, as is its diversity, we are shirking our responsibility, to Christian and non-Christian students alike, if we do not engage them in such dialogue and help them learn to negotiate its complex dimensions (Hansen 29).  Sooner or later, they will encounter religious issues and be forced to respond or counter other responses.


While I find Hansen’s reasoning compelling and her logic sound, I also know the horror stories of those who have experienced student-led religious rhetoric that has alienated and offended the instructor, as well as students caught in the crossfire of the exchange (both Christian and non-Christian).  The first and foremost of the risks in engaging in faith dialogue in the classroom is the fundamentalist student.  I think all teachers live in fear of this student, who through her classroom rhetoric alienates not only the non-Christian, but the progressive Christian as well.  Karen Carlton and Chalon Emmons, a mother (Christian) and daughter (Buddhist) who teach composition at different universities, highlight this fear in their essay “Teaching English as Spiritual Work.”  They write, “There are […] reasons why we, as English teachers, may hesitate to explore the transcendent dimensions of texts in the classroom […] fundamentalist movements, whose members are seen as seeking every opportunity to voice their beliefs and impose those beliefs on others” (26).  Other composition instructors echo their concern, Juanita Smart in her essay “Frankenstein or Jesus Christ” writes, “While we may be willing to acknowledge that religious belief, or its absence, significantly relates to the nature of learning, we resist the voice of faith in an effort to prevent alienating and exclusionary rhetorics from dominating the discussion.”  She continues, “We do not want our learning communities to be disrupted by the ‘one way’ thinking of the student who feels that she owns a monopoly on the truth” (22).  This is a well-founded fear and one that we have all experienced at one time or another, through a student-written narrative, or a student-spoken diatribe against something or someone the fundamentalist student viewed as sinful or simply different. 


One of the most pertinent essays on dealing with Christian fundamentalism in the classroom is Amy Goodburn’s 1998 piece, “It’s A Question of Faith:  Discourses of Fundamentalism and Critical Pedagogy in the Writing Classroom.”  Goodburn examines her own critical pedagogy and the response to it of fundamentalist students.  She foregrounds student work in the piece and details the perspective of one particular student, Luke.  By the end of her article, Goodburn has not only concluded that her own value system often limited her personal perspective of Luke, but she also surprisingly reveals several intersections of critical pedagogy and Christian fundamentalism:  “their oppositional stance to the status quo…their critique of mass culture…their questioning of authority…and their examination of sources” (Goodburn 348).  While Goodburn recommends exploring these avenues alongside our fundamentalist students, it is also important to remember that the fundamentalist Christian differs in many doctrinal ways from other Christians (who Goodburn learned were more supportive of her efforts in the class she chronicles).  In addition, there are many internal differences in beliefs in fundamentalism that may divide students as well.  Fundamentalism is not a discrete entity, and students’ beliefs cannot be generalized even if they disclose as such.  


Fundamentalism is not the only risk when students speak and write of their faith experience, though.  Their fundamentalism often promotes the responsibility to witness to the unsaved:  proselytizing.  Not only is it encouraged in many religious denominations or sects, it is a doctrinal requirement in the theology of many.  Consequently, their testimonies are part and parcel of their living out of their religious obligations within the context of the writing classroom.  The written conversion narrative may not be a student’s only experience of significance, it may be evidence of her identification with her community and her commitment to living a faithful life.  Susan Wells’ work Sweet Reason is informative to this discussion when she highlights the difference in what we as teachers see as the nature of writing assignments and what students perceive as the purpose of the writing assignments.  She describes the teacher as constructing an assignment in order to see and follow the student’s development of writing skills.  On the other hand, students may see the writing assignment as “an invitation to dialogue rather than cue for performance” (Wells 202).  Consequently, the student responds with a narrative that invites a response from the teacher that is not within the confines of evaluation of rhetorical skill but that falls outside that and into the personal response realm.  The teacher may simply need to clarify the purpose of assignments, particularly those often assigned early in our composition courses, those that Krista Ratcliffe describes as “road to Damascus papers” (144).


Another complication of speaking of faith in the classroom arises from the risk of the fundamentalist students’ use of sacred texts as proof texts.  Students may use the Bible or other religious texts as “universal” evidence, as they perceive it, for their rhetoric.  Jeanette Lindholm highlights this issue of intertextuality in her essay “Language of Faith.”  She describes situations and assignments within the classroom when students “assume readers will accept biblical authority and feel no need to justify the legitimacy of that authority” (Lindholm 64).  She addresses the fact that for many students, the authority of their particular “proof text” is a given, an unexplored authority in the life of faith they live.  She addresses such issues in her own classroom by conferencing with students who deploy such rhetoric and asking them to consider their claims in light of others within (and outside) the class who may not assume such authority.  In this approach, she rhetorically engages the student with considerations of audience and invention, leading the student to develop a more mature and rhetorically sound voice.


Another effort to deal with this proof texting dilemma is described in Priscilla Perkins’ “Radical Conversion of the Mind” essay.  She argues for a hermeneutical approach to particularly evangelical students who write based on a biblical authority that she contends will be unsuccessful with any audience other than their own Christian community.  She allows students to use their biblical foundation, a right she argues is theirs based on their value system and cultural tradition, but she directs them to put the biblical record in conversation with other sources, using it as a departure point rather than a destination on their rhetorical journeys.  I would add that often Christian students use scripture in  ways that would be considered erroneous within their own community.  This hermeneutic approach offers promise I think for the way students can be directed to maintain their faith identity and yet learn from other sources of truth as well.


As teachers we may also long to avoid with the emotionalism of fervently religious students.  Students with strong religious beliefs have often so internalized their beliefs and values that any question of them may lead to a decidedly emotional response.  In the book Passionate Politics, the authors note that “the emotions most directly connected to moral sensibilities, such as shame, guilt, and pride, are especially pervasive as motivators of action” (Goodwin, Jasper, Polletta 10).  And students who are fueled by such emotions for their religious fervor may respond in kind when their values are questioned.  On the other hand, as rhetoricians we know the danger of essentialist binary oppositions.  And we face one head-on when we talk about emotions in the classroom.  We know the danger of associating emotionalism with irrationality or illogical thinking.  Julie Lindquist discusses this fine border in her essay “Class Affects, Classroom Affectations.”   Lindquist focuses on working class issues in this piece but notes that emotion is often viewed by teachers as an irrational substitute for good, sound logic, forgetting that we all bring affective dimensions of experience to the table that have influenced our decisions and our values.  Our attempts to negate our students’ emotion often leave them without access to the moral and ethical fiber of belief.  In our pursuit of critical pedagogy, we have perhaps ignored influences that were essential to our own formation of identity (Lindquist 190-191).  Aren’t we in need of more passionate students?  Don’t we in some sense long for students to be stirred by something so deeply emotionally that they will actually take action?  If so, then we cannot exclude all emotion from the classroom.  Virginia Chappell affirms this need in her essay “Teaching-and Living-in the Meantime” when she writes, “My intention is not that the community atmosphere of my classes serve as an end in itself; rather, I mean for the experiences of shared talk, affect, and work to prepare students for participating in the larger civic community” (103).  When our students exhibit emotion as part of a motivating force, we could do worse than channeling that affective demonstration into a rhetorical motivation.  The writers of Passionate Politics agree and write:  

We see a need today not just for a historical sociology of emotions […] but rather a sociology that recognizes the ubiquity of emotions, moods, and affect in social life and which treats emotions as potential causal mechanisms, or components of such mechanisms […] More specifically, we believe that most of the key causal facts emphasized by analysts of social movements […] derive much of their causal power from the strong emotions that they embody or evoke among actors.  (Goodwin, Jasper, Polletta 283)

While the risk of emotional responses is real with students of faith, it is real with students from all manner of backgrounds and cultures, (Christian and non-Christian alike) and it can often motivate students to positive moral and social action.  People are often emotionally drawn into activism.  Spiritual exploration often leads to social action, because it effectively demands something of us as human beings.  It requires more than intellectual commitment, it is a holistic investment (Grossberg 385).  And indeed this promise is significant for marginalized groups particularly who often find their voice in social movements (Herndl Bauer 559).


The fear we have of fundamentalists who actively proselytize and unswervingly appeal to their own proof texts ultimately climaxes is a fear of students who would, rhetorically speaking anyway, return to religious historical imperialism.  Not only do we long to avoid the confrontation with these students, we long to protect other students in our classes from such polarizing rhetoric.  Their rhetoric sounds much like that of the Crusades and the Inquisition and ultimately our minds turn to such empirical conquest. We are right to be vigilante against such rhetoric.  James Cone demands vigilance from Christianity, he sees the seeds of domination that often lie within religious rhetoric, “American white theological thought has been ‘patriotic,’ either by defining the theological task independently of black suffering … or by defining Christianity as compatible with white racism” (22). The foundation of imperialism and manifest destiny are held within such fundamentalist approaches to others.  And we have a responsibility to engage our students who exhibit such tendencies.  In fact, we would be negligent if we did not do so.  But we must avoid binary thinking here as well.  We must confront this type of thinking, whether in our private conferences with students who espouse such rhetorical arrogance, or tactfully but firmly before the entire classroom when inflammatory rhetoric is used against races or cultures or sexes.  Cone writes, “It is impossible to confront a racist society, with the meaning of human existence grounded in commitment to the divine, without at the same time challenging the very existence of the national structure and all of its institutions, especially the established church” (108).  Cone supports a prophetic approach, which is especially useful for Christian students.  These students will be aware of Old Testament prophets who decried the “chosen people’s” unjust dealings with the poor and the widowed.  They were deplored for their elitism and their arrogance and their ignoring of social justice for the weak and the needy.  Such confrontation cannot be avoided when students choose to enact a rhetoric that effectively silences others.  A spiritually welcoming classroom will allow students to speak and write of their faith, but it will also challenge them to do so with love and respect for everyone present, according to the biblical imperatives to which they allegedly subscribe.

I believe we can allow rhetorics of faith and at the same time engage students in critiques that bring a depth of understanding to their revision.  A significant part of the matter with fundamentalism (and its concomitant issues of proselytizing, intertextuality, and imperialism) is that we are dealing with young people who have not yet fully matured in their values. Many of the risks involved when students express their religion or their faith emanate from the stages of faith that students are developmentally negotiating as we intersect their journeys in our composition courses.  While we only see one segment of these students’ lives, they are obviously whole people: people who are not only involved in our three hour per week course, but who are also involved in other communities, and they are developing in all of these areas. 

Rhetorical Effects

James W. Fowler’s Stages of Faith and Religious Development speaks to this process and is enlightening to the issues and risks we deal with when we encounter students of faith in our classes.  Perhaps the most important point Fowler makes involves the early college years of faith development.  Fowler identifies college age students as typically part of stage three, the Mythic-Literal Faith stage, or stage four, the Individuative-Reflective Faith stage.  His description of stage three sounds hauntingly familiar to those of us who teach first-year college students, and three facets of the description are essential to understanding our students:  first, according to Fowler, “beliefs are appropriated with literal interpretations, as are moral rules and attitudes;”  second, “symbols are taken as one-dimensional and literal in meaning;” and finally, “story becomes the major way of giving unity and value to experience” (Fowler 149).  Consequently, the stories of faith that are part of our students’ traditions are of the utmost importance to them, and analyzing those stories, due to their literal interpretations and their one-dimensional resonance in memory, becomes extremely difficult at this stage of their development.  Fowler sums it up like this, “For this stage the meaning is both carried and ‘trapped’ in the narrative” (Fowler 154).  Because of this inability to analyze or reflect on their tradition and their personal experience, “demythologization feels like a fundamental threat to meaning, because meaning and symbol are bound up together” (Fowler 163).  Fowler goes on to explain that at this stage three development, the individual has a religious “ideology” that is basically unexamined, because she does not have the developmental ability to do so.  The believer sees her faith as “conventional” as well, because it is basically unexamined. The believer assumes it is a faith held by everyone, or at least to everyone who matters.  

These stages of faith development are echoed in William Perry’s similarly constructed positions of ethical development.  He too points to this place within young adult development when the individual is just coming into contact with differences in belief systems.  He writes, “The first crucial trial is in the student’s initial confrontation with multiplicity—with pluralism, ambiguity and contingency.  […]  Presumably, for them to have answers black and white, clear, known, available [is] so important emotionally that any other world [is] intolerable” (Perry 37).  For some students this intersection is simply too difficult and when faced with diversity, they decide to either retreat into the world of polarized or worldviews.  On the other hand, some students encounter difference and reflect and re-evaluate their belief systems in light of this new information.

Both Fowler’s and Perry’s explanations of development in faith and ethics are applicable to the rhetorical effects of faith and religion on our students’ writing. Most teachers have undoubtedly experienced the student who writes to convert us, the essay that is a witness to the student’s own faith and that explicitly makes an appeal to the teacher for conversion to the student’s choice of denomination or sect.  This evangelization is obviously testimony to the student’s engagement in a religious narrative, one that the student assumes is universal and that often utilizes proof text evidence for its support.  In addition, we have experienced, the student who refuses to question her value system, who is so emotionally invested in her tradition that she cannot pull far enough away to even reflect on the narrative within which she operates.  Elizabeth Vander Lei offers another rhetorical effect that is possible when students bring their religious faith into our classrooms, “Some bring faith as a skeleton in their psychological closet…some bring faith as an acknowledged and well-developed worldview that shapes the claims they make and the goals they set for their writing…for some faith is a set of nagging questions or haunting suspicions” (7).  Lei finally summarizes these effects by pointing out that some, Fowler would probably argue who are in third stage of faith development, use religion as the filter through which everything else in the classroom flows.  This filter is self-imposed and designed to protect the student against anything “damaging” or “corrupting” that they may hear in academia (7).  

As students have returned to conservative political stances, this final effect is probably more and more relevant.  Our students continue to self-disclose as much more conservative than those of us who teach in the academy
.  Undoubtedly, their parents and significant groups of influence continue to warn them against our corrupting or damaging influence on their lives of faith.  At the same time, many denominations demand a total acceptance of all the rules and philosophies articulated by their particular sect.  Students within these populations may find inquiry particularly threatening.  They may be severely limited in the amount of questioning they have been allowed to do; consequently, they are fearful of any attempt by others to push them into this way of thinking.  This is a weakness inherent in the religious tradition that should be met, not with skepticism and criticisms, but with a loving and respectful teacher who asks why, if this religion claims to know and speak the truth, members of it would be afraid to interrogate their ideas.  

Authors Mark Montesano and Duane Roen (“Religious Faith, Learning, and Writing”) proffer this method of engaging such individuals in the classroom, “all students can be directed toward more specific research literature to guide the development of their discourse” (89).  They encourage students to bring their ideas and concepts about faith and religion into their work, as long as they follow the rhetorical principles of the course.  They ask students questions about how they came to their opinion on a topic, if they have ever altered that opinion, what type of research informed their opinion, and what kinds of emotion they could expect others to offer in light of their opinion (94).  These questions and others can be used with the class as a whole or in one-on-one conferencing with students to encourage them to develop more insight and reflection.  I rush to add, though, that we should also be cautious in assuming students who are conservative are Christian and vice versa.  Christianity is becoming more and more diverse, and identifying with a conservative political agenda does not make one a card-carrying member of any particular faith
.

I would like to note here that the questioning is not (nor should it be designed) to encourage students to change their minds or to throw away ethical and religious traditions that we as teachers disagree with.  Bronwyn Williams is Quaker and in her essay “The Book and the Truth” she admits that she once dealt with the rhetoric of a Muslim student that she found particularly offensive in light of his views on women and freedom of expression.  She admits: 

In retrospect I realized that I was not engaged in honest negotiations with Mohammed, but was instead trying to find ways to convince him of the value of secular rights to freedom of expression.  I did not talk to him abut the religious nature of his argument, but instead tried to make him see how such an argument was viewed in the secular West […] even as I thought I respected his position, I kept hoping I could change his mind. (112) 

I can admit moments in my teaching when I have felt the same way, and instead of honestly engaging the student in a discussion of her religious ideas, I have pointed to audience or to rhetorical issues that skirt the deeper notions of theology and culture that the student may be expressing.  Williams admits that she ultimately found this method “was incomplete in a way that was ultimately unsatisfying to both of us” (Williams 111).  Negotiating faith in the composition classroom demands that we as teachers not only be willing to welcome our students’ experiences of faith and spirituality, but it also forces us to sometimes painfully question our own motives and methodologies in light of our own belief systems.

Another rhetorical effect that is not so obvious but is clearly as important is students’ inability to describe their spiritual or religious experiences in ways that are understandable and that meet our assignment guidelines.  Juanita Smart mentions this in her essay “Frankenstein or Jesus Christ” where she writes, “Faith embarrasses our attempts to articulate it because it is otherworldly and thus other-wordy” (14).  She reflects on the challenge any of us would face when asked to articulate our “deepest-held and least-negotiable values” (107).  Undoubtedly, we would have a hard time constructing the phrasing that would be true to these transcendent principles.  Certainly we cannot expect students at the age of 18 or 19 to be able to easily explain beliefs that they have yet to truly interrogate.

Rewards

Beyond these risks, which arguably exist in all critically engaged composition classrooms, lays the potential for great rewards as well.  And significant to this discussion is the possibility Fowler introduces of students moving from stage three to stage four
 and from Perry’s positions four to five in their faith development. Young adults do often gain the experience and analytical skill necessary to develop further in their faith and this move is significant for us as teachers of composition.  As with so many composition classroom practices, the hope for a rewarding experience lies within the folds of a significant risk.  Fowler writes, “The movement from Stage 3 to Stage 4…is particularly critical for it is in this transition that the late adolescent or adult must begin to take seriously the burden of responsibility for his or her own commitments, lifestyle, beliefs and attitudes” (182).  The student will begin through this process to evaluate individuality vs. group membership, subjectivity vs. objectivity that requires reflection, and self-actualization vs. service to and being for others (Fowler 182).  In our composition classrooms, we can hope for rhetorical work that engages students where they are and yet allows them to learn through the diversity of their peers and through the commitment we make as teachers to assist and support and encourage.  But if we do not allow them to honestly express their religious beliefs, we can never hope to see them mature beyond the early stage of their development.  Nor can we hope for fruitful dialogue to occur between those of different religions or between those who espouse religion and those who do not.

Which leads me then to the rewards we might hope to gain as we engage students of faith in the composition classroom.  First, allowing students to speak and write about religious and faith experiences fosters an exploration of the transcendent in both reading and writing. Carlton and Emmons suggest a similar imperative: 

A transforming experience of the student in response to a text is really what I aim for—a discovery by each reader of a life, a divinity in the text:  in the language, the syntax, the ideas, in all their harmonies and contradictions…to develop their linguistic capabilities, their appreciation of literary subtlety, as well as their moral and spiritual sensibilities. (27)

These authors point to something beyond our allowance of students to explore their religious and faith-filled experiences, they propose a way of teaching that welcomes a spiritual response to the learning experience.  While allowing them to write and speak about ideas that are expressly religious, these teachers take another step in viewing their own teaching practices as spiritual in nature.  This goes beyond consideration of students’ topic selection and moves into a realm of seeing our own practice as either divorced from or imbued with a spirituality of its own.  Teaching as a spiritual act asks us to see our work as endowed with a deeper calling than simply distributing information or evaluating assignments.  Practicing teaching in this manner has ramifications for those students who would profess a religious faith and those who would profess anything other that.  A symbiotic relationship is foregrounded here: our practice and our students’ experience.  The teachers I quote and refer to in this section would agree that when we disallow students to explore the spiritual, we disavow seeing our own practices as connected with any such themes and vice versa.  

By welcoming Christian and non-Christian student to explore the spiritual in our courses, we can also hope for a deeper community than we may have perhaps yet experienced in the classroom. The integration of faith into the daily life of the individual was not so hard to fathom historically, and certainly there is historical evidence of the marriage of rhetoric and religion that supports the notion of spiritual community as well.  Kathy Eden in “Koinonia and the Friendship Between Rhetoric and Religion” highlights the importance of the linkage of Christian practices to daily living in Erasmus’ koinonia.  She writes, “This common intellectual store, as Erasmus so keenly noticed in the adage that introduces his own treasury of the collective wisdom of the ancients, marks a defining feature of the long-standing friendship between Pythagorean, Platonist, and Christian as well as between rhetoric and religion” (317). Eden describes the literary form of the proverb as one that figures this cooperation.  The proverb is a distinct literary form and yet it belongs to the community and is used to pass along wisdom that has been gained from experience.  Erasmus used the proverb in his adages to describe the importance of religion that is tied to community, spirituality that is active.  Koinonia is a New Testament concept that refers simply to the believer’s faithful relationship to God and humble service to the community of humanity, both strands being essential for true koinonia to be achieved.  Koinonia represents the best possibility of what can go right when faith intersects intellectual activity, for it focuses on an internal relationship of faith that is held responsible for concrete acts of kindness, and for rhetoric that is ultimately and equally concerned for both the upward and outward reach of faith.

Not only will a deeper community result from the welcoming of religious experience, a spiritually fostering classroom environment demands that we see all students as moral and spiritual beings, not just as learning receptacles.  Mark R. Schwen writes movingly of developing loving community within academia in his book Exiles from Eden.  He begins with Aristotle’s concept of friendship (philio) as being highest among those who are virtuous and who learn together (Schwen 62-63).  He goes on to describe ancient academic communities that pursued the intellectual in concert with a compassionate concern for the health and well-being of all those within the community.  He laments the fact that friendship has all but disappeared from the domain of the classroom (Schwen 63).  Without this compassion, the classroom community can quickly deteriorate into a skills and drills, industrial endeavor.  A focus on students as human beings and a promotion of the spiritual identity of community works against the industrial notion of “Taylorism” in our classrooms.  In fact, it effectively divorces the classroom from becoming important only for our ability to train and equip the right workers for the right jobs, providing economic capital for a growing industrial machine (Chickering 25-27).  It is more than unfortunate when as academic institutions we adopt the practices of business that serve to fragment our own lives and those of our students (Chickering 247). When we foster classrooms that honor human relationship most of all, we are enacting a redeeming aspect of spirituality.  Schwen further delineates his concept of community by employing Wayne Booth’s “golden rule of hermeneutics,” “Read as you would have others read you; listen as you would have others listen to you” (Schwen 63), a concept now revisited in Krista Ratcliffe’s book Rhetorical Listening.  Ratcliffe also calls for a humility of spirit that listens to the other and that pursues intelligence not by deconstruction, but by a quiet respect that listens before speaking (25.).  Barbara Schneider calls this humble pursuit “discernment” and offers this concept as a bridge to the type of love and respect we’re talking about here (205).  I would argue that all of these efforts call for an intellectual practice of love that grows out of respect for the individual as an eternal soul and that recognizes all humanity as invested with dignity and value.  

The concept of love in the scope of education is taken from significant work in critical pedagogy.  The first educator to articulate such an idea in relationship to not only education, but specific to literacy, was Paulo Freire in his work in South America. Scholars such as Ann Berthoff and Beth Daniell have insightfully pulled back the methodologies and practices that others have described as essential to Freire’s concepts of critical pedagogy to uncover the foundation of love essential to this work.  I use a lengthy quote of Daniell’s here, because it is so important to what I believe explains the greatest reward of allowing faith to enter our teaching and our students’ learning:  

What Freire offers North America is not a method of teaching literacy we can carry from the Third World to the First, but an attitude of profound love for the human beings we teach.  Being treated as if one is worthy, as if one’s life is important, as if what one has to say is significant and deserving attention, as if one is—yes—a fellow child of God, allows some people, even the most silenced, to ‘come to voice,’ to use bell hooks’ term, and, in so doing, to see the world and themselves differently. (402) 

If we want our students to become informed and active members of an engaged polis, we cannot neglect their spirituality, and we must offer them the freedom and support of a classroom that is concerned for their well-being as whole individuals, not just for their writing or for their rhetorical skill.  This is the only way they can find the courage to take the risks necessary in learning.  Jeanette Lindholm add her voice to Daniell’s and Freire’s in calling for this type of love she favors in our classrooms, “We cannot separate ourselves from one another or the world we attempt to understand; we are all profoundly affected by our relationships with one another” (77). Lindholm concludes that we must offer a “kind of love that compels us as teachers to care deeply about the well-being of our students, to know them as human beings and not as objects for our manipulation or control” (77).  When we teach from a spiritual center of love, we cultivate an environment that encourages our students to bring their whole selves into the classroom.  We embrace a view of our students that welcomes their humanity and invites them into a dialogue and a community of learning that presents real possibilities for civic engagement and social change.

One of the risks of failing to engage faith-based rhetoric is this inability to allow students to look at all of their experience and all of their traditions and cultural background as relevant to their intellectual pursuits.  Lindholm discusses this as well when she states, “If part of our task as educators is to help students learn to examine ideas, perspectives, and situations critically, it seems only reasonable to encourage them to reflect on the range of influences that have shaped their outlooks” (15).  She offers bell hooks’ work as evidence of her perspective, when hooks points to the “dis-ease” among faculty who force students to privatize or compartmentalize parts of their experience as irrelevant to their intellectual pursuits.  Peter Elbow uses suggests that Jesus Christ was the archetypal teacher.  He notes that while He was loving and accepting of all learners, He set strict high standards for their conduct and behavior as well.  Elbow’s concept of love in Christ’s example is a demanding one (87-88).  In my own experience, I have been blessed with professors who allowed me to interrogate my faith along with the ideas presented in their classrooms.  This has had a two-fold result:  first, it has allowed me to mature as a person, to lay aside ideas and beliefs that were inconsistent with my new reading of the world through new concepts introduced in the classroom.  And secondly, it has allowed me to be an active engager of ideas within my faith community.  Much of the knowledge I have gained in academia has bearing on my faith community and could serve to further that community’s socially-engaged work.  This ultimately has lead me to greater intellectual development than I would have experienced without integrating my faith into my learning experience.  Unfortunately, as Elizabeth Vander Lei notes in her introduction to Negotiating Faith in the Composition Classroom:  

By excising that which they believe to be at best outside the academic realm or at worst anti-intellectual, teachers risk creating not a neutral space but a sterile place where learning is safe from ideas that are potentially community-shattering, such as those regarding gender roles or environmental responsibility.  Composition classrooms become safe, true, but for some students these classrooms also become so disjointed from their lives that they would prefer not to engage the teacher or course at all.  (6)  

I believe my faith has great bearing on my work in the classroom, but as I have explored that possibility, I have become aware conversely that my work in the classroom has great bearing on my life of faith.  This type of growth is possible for all students who are allowed into spiritually fostering learning communities.  
Historical Implications

Perhaps the greatest reward for engaging spiritual and religious experience in the classroom is the opportunity for rhetoric with social justice and historical implications to occur.  Great social justice movements have developed from the seeds of faith:  abolition in the late 18th and early 19th centuries and the Catholic Worker movement of the 20th century are just two examples.  Many of the activists of these movements rose from religious traditions to engage their culture in significant social issues of their day.  Perhaps nowhere is this engagement more visible than in the civil rights movement of the 20th century.  In Rhetoric, Religion and the Civil Rights Movement 1954-1965, Editors Davis Houck and David Dixon offer a compilation of rhetorical performances that clearly portray the significant connection of the Christian faithful to the work of social change.  Benjamin Mays speaking to the World Council of Churches, “The struggles of the colored people everywhere for freedom, and a new emphasis on the meaning of the Gospel in our time have made us embarrassedly aware of the wide gulf that frequently exists between our Gospel and our practice” (56).  J.R. Brockhoff speaking at the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in Atlanta, Georgia, “Through the church today Christ is disturbing our society for its social evils.  Are we brave enough today to face these issues in the light of Christ’s teaching and example?” (69).  Rev. Duncan Howlett speaking at All Souls church in Washington, D.C., “the civil rights movement is a moral movement […] It is also religious.  It grows straight out of the Judeo-Christian tradition, as have we all” (884).  And finally there is the example of Sara Patton Boyle, a white woman married to a drama professor at the University of Virginia who completely abandoned her prejudice and racism and became a civil rights activist after she came to know the first African American admitted to the university’s law school.  We perhaps risk not only stunting the intellectual and spiritual development of our students when we forbid their religious experience to be part of our classroom work, we may very well be limiting the social justice and activism that may occur through the rhetorical and civic engagement of our students as they grow into mature citizens of our democracy.  Perhaps it is no coincidence that the civil rights movement grew to full flower in the greenhouse of the black church:  a religious institution that is known for its integration of political, social, cultural, educational, and ecclesiastical dimensions.  We in composition should take note of this model of integration and reflect on the implications of methodologies that do or do not embrace such cooperation of influences and ideas.

In more recent history, the moral motivation to be engaged in social action has taken the form of liberation theology.  It demonstrates once again the integration of spiritual commitment to social change and the link between these and educational initiatives.  Leonard and Clodovis Boff describe this theology as having a “transhistorical dimension.”  It is, in their words, “the kingdom of God…established in social projects” (13).  Paulo Freire’s work in Brazil has shown the importance of this theology to education as he worked tirelessly for literacy while maintaining a connection to this theological persuasion. 

While some may retain concerns about the presence of faith and rhetoric in the classroom, Lizabeth Rand points out in her essay “Enacting Faith,” “every social group has fundamentalists;” this risk is ever present (351).  Rather than ignoring students’ devotion to faith, we must compassionately walk with them through the negotiating of how that faith is expressed in other discourse communities.  Rand’s essay is particularly useful in pointing out that in our rush to enact critical pedagogies we have ignored religious, particularly Christian, perspectives, because we fear the way they have been utilized in the past to oppress and subject others (353).  While this is certainly true, we can enact a new approach that acknowledges that past oppression as very real and very painful and yet also chronicle, just as in numerous other cultural traditions, how much good has come from the enactment of spirituality as well.  And if we want to promote that good, then we must negotiate this terrain along with our students.  By coming alongside them and teaching them the rhetorical practices that also grow from certain religious traditions, we can encourage faith and spirituality that embraces freedom rather than oppression, that celebrates diversity while acknowledging the depth of connection, and that looks for truth in all production rather than just our own comfortable texts and practices.  We engage our students as whole persons when we engage in the faithful vocation of teaching that embraces the spiritual as well as all other dimensions of our students’ lives.  There will be error; there will be uncomfortable moments when students deploy their beliefs in ways that are at best uncomfortable and at worst offensive.  As C. Jan Swearingen states in “Women’s Ways of Writing,” “Religion has always provided…images of self, of what it is to be human, of what it is to live and make a life that has meaning and purpose” (253).  Welcoming religious perspectives fosters such meaning and purpose if it is lovingly enacted.
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� I refer here to specific data from the University of Oklahoma University College who survey incoming first-year students in the summer before their initial semester.  This data of students being more and more politically conservative comes from the survey results from 1978 through the summer of 2006.  This survey is commissioned by University College and summarized by Dean Myrna Carney.


� I would like to take this opportunity to offer Ann Coulter as an example of a staunch conservative whose polarizing rhetoric continues to remind me how UN-Christian she really is.


� Fowler notes that many adults never move from stage three into stage four, but remain ensconced in the Mythic-Literal stage for a lifetime: “stage three becomes a permanent place of equilibrium” (172).
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