
RELIGION AS AN ACADEMIC PRINCIPLE 
In pursuing this good education within the democracy, the Com

mission on Religion in Higher Education of the Association of Ameri
can Colleges seeks, therefore, to reinstate religion as one of the 
inclusive factors of the unifying principle of a liberal education. The 
Association of American Colleges defines its concept of liberal learn
ing as "inclusive rather than exclusive, embracing those disciplines 
which we call the humanities, the natural sciences, and the social 
sciences, the stressing the relevance of knowledge to man's personal 
and social concerns." The Association states, furthermore, that re
ligion is such a concern, whether positively by affirmation of its claims 
or negatively by denial of them. The statement points out that his
torically, in the West, the application of liberal learning to religious 
questions and phenomena has produced "that form of systematic dis
course which we call theology." It concedes that, though the reign 
of theology "as queen of the sciences has passed, the questions posed 
by theology must still be answered in each generation." These ques
tions cannot be ignored by the person who calls himself liberally 
educated. Neither may these questions be ignored by institutions of 
higher levels which offer a liberal education. 

The Association distinguishes between the study of religion as a 
scholarly discipline examining dispassionately religious concepts and 
phenomena, and "religious studies which, though scholarly, are in
tended to expound the specific confessional commitment held by an 
institution." In making this distinction, the Commission does not 
question the right of an institution to expound its confessional com
mitment as effectively as it knows how; it does concern itself, how
ever, with the study of religion as part of an individual's liberal 
education. 

The Commission's statement is consequential to the fact that in 
recent years the scholarly study of religion has become a well
developed humanistic discipline in its own right. As an area of study, 
religion requires the same mastery of subject matter that any other 
academic discipline requires. The Commission emphasizes the focal 
quality in religion, however, by stating that "Because man's religious 
values have affected the entire range of his thought and action, the 
study of religion must draw upon the methodologies and insights of 
disciplines such as archeology and history, the arts, psychology and 
psychiatry, anthropology, sociology, and philosophy." 

An adequate curriculum for the study of the liberal arts, therefore, 
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the Commission believes, should include courses in religion. It rec
ommends that colleges and universities undertake forthwith the 
fonnal steps necessary to give the scholarly study of religion appro
priate recognition in the curriculum and the administrative structure 
of the institution. 

In propounding this specific of a liberal education, the Commission 
on Religion in Higher Education recommends the study of religion 
as an academic discipline as essential to the full understanding of 
man. Religion, it states, in its many manifestations, is an almost uni
versal experience of mankind throughout history. As such an experi
ence, religion is a major cultural phenomenon to which authentic 
and comprehensive scholarship must give attention. In its published ' 
statement the Commission contends, "A liberal education leading to 
an adequate understanding of man in his pre-literate and literate 
development cannot be complete without the study of his religions." 
It points out, furthermore, that as "democratic institutions in America 
and other free nations in the West have come to maturity the funda
mental principles which support these institutions have been enun
ciated in religious as well as philosophic terms." Consequently, the 
American political vision is as much religious as philosophic or eco
nomic. 

The Commission includes what the humanistic traditionalists have 
all contended that in all generations, including contemporary society, 
students inevitably ask the great questions of ultimate significance 
and ultimate concern. Education functions to receive questions and 
to analyze the answers to these questions. "Ultimate questions" are 
considered religious questions. For this reason, the study of religion 
should offer the student the means to answer these questions. 

The recommendations of the Commission are not merely the 
minor statement of a wishful proposal that might serve as an intro
duction to the more specific consideration of a religion-oriented in
stitution and of an exemplary proponent of the philosophy of such 
an institution. On the contrary, the statement is a testament of the 
turn of the cycle readying the present milieu for the general ac
ceptance of a firm tenet of academic belief. In its own context, the 
statement, in the spirit of defining specifics, makes five clear recom
mendations which it offers "unreservedly," 

(a) that the scholarly study of religion be part of the liberal arts 
curriculum in all colleges and universities, public as well as private, 

(b) that academic qualifications of instructors of religion be as rig
orously defined as those of other diSCiplines and the selection of instruc
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tional staff be carried out through procedures comparable to those used in 
other academic principles, 

Cc) that courses in religion be assessed for credit on the basis of stand
ards that apply to other academic disciplines, 

Cd) that the types of courses in religion here described be designed 
to promote understanding of an important human concern rather than 
confessional commitment. 

Religion as a Unifying Principle in Educational 
Institutions Committed to Roman Catholicism 

It is understood, therefore, that the Commission on Religion in 
Higher Education advocates the study of religion as an academic 
discipline which will operate along the structures of any other given 
discipline contained in the curriculum of the liberal arts college. 
Even as such, religion achieves an identity that has been felt as a 
need. However, in the same manner that any discipline may be ex
tended into a speCialized area, religion has been a unifying principle 
within the complex of American democracy in institutions whose 
commitment is to religion as the orientation of those institutions' 
programs of studies. The religion oriented college confesses its basic 
commitment, and a distinct philosophy of education operates within 
this commitment. 

For most practical purposes, colleges committed to Roman Catholi
cism all function along similar structures of curricula. St. Frances 
Cabrini's theory of education, therefore, has a base in common with 
the principles upheld by other Roman Catholic communities in
volved in education. Her distinction, however, lies in her sanctity. 
This uniqueness, this sainthood, sets her apart, especially as a pin
nacle in the comprehensiveness of the Roman Catholic ideal in the 
function of educational prinCiples. The ideal, however, has been 
activated by many other educators. 

As the Rev. George Johnson of the Department of Education of 
the Catholic University of America wrote: 

"In our present search for peace and unity and order in the world we 
need to recall the truth that better times await the emergence of better 
men. We must take up with renewed zeal the task of building better men 
... Our means are found in all those forces and inAuences which, taken 
together, we call education."28 

Father Johnson summarizes the five goals of Roman Catholic edu

28 The Rt. Rev. George Johnson, Guiding Growth in Christian Social Living (Wash
ington, D. C.; The Catholic University of America Press, 1944), p. 1. 
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