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"THE KNOWLEDGE THAT IS VIRTUE"

Both ;the Christian ministor and the Christian cducetor are haunted
by the question, "Can knowledge make men good?® The anciont Greeks had
no doubt about tho mattor. Socrates teught thet l(ldé‘&.v'éd g s virfue..
and even beyond Socrates the ethical tcachers of Greece expresscd vhet
they- considered the secret of goodnoss in the maxim, "Rnow thyself," One
of the assumptions of modern thought also is that improved educstion and
improved environment » both of which appear to be attainable by the techniques
of education end ascience, will produce better men and women. In recent
yerrs mch public money has been poured into better equipped and more
adequately staffed schools, and the cynic may say that the most obvious
result has been the incroase of juvenile delinquincy end crimz. .

It 45 aluays vise to exanine Oﬁ presuppositions, The presuprosition
that knol..'lcdge is virtue mist be c'aroﬁﬂly‘ weighed by Christian cducatora,
It is an interesting fact that the llaw Testament itself offors us s veluable
eritique of knowledge.

1,

In the first place, the New Testament warns us against the false
knovledge of Fharisceism. "The Phariseo," Bonhoeffer writes, "is that
extremely admirable ran who subordinates his entire life to his knowledge
of good and ovil."

Both in the Gospels and in the Talmud, however, t;lzere are indicatlons

of defects in Pharisaic rorality. They wvore obviously very rcligious poople,

‘ ES -
TREVECCA COLLEGE ARCHIY



and yot they had missed tho heart of true religion, Thoy know that .God
derands holiness of’living, but thoy failed to realize that such goodnoss
is alvays and only the gift of God's grace end never tho result of human
effort, the outcols of the huran knouledge of good anci oevile The result
vas that thoy though of their good deeds as the products of their own
virtue and forgot they oued averjthing to Gode Uhen morality no longer
has its source end power in tho grace of God, it inevitably ceases to look
on human need with the loving kindness and justice of God. Theirs vas a
religion that no longer kmow God's grace, and as a consequence it had no
longer had eny vital contact with hutan need. B

"Morals without religion" is a slogan of our time, but the Phariéee
. 5vands &8 a varning thet the mere pursuit of goodness for goodness! sake,
kouvever edmirable an ideal it may apposr, is fraught with gravest moral
dzngere The knouledge of good and evil, Bonhoeffer reminds us, was the
Etter revard of man's first disobedience, and such knowledge is indced
& curse so long as it is divorced from the knouledge that is man's real
g=0d according to the teaching of Jesus, the knowledge of the revealed
w11 of the keavenly Fether. .

The way of Pharisceism then is a dead-end street, The Pharisces are
a :arning to us that fhe knouledge of good and evil, when divorced from the
£ace of God, is & curse rather than a blessing, Pharisaic knowledge is
mt true virtue,

2 .
I the man knowledge of good and evil is powerless to produce true

(zcdness, so zlso iz intellectualisnm. The ancient name for this error is
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Gnogticism (from the Greek vord gposis, meaning lmoulodge). Grosticisnm
tonded to belicve that salvation deponds prirarily on knowledpe. lMan's
evil condition was held to bo the result of his fall from tho realm of pure
spirit, dovn to the world of matter in which he is now imprisoned. The
vay of moral and spiritual rostoration is throush an intellectusl underq
standing of our human nature, Christien Gnostics held that the mission of
Jesus was to provide such intellectual illumination, a"nd that ren by the -
very act of receiving it gained moral emancipation. '

The Gnostice were anticipating a charncteristic view of our ovn scione
tific age that the understanding of the causes of a morbid condition either
in an individual or a society is not only a prelininary step tm_mrd o cure,
as all would admit, but has a curative effect in itself, This is most
clearly seen in the practice of psychoanalysis., It has .its reasure of truth
which deternined the Greek maxim, “Know thyself®; yet an intellectual com-
prehension of the éauses of our moral corruption, whether obtatned by Cnostic
cosmologlies or by Freudlan psychology is not the Christian gospel, Scien=

" tific knowledge is not saving krowledge, although the wise Christian will

not despise any holp that science end psychology can give.
The Gnostic who claims to understand the roots of roral evil may easily
fall into one or the other of two dangers. He may think tret the man who

knows is above the conventionsl distinction betwecn right and vrong, and

so he becomes an antinopian. The otlier danger is a false asceticism. The
Gnostic who attributed man's evil to the influsnce of matter s Including

his own body, practiced ascctic techniques in order to rid tho soul of such
mterial influonces, Modern man still felsely rogards. his material environ-
ment as the sole ccuse of many of his physica and rorsl 111s, but he meets
tils, not by ascetiscism but by an exsrgerotod faith in improved mteri:al
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conditions and inproved medical techniques, as if good houses, good- schools, .
and well-balanced dicts could save men from sine

I vent now to point tho way tow;zr'd e third kind of knouwledge, uhich,
when undergirding and nowrishing morsl life » produces the fruits of Christian

love and justice, and which, when consecrating ell human knowledge on its

altar, offers the way by which tic kingdoms of this world may yet become

" e

the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ, |
¥hat is this third kind of knowledge which makes for moral pover and
Christlike goodness? It is,in one word, the knovuledge of God. This knove
ledge is not conceptual, it is intuitive, To use Rudolph Otto's phrase,
it is "the knowledge of the Iloly." It is an encountor with the "Wholly

Other." As such, it transcerds rcason. Moreover, it effects a moral transe

~ formation in the individual and bogins a chain reaction which affects society,

It is a redemptive knowledpe,

(1) To begin with, tiis knowledge is a knowledge of historical facts,
particularly God's saving acts in history, "He made known his vays unto
Yoses and his acts unto the children of Israel," Suprenely He has acted in
His Son Jesus Christ. These facts differ from the propositions of Gnostic
philosbpby in that trey can be grasped by all, even little children, It is
a blow to the pride of the human heart to be reminded that ve rmust becore as
little children in order to learn of Gode Wo must listen to the simple
story of God's love in Christ—and believe it-—if we are to come to a true
and saving knowledge of God, This knowledge takes possession ofour whole
being, of our feeling and will, as well as of our intollect, "For after tint
in the wisdom of God the world by wisdom knew not God, it pleased God by the |
foolishness of preaching to cave them thet bolieve. For the Jews require
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a sign, and the Greoks seck after wisdoms But we preach Chrigt erucified,
un'tq the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness, but unto
them that arc caulled, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the pover of God and
the wlsdom of CodJ" (I Corinthians 1:21-24).

(2) It is not only a knouledge of facts, howevor, but a personal
knovledge of God the Fsther, God is not er Idea to be grasped; lle is
Person to be met and fellowshipped. Tho krouledge of God {5 not & know=
ledge of abstract principles; it is a direcs apprehension of rcal ity——the
kind of knovledge wo have of people we "kncw" es friends. FHosea does not
sheink from likening tho krowledge of God t5 tho knowledge a man has of his
vife——a knowledge nade possible only by the mutual surrerder of two who
Rove each other in-uttor personalmess, Sirce God is holy love, the surrender
we must r:ake is moral surrender, Mo one cz= know God vho clings to his
sinful selfishnosse God hideg himself from those vho will not pey the
price of true repentance. But "if any men =ill do his will, he shall know."
To quote Henry lore of Cambridge, "If thou =esest, thou sccét.“

(3) Only in the knowledge of God can =@ obey the maxim, "Know thyself,"
I can know myself only as I stand in the pr=sence of God, Billy Graham said
in his recent Los Angeles Crudede, that mam an uneducated workman knows
what the Ph. D. is likely to overlook-—that what is wrong with owr world 1is
the discase of sin—-a poral disease. Yan =3 not begin to !now himself
until he stands before thoe Cross of Christ —aked and sinful—a robel in need
of divine mercy and grace. "Know thysclf," said Socrates. "Know thysclf a
self-uwilled, solf-contered, hopelessly lost sinner," says Christs Only in
this true self-knowledge which losds to a t—unsforming knowledgc{oi‘ God is

thero tho powver of a ncw life,



Cclous, a sccond—coatury eritic of Clrist, said once ccneerning Jesus,
"Your teccher is the strangest of all tcacheru.. Vhereas our tecchers sasr
"Come unto re, ycu vho sre clean und nobie,' your teachcr cays, Cone,
unto mo, you who zre dowm and beaton by 1ifo.' And so being taken at his
word by these impossible folk, he is followed by the rag, tog, cnd bobtail
of humanity." Vhercupon Origen replied, "Yes, but fle does,not leave them
the reg, tag, and bobtail of humanitye. Out of materisl you would have .
refused ac useless, He foshions men, cnabling them to stand on tlheir feet
and lock God in the eyoss They verc cowed, broken, and cringing things,
but the Son hath nede them free

"This is iife eternal, that they might kmou thee s the only true God,

and Jesus Christ, whom thou hact sent."




