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Several podsof antiquity tell a charming but frightening tale about a young man
who saw hisown reflection in a pool and became so infatuated that he vowed never
tomarry. Heeven ignored thelovdy nymph, Echo, who had followed him to that
place, leaving her to wander off alone until she at lag pined away to nothing but a
faint, whispering voice. The young man® name wasNarcissus, and he hasbecome
theimageof the excess of self-love When we say that a person isnarcissistic, or
that welivein an ageof narcissism, we are alluding to the self-absorbed young man
who sat, day after day, staring at his own reflected featureswhileignoring therest
of theworld around him.

Thestory is, of course, a parable of one of the many pitfallsto which humansare
susceptibleN self-absorption. Though the danger is present to people of all age
groups, it isno accident that the Narcissus of fable wasa youth. One of the mog
basc sensghbilities a young person formsisthat of either looking outside himself for
answer s or remaining cloistered in the cell of hisown psyche; of judging himself and
the world around him by something OousideO,or of judging all thingsaccording to
his own opinions, moods, and natural inclinations. Thislatter conditionisonethat,
in itsfull flower, acknowledges no objective truth and can even cometo question the
validity of perception itself.

As Orthodox Christian teacher swe must remember the warningsof St. John
Chrysogom who began hislessons on the education of children with stern
admonitions against this self-absorbed condition. Anticipating the question asto
why such a young man would grow up to follow only the precepts of his appetites,
St. John asked, ODd you not marvel at him? Did you not sing his praise? Did you
not lead him on to his present state by applause and flattery?0O

Unfortunately, we now have behind us several decades of professionally
sanctioned educational practices which, in their methods aswell asin their results,
could be called an education to narcissism. Child-centered learning, whole-
languagepractice, and multiple-intelligence theory havetaught countless children
that nothing matterswhich hasitsorigin outside the self.

Though perhaps not overtly, thelesson has nevertheless, been taught. It hasbeen
taught in stream-of-consciousness Opur nalingOwher e exter nal forms such as
spelling and grammar are of no consequence; it hasbeen taught in anti-knowledge
schools wher e memorization isbelittled as Owte learningOand administrators
declare openly their inability to predict what children will need to knowin the
future. It hasbeen taught by teacherstelling studentsthere areno right answers,
and by the cheap teen novds once hidden from theinstructor but now assigned as
classroom reading because she believes the young people can OrelateOto them
better. It hasbeen taught in sodal studies where studentslearn nothing of the
sacrifices of heroic men and women of the padt, but everything of their own personal
entitlements. In these and so many other ways our current Op ogressiveOschools
encouragechildren to gaz no farther than their own adolescent images.



There are many problemswith thisapproadh. Mog practically, it smply failsasa
means of educationN a fact by now so well documented that only those with careers
rooted in the old theories still echo their empty tenets. Moreover, thisapproad to
education assumes a Romantic optimism about human naturethat isunjustified by
practical experience, deniesthefallen nature, and robs young people of the noblest
ideasand examples of human kind whileforcing them to wallow in the low, the base,
and themediocre. Furthermore, the progressive approad squandersthe best
opportunityN that of the early school yearsN toinstill a body of objective factual
content that can become a network of epiphaniesin later years, and to inculcate
habits of diligencein the attention to minute details that must alwaysaccompany
successes that are not accidental. The mog dangerous effect of all, however, may be
that this progressive approach to education gives children theidea that the universe
orbits around the parochial world of themselves and their peersN that the world will
forever reconfigureitself around their desires, moods, and natural inclinations.

Many Christian schools, we must admit, are not guiltless of this pedagogrial folly.
Caricature Bible storiesand cartoonillustrations promote a thought-world for
children that isnot merely immature but shallow and silly. Teen-conducted youth
chapelstell young peoplethat the world of adultsisnot for them and that their own
inclinationsto sentimentality and sensuality can be deflected into worship by merely
deifying the direct object in a song lyric. Unable to encourageyoung people to Ohy
adgde childish thingsDand Ogiow to full statureQin Christ, many youth pasors (find
that in the Bible) create the pitiful spectade of an older guy strumming a guitar,
knitting hisbrow, and warbling ambiguous praisesto stimulate teenage swho could
not worship in the absence of eectricity. Thetheology teacher who usesa O%kater 3
BibleOhassimply log hisway. Soit isthat many Christian schools fail most
egregiously in the proocess of conversionN of turning children away from themselves.
If teachersin Christian schools wish to encouragetheir studentsto be Olke ChristO
let them do so, and let thefirst lesson be that we know nothing of Christ asan
adolescent. What would Jesus do? Hewould apparently be obedient to his parents
ashegrew in wisdom and statureN quietly, off-stage and unknown.

The education offered by Orthodox Christian schools hasasone of itsintentionsto
lure Narcissus away from hispool. Our focuson thehistory of Christian
Civilization isan attempt to ground young people outside themselvesin a legacy of
ideas actions, and aestheticsthat span continents and millennia. We want them to
see sodety ascomprising the dead, theliving, and those yet unborn. Our studies of
great historical personalities are intended to impress upon the students how greatly
their own lives and options havebeen shaped by the prudent foresight of another
generation. Even in our study of other cultureswe are not soimpressed with the
insular cults of folk-waysaswe are with the common nature all humans shareN a
nature which univer sally acknowledges one natural law and so pointsto the
existence of a standard higher than the assumptions of any one self-approving

group.



Theliterary, philosophical, and theological works of the Western canon also act as
windowsto awider world, showing young people an incredible spectrum of options
for thought and action, while also providing the benefit of an opportunity to reflect
at a safe distance on the consequences of many of those actions. Also, asL ewis said,
we read Ootl booksOto discover that we are not alone; and it isan indisputable
benefit for any student toread in thelines of an old Greek pod thevery agonesthat
torment hisyoung American soul.

Our focuson languages, and especially the highly inflected classical languages,
works along with mathematical studiesto offset the infection of subjectivity and
narcisssm. Apart from the practical benefits of improving fadlity in language
logic, and problem solving, both of these disciplinestake the emphagsin education
away from the self by demonstrating to studentsthat natural canons exist which are
absolute, unchanging, subject to no private inter pretation, and belonging to a world
not of their own making.

Finally, and mog profoundly, our Orthodox Christian identity worksto pull
students out of themselves by the insistence that God istranscendent, that certain
crucial truthsand dodrinal definitionsrely neither on per sonal discovery nor on
individual inclinations, that it iswe who must conform, who must sacrifice the seif,
and who must declare with the Forerunner: Olmust decrease, that He may
increaxe.O

Our nationisrifewith schoolsthat would let Narcissus languish by the pool while
theteachersa little more of him than a description of hisfeelings We must ask
more. We must ask, first of all, that he come away from the podN that helift his
eyesto better images, and that he open hisheart to eternal truths and the tongues of
angds.



