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Love With Abandon

Graduates, family and friends, administration
and staff of Dordt University, and my esteemed col-
leagues, I count it a high honor and privilege to be
here to address you today. Class of 2022, I've had
over half of you in class at some point during your
time at Dordt. To borrow the words of esteemed
philosopher Bilbo Baggins, of Middle Earth, no
doubt half of you know me half as well as you
should like; and I know that half of you like me less
than half as well as I deserve.!

Whether you like it or not, I refuse to let you
leave Dordt without one more reference to Plato
and Augustine. Around 2400 years ago, Plato,
one of your favorite thinkers from CORE 140,
commented in the Republic, “It would seem then,
Adeimantus, that the starting point of a student’s
education sets the course for his or her future.” As
Plato suggests, much hinges on one’s posture to-
ward education. Thus, in this time together, I want
to reflect on the nature of education and what it is
I hope that we do here at Dordt, and how I hope it
impacts the trajectory of the rest of your life.

The dominant philosophy of education in
America today is rooted in pragmatism, which I
might call knowledge-as-information.®* There is
nothing immediately wrong with this if it is kept
in its proper place. The problem is that often in our
society we set knowledge-as-information as the best
or only way to think about learning, which in turn
narrows what is worth knowing to that which we
can quantify, measure, assess, control, manipulate,
or commodify.

Dr. Walker Reid Cosgrove is Professor of History,
Dordt University. He delivered this address at the Dordt
University Commencement, May 13, 2022.

by Walker Reid Cosgrove

We must recognize that this is only part of a
true education, and not even the most crucial part.
When we treat education solely as knowledge-as-
information, it becomes only about attending class,
collecting information, doing homework, regurgi-
tating information on exams and papers and labs,
earning good grades, receiving the diploma, and
becoming useful to the economy through accumu-
lating wealth, prestige, upward mobility, vacations,
success, retirement, and so on.* This posture is dan-
gerous because “we want to measure what we value,
but we end up valuing what we are able to mea-
sure,” such as comments on our socials, income,
property, titles, prestige, consumption, usefulness,
success, all of which, as Pope Francis put it, leads us
to be “dictated by selfishness, self-interest, profit,
power, and pleasure, and not by love, by concern
for the good of others.” An education founded
and rooted solely or primarily in knowledge-as-
information will lead to us as becoming less-than-
human, and, sadly, to treat others the same.

I warn you that the answer to this problem is
not a Dordt diploma, because that will not auto-
matically transform you into a kingdom citizen
who will “work effectively toward Christ-centered
renewal in all aspects of contemporary life.”” Given
the cultural pervasiveness of knowledge-as-infor-
mation, many of the voices that surround you will
urge you toward conformity to that vision. My
hope is that we have offered an alternate and attrac-
tive vision of kingdom life and work, but ultimately
you have to claim that vision for yourself.

There is much in our own Scriptures, as well
as the wider ancient and medieval tradition, that
leads us to see education primarily in relationship
to wisdom and to becoming more fully human;
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I might call this knowledge-as-formation.® This
deeper approach to education forces us to grapple
with significant questions of meaning and purpose:
What is true? What is beautiful? What is right and
good? What does it mean to be human? Why do
we suffer? And so on. There is no rubric or study
guide or lab experiment or teaching portfolio that
offers quick answers to these weighty and profound
questions, questions full of wonder.” As the poet
Christian Wiman puts it, in the Gospels “Christ
speaks in stories as a way of preparing his follow-
ers to stake their lives on a story, because existence
is not a puzzle to be solved, but a narrative to be
inherited and undergone and transformed person
by person.”® Hence, the antidote to absolutizing
knowledge-as-information is to remember that
“What is unmeasurable is always more important
than what is measurable.”"!

I hope that here at Dordt we've brought these
two postures together, with special insistence upon
the formative aspects as weightier. Any institution
of higher education will provide the information
and training you need for a specific job, and no
doubt most provide it more cheaply than Dordt.
But few engage in the formation of students. I hope
that we've taken that formative role seriously and
encouraged you in your various courses—especial-
ly the Core, but hopefully in your majors as well—
not only to learn the information to pass a class and
get the degree, but also to take an active role in the
kind of person into whom you are being shaped.

All of this is predicated upon what we believe
is at our core as humans. Is it usefulness? Power?
Control? Consumption? Success? Or is it love? Is
human life simply a competition, a zero-sum game
where we take what we can at the expense of oth-
ers, always living in fear of losing it all? Or are we
created in the image of a loving God, an image that
is most fundamentally about relationship and love
because God is eternally relational in the love that
flows among the members of the Trinity?"

To help us meditate on this, I now turn to
your other favorite thinker from CORE 140, Saint
Augustine, who, toward the end of his monumen-

tal City of God, wrote:

The earthly and the heavenly city are mingled
together on Earth from start to finish. Both
alike make use of temporal goods, and both
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alike are afflicted by temporal evils. But their
temporal lives are directed by different faiths,
different hopes, and different loves...."

Augustine urges us to probe the deepest recesses
of our being to begin to truly know ourselves and to
discover which of these two visions for our highest
good shapes our heart and dominates our thinking.

Augustine tells us that those whose hearts are
rooted in the earthly city put their faith in worldly
powers, wealth, and success; their hope for our
deepest needs is limited to the temporal realm of
technology or economics or politics; and their love
ultimately focuses on the self. Fundamentally, this
vision for human life is rooted in fear, and sees no
other way forward than through force and power
and violence.

I hope that at Dordt we've encouraged you to
have a heart rooted in the heavenly city, for such
ones are those who put their faith in a God who is
love, who created all that exists in an outflowing of
that love, and who pursues his creation out of love;
those whose hopes rest in the ultimate act of love,
Jesus Christ’s life and death on the cross, through
which he will reconcile all things to himself; and
those whose loves are selflessly directed at God and
others, most radically at one’s enemies."*

In a world built on selfishness and competition,
it is nearly impossible for us to imagine God’s love,
humility, and selflessness that works for our good
to his own cost. Even so, God longs to share his
love with us, and without his love we cannot move
beyond the self;”® as Wiman remarks: “God’s love
creates and sustains human love, and whatever else
may be said of God is subsidiary to this truth.”'
This is the upside-down nature of the kingdom and
of divine love: the more we give, the more we re-
ceive; the more we empty ourselves, the more we
are filled; the more we humble ourselves, the more
we are exalted. The paradox of the gospel is that
instead of moving forward in the world through
force and power and violence, we build our lives on
humility and selflessness and love, as Paul writes:
“God chose the foolish things...to shame the wise;
the weak things...to shame the strong” (1 Cor.
1.27). He writes later in that same letter that with-
out love, nothing else matters (I Cor. 13.3).

We cannot divorce the gospel from this up-



side-down kingdom. When we pray the Lord’s
Prayer, we pray for a kingdom built on forgiveness,
not revenge (Mt. 6.9-15). A close reading of the
Beatitudes suggests nothing less than a kingdom
built upon humility, poverty, selflessness, and the
like (Mt. 5.2-10). And the incarnation itself shows
that the kingdom way goes through humiliation
and suffering. In other words, to live as a kingdom
citizen, to work effectively toward Christ-centered
renewal, is to follow the way of the gospel where
the way down is the way up. And in its best mo-
ments the Christian tradition confirms this—from

blessing and forgiving our neighbor,”** which is, as
Wendell Berry writes, “the radical neighborliness of
the Gospels.” This love is specific and real, and
cannot remain abstract, because “if nature abhors a
vacuum, Christ abhors a vagueness. If God is love,
Christ is love for this one person, this one place,
this one time-bound and time-ravaged self.”* Only
those transformed by the gospel, in whom “Christ
daily easters,” can live a truly kingdom life. This
helps us be present where and with whom we
find ourselves. It helps us to pay attention to the
here and now—in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s words, to

Thus, the Christian faith can never simply be about
memorizing creeds and confessions to believe the
correct theological propositions or follow the right rules
or check the correct boxes, because this approach
leads us to become “a consumer of information, but
not a participant in transformation.”®

Augustine in his Confessions, to Dante in his Divine
Comedy, to the Puritans longing to learn the para-
dox that, rather than the mountain peak, “the val-
ley is the place of vision.”"

Thus, the Christian faith can never simply be
about memorizing creeds and confessions to be-
lieve the correct theological propositions or follow
the right rules or check the correct boxes, because
this approach leads us to become “a consumer of
information, but not a participant in transforma-
tion.”"® Rather, Christianity is fundamentally the
opposite, the transformation of lives, not mastery
of information. As one theologian writes, “There
is never an authentic disclosure of truth which is
not also transformative.”” The 19th-century poet
Gerard Manley Hopkins illustrates this transfor-
mation when he commends, “Let [Christ] easter in
us.”? To let Christ easter in us is nothing short of
Jesus” words, “This is my commandment, that you
love one another as I have loved you” (Jn. 15.12).*!
Everything flows from this command. Easter faith
forces us to embrace a new reality, “where con-
flicts are not won and lost by power, intimidation,
or violence,” but rather “through self-surrender,
humiliation, turning the other cheek, loving and

“God’s glory around [us]: birds, trees, meadows,
sky....”” It helps us to put down our phones and
to experience the ordinary and thus see the beauty
and glory of it all, which ultimately leads to won-
der, as Wiman puts it: “wonder is the precondition
for all wisdom.”*¢

The logic of this upside-down kingdom is rooted
in Jesus, who did not live or teach power, force, vio-
lence, selfishness, but rather taught love as our high-
est good and final end: love of God, love of neighbor,
and love of the entire creation, as St Francis so beau-
tifully illustrated in his life, as well as in the hymn
we just sang. I hope that we've cast this vision for
you at Dordt. I hope that we have not given you tools
to pursue wealth or success or upward mobility or
power or influence or celebrity, but rather wisdom
to seek with your whole being to love as Jesus loves,
to seek joy in the well-being of others, to find true
happiness in serving others, to strive for wisdom,
humility, and love. This is true kingdom citizenry
and culture shaping, to have fidelity to humble and
ordinary people, humble and ordinary places, and
humble and ordinary vocations.””

God is the ultimate example of this Christian
love, for he is love (1 John 4.8, 16). He incarnated
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love for us in the person and work of Jesus, who
loved all whom he met, regardless of wealth or
status or ethnicity or gender. This was a love so
radical that he prayed, while suffering on the cross,
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they
do” (Lk. 23.34). When I finish, we are going to sing
“O Holy Night,” which is about the night that this
very love was unleashed in and on and through-
out the entire cosmos at Christ’s birth: “A thrill of
hope the weary world rejoices / For yonder breaks a
new and glorious morn.” I urge you to pay special
attention to the third verse, when we sing, “Truly
he taught us to love one another; / His law is love
and His gospel is peace. / Chains shall He break
for the slave is our brother; / and in his Name all
oppression shall cease.””® Imagine that! That is true
kingdom work!

It’s almost impossible to imagine having this
kind of love for family members who did, or didn’t,
wear masks; co-workers who did, or didn’t, get
vaccinated; those on our bus wearing Black Lives
Matter, or Blue Lives Mactter, shirts; neighbors who
voted differently from us; those whose beliefs we
abhor and whom we want so desperately to hate.
How do we avoid, as Wendell Berry puts it, the
“liberal” zeal and “conservative” zeal that fall into
the pattern of “condemning with ferocious righ-
teousness the sins of ozher people?”®

I find these words of Thomas Merton very help-
ful in that direction:

[Jesus] alone holds the secret of a charity by
which we can love others not only as we love
ourselves, but as He loves them. The beginning
of this love is the will to let those we love be
perfectly themselves, the resolution not to twist
them to fit our own image. If in loving them we
do not love what they are, but only their poten-
tial likeness to ourselves, then we do not love
them: we only love the reflection of ourselves we
find in them. Can this be charity?*

Henri Nouwen echoes this thought when he
writes about hospitality:

...the stranger has to be received in a free and
friendly space where she can reveal her gifts
and become our friend. Reaching out to others
without being receptive to them is more harm-
ful than helpful and easily leads to manipula-
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tion and even to violence, violence in thoughts,
words and actions.... [It] is more important
than ever to realize that it belongs to the essence
of a Christian spirituality to receive our fellow
human beings into our world without impos-
ing our religious viewpoint, ideology or way of
doing things on them as a condition for love,
friendship and care.’!

And God also expects us to extend this true,
Christian love to the entire created realm. As Father
Zosimo in Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov says,
“Love all. Every person. Every leaf. Every ray of
God’s light....”?* On this, Berry expounds:

It is not allowable to love the Creation accord-
ing to the purposes one has for it, any more
than it is allowable to love one’s neighbor in or-
der to borrow his tools.... The Creator’s love for
the Creation is mysterious precisely because it
does not conform to human purposes. The wild
ass and the wild lilies are loved by God for their

own sake....”

Knowledge-as-information encourages not the
love all things but understanding all things, and un-
fortunately, if were not careful, this often leads to
control, domination, and exploitation. Knowledge-
as-formation serves as a corrective because it encout-
ages love without always understanding, as Norman
Maclean writes, in his beautiful novel A River Runs
Through Ir: “But we can still love them—we can love
completely without complete understanding.”**

I want to be absolutely clear that this openness
to others in love is terrifying, and you need to know
that it does not mean that we cease to be ourselves
or hold our beliefs.*> The gospel simply forbids us
from making our own preferences, beliefs, opin-
ions, way of seeing the world as the gateway to lov-
ing others. The difficult work of truly living out the
Christian faith is to love and forgive with abandon
(Mt. 6.14).

As I now bring my remarks to a close, I return
to Augustine to emphasize the point, that despite
the mingling of those rooted in self and those
rooted in God’s love in the here and now, that
at their core both of these are driven by different
faiths, hopes, and loves. So, I lay the choice be-
fore you this day, and every day of the rest of your
life. Will you choose the love of self, which pur-



sues power and strength and violence and wealth
and upward mobility and influence? Or will you
choose the way of love, love of God and neigh-
bor and the creation, love that pursues humility
and self-sacrifice, and love which always seeks the
good of others, including the good of the creation?
I hope that at Dordt we've helped you move deep-
er than knowledge-as-information into a more
self-reflective, lifelong process of knowledge-as-
formation, which ultimately leads to the most
profound place in the cosmos, “the still point of
the turning world,”® which is the very love of
God. As Augustine so deftly puts it, “for you have
made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until
it comes to rest in you (Conf- 1.1.1).%7

With that in mind, and on your behalf, T of-
fer this prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi, in which
he yearns for God’s guidance in his faiths, hopes,
and loves. As you commence today, may this prayer
set your trajectory, and may you incarnate love as a
way of life. In the words of Saint Francis,

O most high, glorious God, enlighten the dark-
ness of my heart [and the hearts of these gradu-
ates] and give me [and them] a right faith, a
certain hope, and a perfect love. Grant that I
[and they] may know You, O Lord, and that
I [and they] may carry out Your holy and true
command, [to love all with abandon].®
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