
A SENSE OF EXCELLENCE 

It 
OMEWHERE we have lost our sense of excellence in 

education. We are told that Aristotle studied 

twenty years with his master Plato. Today a 

student is impatient at spending even four years in 

college. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the University 

of Paris attracted scholars from all over western Europe. Roger 

Bacon came from England, Duns Scotus came from Scotland, 

Albertus Magnus came from Germany, and Thomas Aquinas 

came from Italy. Walking the weary and dangerous miles or 

jogging along on donkey back, these young scholars sought out 

the great teachers of the time who were gathered in Paris. 

Neither time nor distance nor any hardship was too great for 

them to overcome in their search for learning. 

In the sixteenth century the fourteen-year-old John Calvin 

went up to the University of Paris, where he studied for five 

years. Learning of teachers at Orleans, he went there for two 

years. When the new university was opened at Bourges he 

went there to hear the great Andrea Alciati. Not content with 

what he had learned after all these years, he made his way back 

to Paris where Frances I had opened the Royal College of 

France. He spent yet another year back at Orleans before he 

completed his educational Odyssey. 

These men who made their impress on the world were 

seekers of excellence in education. No cost was too great. No 

hardship was too difficult to endure. The only thing that mat

tered was great teachers. These men sought out the schools 

where great teachers were to be found. 



Ours is a day of leveling off. Some have called it the "cen

tury of the common man." Such a phrase suggests that the 

common denominator for our day is the average man. '"fhis 

accent makes for mediocrity. It tends toward establishing an equi

librium in society. The Second Law of Thermodynamics of the 

physicists, which postulates a stagnation of energy at its lowest 

level, has been applied to society by the Marxists. It is unwit

tingly in the background of the thinking of those who speak in 

glowing terms of this "century of the common man." 

A college such as Southwestern at Memphis stands against 

the current of such thought. It holds to the sense of excellence 

in education, believing that education in the Christian framework 

i~ the determinative factor in civilization. The policy of the 

College is founded upon this concept of the role of higher edu

cation in a free society. 

The small college where faculty and students are friends 

together in a community dedicated to learning is the seed bed for 

developing unusual men and women. Any true college must create 

an atmosphere where teacher and student seek truth together. 

In the college or university where a dose relationship does not 

exist between student and teacher there is an ever present danger 
in the leveling off of intellectual life. This 

leveling off of intellectual life will be 

translated into similar processes in society. 

The small college with its accent on the 

liberal arts and sciences makes for a way of 

life which opposes mediocrity both in edu

cation and in society. It recognizes that liv

ing is an art as well as a science. It is said that 

Leonardo da Vinci, the Renaissance artist 

and scientist, drew and painted in one way 

as an artist and in another way as a scientist, but he recognized 

clearly the close and intimate interrelation of the arts and sci

ences. What is most important is the fact that he did see life as 

an artist as well as a scientist. Such a college as Southwestern is 

dedicated to the presentation of life both as an art and as a sci

ence. Its program offers one of the effective antidotes against the 

ever increasing tendency towards the socialization of many areas 

of American life-a sinister process that is opposed to those tra

ditional ideals which all free men cherish. 

When the sense of excellence prevails in the teaching on the 

college campus it determines the bent of life of the students. 

Southwestern will appeal to parents and students who seek the 

excellent in education. It is a college for the student who seeks 

intellectual adventure. This does not mean that one must be an 

"A" student. It does mean that one must be a student who strives 

for excellence. The secret lies in the word "strives''. For it is in 

the striving that one grows into the uncommon man or woman. 

Southwestern stands for two traditions. One is the Academy 

of Plato, where a small group of friends thinking together created 

the greatest civilization in the history of man. The other is that 

of the Academy of Geneva, where John Calvin and another group 

of friends whom he had gathered on his 

educational odyssey created a Christian col

lege. The Academy of Plato and the Acad

emy of Calvin both were built upon a 

high sense of excellence, intellectual and 

spiritual. 

In preserving the liberal arts and the 

Christian values, Southwestern continues 

the tradition of excellence in education. It 

is a fort standing against the mediocratiz-



ing of life. It invites to its campus young men and women who 

would like to join the fight. Surely, we must preserve this 

sense of excellence if the American dream is to be realized. If 

we fail to do so we will have an average civilization. The aver

age civilization, like the average man, is not good enough. The 

victory in history, as well as in life, is to those who have a 

sense of excellence. 
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