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Christian Classical Education and Mathematics

When people think of classical Christian education they rarely think of the maths and sciences.  Known

for the study of Western history and culture, classically educated students are often expected to be more

familiar with Latin or Greek, Medieval and Renaissance history, classical music and art, or 19th century 

poetry than with advanced mathematics.  Yet this perception (which is unfortunately born out by the 

experiences of some) couldn't be further from the truth.  In fact, the Seven Liberal Arts which form the 

basis of any classical education have more math and science in them than they do liberal arts  subjects 

(as we usually define them).  Historically, these Seven Liberal Arts have been divided into two parts: 

the trivium (consisting of grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric) and the quadrivium (covering arithmetic, 

geometry, astronomy, and music).  Perhaps a welcome emphasis on the trivium (spurred in no small 

part by Dorthy Sayers' masterful essay, The Lost Tools of Learning) has resulted in an unfortunate 

underemphasis on the quadrivium and particularly on the role which the study of mathematics should 

play in the formation of a classically educated Christian.  The study of mathematics should form a vital 

part of the core curriculum of a Christian classical education.

This paper will seek to address three basic questions which naturally arise from the previous sentence. 

What is math?  Why should we study it?  How should it be taught in the Christian classical school?  

The first question is the most basic and therefore, deserves our first attention.  What is math?  

Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary defines mathematics this way, “the science of numbers and 

their operations, interrelations, combinations, generalizations, and abstractions and of space 

configurations and their structure, measurement, transformations, and generalizations” (Merriam-

Webster's 765).  This definition while no doubt thorough, hardly sheds much light for the layperson on 

the question at hand.  We are still left asking the core question: what is math?  I propose there are at 

least two ways we can understand mathematics: as language, and as life.
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As one mathematics instructor put it, “We must understand that math is much more than just 

definitions, and properties, and algorithms.  At root, mathematics is a revelation of the character and 

attributes of God.  Our aim in the classroom therefore, must be to present mathematics as God’s 

invention and Man’s discovery.  We must teach students not only how to solve problems, but that math 

is a language which reveals both the character of the Creator and the nature of creation” (Janikowsky).  

The theological significance which Janikowsky alludes to will be unpacked later but for now it is 

significant to highlight her description of math as language.  Not only is mathematics useful for life, it 

is actually woven into the fabric of life itself.  As one mathematician (writing in the Scientific 

American) put it, 

“Modern mathematics is the formal study of structures that can be defined in a purely abstract 

way, without any human baggage. Think of mathematical symbols as mere labels without 

intrinsic meaning. It doesn't matter whether you write “two plus two equals four”, “2 + 2 = 4” or

“dos mas dos igual a cuatro”. The notation used to denote the entities and the relations is 

irrelevant; the only properties of integers are those embodied by the relations between them. 

That is, we don't invent mathematical structures – we discover them, and invent only the 

notation for describing them” (Tegmark).

This thesis is echoed by the great mathematician Johannes Kepler when he argues that the primary goal

of investigation and education regarding the external world should be to, “discover the rational order 

and harmony which has been imposed on it by God and which He revealed to us in the language of 

mathematics” (Bortins 129).  To summarize: understanding math is one key to understanding creation 

because math is (at least in one sense) the language of the universe.  

This broader (and admittedly more abstract) aspect of math leads naturally to the more concrete 

definition of math as life.  Not only does math provide a universal language which helps us to 
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understand the cosmos, it works itself into almost every human endeavor.  Math is integral to music 

(with beat, rhythm, and time all having inextricably mathematical definitions).  Geometry provides the 

foundation and form for all of the visual arts (including architecture, painting, sculpture, etc...). 

Touching specifically on the realm of education (which in turn shapes us for life) the mathematical arts 

extend to a multitude of disciplines.  Robert Littlejohn and Charles Evans (two school principles and 

educational thinkers) offer an expanded version of the quadrivium which fleshes this out.  In their 

scheme arithmetic encompasses elementary math through algebra, statistics, calculus and computer 

science.  Geometry covers plane geometry, solid geometry, geography, and the visual arts.  Astronomy 

(expanded to the natural sciences) covers geology, physics, chemistry, and biology while music 

includes theory, history, appreciation, performance, dance, and even sports (Littlejohn & Evans 87-88). 

While not everyone will be a mathematician everyone will use math in some way, shape, or form and it

is vital to communicate this reality to students.  

These definitions of math raise another important question: now that we know what math is, why 

should we study it in the classical Christian school?  There are at least two reasons that can be given.  

First, we should study mathematics because we are made in the image of God (and are thus made to 

relate to God) and second, we should study mathematics in order to be well educated people.  These 

points are inextricable from our understanding of what it means to teach in a Christian classical 

context.  The first point builds on the Christian aspect while the second connects this to the classical 

part of education.  You will remember the quote above by Janikowsky where she speaks of math as, “a 

revelation of the character and attributes of God.  Our aim in the classroom therefore, must be to 

present mathematics as God’s invention and Man’s discovery” (Janikowsky).  There is an important 

point here, namely that math is not a human invention.  Many scientists are quick to praise the 

effectiveness and efficiency of mathematics but are often puzzled by the question of where math came 
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from.  From a biblical perspective, math is a reflection of God's character and an expression of His 

attributes.  This has immense significance for the way we think about (and therefore study and teach) 

mathematics.  While many of us may have grown up with a less than positive experience regarding 

math the reality is that, as Christians, we must recognize that it is vital to study.  If we love God we will

love math because math (much like the related realities of logic and order) reflects God's attributes and 

characteristics. 

Anther reason to study math is that it is vital to shaping us into well-educated human beings.  Not only 

does math teach us about God, it also teaches us about ourselves and the world around us.  Whether or 

not a student will use algebra in their day to day lives is, in one sense, irrelevant because the study of 

algebra trains them to think logically, to observe order and patterns, and to solve problems of all kinds. 

In other words, algebra is useful for life and develops skills that are necessary for being a well-educated

human being.  Similar points can be made about the usefulness of geometry as Littlejohn and Evans 

point out when they say, “Geometry forms the basis for our understanding of how we relate to and 

interact with the physical world and has endless implications for our appreciation of truth, goodness, 

and beauty” (Littlejohn & Evans 122).  These examples could be repeated for calculus, statistics, and a 

host of other math related disciplines.  Math is useful not only because it can serve as a tool to 

accomplish tasks (such as engineering, scientific pursuits, etc...) but because it teaches us how to think. 

As one educator put it, “Just like reading and writing, math is a basic skill because learning the process 

is as important as obtaining the correct answer” (Bortins 135).

Having established the fact that math should be taught we must now ask ourselves: how should we 

teach it?  Once again, there are two points which come to mind.  First, we must teach math with 

excitement and perspective and second, we must teach math with patience and perseverance.  The first 
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point merely builds on all that has been said thus far.  If we understand what math actually is and do a 

good job of communicating this to our students then excitement can be the only natural response!  If 

math is really more than just playing with numbers or learning an abstract skill this should excite the 

curiosity and imagination of our students.  Many people assume that order, patterns, and structure are 

the opposite of fun, creativity, and imagination.  But if imagination flows out of being made in the 

image of God and math is a reflection of the character and attributes of that God then a very different 

view of the universe begins to emerge.  God Himself is orderly and has created an orderly universe that

is endlessly stimulating, exciting, and inspiring at the same time.  Children will begin to understand 

that order and excitement, precision and pathos, logic and liveliness are inextricably connected in the 

character of the triune God of Scripture.  For students who struggle with math this is an important 

point.  How many teachers or parents have heard (and perhaps echoed) a student's frustrated 

declaration that they “hate math” or that math is “useless, pointless, and stupid”?  If we approach math 

with the excitement it deserves and provide our students with the perspective to see what math actually 

is we provide a source of both comfort and conviction for the struggling math student.  Comfort in that 

they can catch a glimpse of the significance and usefulness that math actually has, and conviction in 

that they are reminded that to disparage math is to disparage not only the world that God has made, but 

also God Himself.  To struggle with math is no sin, but to dismiss it is both a sin and a tragedy.  

However, excitement and perspective are not enough.  Once students see the need for math they need to

be taken by the hand and walked through the arduous process of learning mathematics for themselves.  

As Littlejohn and Evans point out, “More than any other discipline, math is a cumulative exercise, 

building year by year. […]  If we allow our students to heave a sigh of relief because that terrible unit 

on fractions or negative numbers is behind us, we effectively doom them to struggle with mathematics 

throughout their educational careers” (Littlejohn & Evans 117).  Patience is key because learning math 
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takes time.  For the classical educator this reality should not be surprising.  Just as the study of a 

foreign language requires students to master vocabulary and grammar (in the grammar stage), sentence 

structure and translation practice (in the logic stage), and presentation and fluency (in the rhetoric 

stage) so math progresses on similar lines.  As Bortins helpfully puts it, 

“Every math problem provides a micro-example for practicing the skills of learning.  The 

students demonstrate that they have mastered the math terms used (grammar) and that they 

understand the rules and strategy of the problem so they can solve the problem (dialectic).  

Finally, they explain how they solved the problem rhetorically, demonstrating that they 

understand the algorithm” (Bortins 134).

Since math is really just one more exercise in the skills of learning we must recognize that we (and our 

students) are in it for the long haul.  As was pointed out earlier, if we allow our students to think of 

math as something to “finish” or “get through” then we have in some measure failed.  We must 

demonstrate patience with our students, and encourage them to persevere as they study mathematics.  

This attitude of perseverance is crucial in the study of math and particularly for those who struggle.  

Math is demanding and will stretch and challenge the best of students.  If they give up they establish a 

pattern that will not serve them well in life, but if they persevere and push through with their algebra, 

geometry, or calculus they learn a valuable character trait that will hold them in good stead.  Mitch 

Stokes in his biography of the great scientist, inventor, and mathematician Sir Isaac Newton noted that 

for Newton, “His fortitude, perseverance, and ability to focus were – on his own admission – even 

more important than his innate intellectual capacity” (Stokes 3).

At the end of the day this is what the study of anything is all about.  We pursue education not only so 

that we can accomplish tasks, or feel smart, or get a job.  We pursue education so that we might know 

ourselves and be the better for it.  Every subject, whether math and science, or poetry and history is 
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about finding our place in the world, building character and virtue, and ultimately, about knowing the 

God who has put us on this earth.  For this reason (and others) the study of mathematics should form a 

vital part of the core curriculum of a Christian classical education.
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