Joseph Norio Uemura gave the keynote address for the
Sharon Walker Faculty Excellence Awards banquet held in
December. Uemura taught at Morningside from 1959-1966,
and he was awarded an honorary doctorate from
Morningside in 2000. He was a philosophy professor for a
total of 42 years before he retired in 1994, and he is now
the Paul Robert and Jean Shuman Hanna Professor of
Philosophy, Emeritus, at
.\‘m\ quline University in St. Paul,
£ Minn. Uemura holds a
- doctorate in philosophy from
__—,_,_\) Columbia University in New
LN York City, and he is an
' ordained elder in the United
Methodist Church. This is a
shortened version of his
keynote address.
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Epimetheus did provide all with plenty to eat, adequate
shelter, feasting and merrymaking. Most utopian
programs — socialism, communism and even democratic
capitalism — have never been able to complete this
Epimethean ideal.

Nevertheless, Prometheus was not pleased with these
simple amenities alone. Humans are born with Epimethean
needs, but human needs are “higher” as well. We are all
born physically unformed and undeveloped, politically and
legally unsocialized, educationally and intellectually
untrained and, perhaps, spiritually uninspired. Prometheus
needed a far more intense program than mere survival.

Seeking a Higher Truth

Prometheans want the deep and tough questions to
solve. They want solutions that will stand the tests of time,
so they can face the future with courage, justice and
wisdom and have real and true answers for the giant
agonies of the world and the great tragedies of history.
They want ideals, meanings and destinies that inspire
humanity and fulfill our highest hopes.

For example, in Plato’s “Crito,” the character Crito
suggests that Socrates take some “small change,” bribe his
way out of prison and escape to Athens, where he could
live and teach in peace until he was 100. But Socrates says,
“My dear Crito, I would have to commit several ethical
offenses to do so.” We must remember, “It is not life that
matters, but the good life.” Or, as Socrates points out in
“Phaedrus,” “It is noble to pursue noble things, no matter
what happens to us.”

Professor Allan Bloom said in his influential book, “The
Closing of the American Mind,” the three dominant words
found in the contemporary collegiate vocabulary are
skepticism, relativism and hedonism. If one keeps one’s
ear to the ground, one almost universally hears “nobody
knows anything for sure,” “nobody tells the truth” and “in fact, no one
knows the truth anyway.”

Many say, like Democritus, “I know that [ know nothing,” or they say,
“Everyone is entitled to their own opinion.” In art, “beauty is in the eye
of the beholder” and “when I'm in Rome, I do as the Romans do” because
“everything is situational’

This means that, on the American campus, the crucial questions of
life are freely uttered in skeptical clichés. No truth, no goodness, no
beauty, no reality and absolutely nothing to believe in.

Bloom went to his grave knowing that skepticism, relativism and
blatant hedonism so dominated the American college that he could see
no glimmer of hope for a return to an “open mind, a liberal culture or
an objective search for the truth.”

What bothered Professor Bloom about American higher education?
Or to put it bluntly, what’s really “higher” about American higher
education? Is higher education in America any different from any other
institution in American society? What does four years of college do that
can't be done better by Microsoft, Starbucks or Barnes and Noble?

Andrew Delbanco, in the “New York Times Magazine,” said the
academic business is a business. For example, why do colleges and
universities still call themselves eleemosynary institutions when they




- Excellence: In Defense of Prometheus

cost so much and act on the selfish rules of the marketplace? The single
chart of 1,000 U.S. patents and trademarks held by 10 huge universities
is frightening enough to prove that higher education is a marketplace,
not a place for the simple search for truth, beauty and goodness.

Living the “Good Life”

Prometheus wanted to rescue a wretched and dying humanity. He
knew Epimetheus had left nothing with which to help. In his compassion
for humanity, Prometheus decided to take fire and the arts from
Hephaestus and knowledge and wisdom from Athena. With careful
forethought, he reasoned that humanity could survive and possibly
thrive with such assistance.

Prometheus, like most great teachers, possessed a “natural
compassion” for humanity. He looked beyond the mere survival of all.
With total foresight, he addressed the complete needs of humanity. In
other words, he looked to the total culture and civilization of the world.
That is why the mind or soul had to be completely involved. And that is

why fire, art, science, knowledge and wisdom were all involved.

The myth of Prometheus is also analogous to great teachers we have
all known because of the “natural benevolence” we have enjoyed in
their presence. The inclusive sharing of the light, art and truth is not
mere life, but the “good life” Beyond the personal happiness we desire,
we also need a society of benevolence, not just for ourselves, but also
for everyone we have loved. Teachers have a way of doing this better
than anyone.

Promethean teachers we have known have also been surprisingly
self-sacrificial. In the history of ethics, there are three important values:
personal happiness, social benevolence and self-sacrifice for the greater
good.

Prometheus was well aware that he would be punished by Zeus. Zeus,
after all, was Power Immortalized, and Prometheus was only rationality
incarnate. One does not “play God” without consequences. Prometheus
knew he would pay: chained eternally to a Caucasian rock, with an
avenging eagle to devour his soul.

But Prometheus also knew that the highest of ethical acts is vicarious
suffering, self-sacrifice in behalf of the greater good. Thus, Prometheus
culminated his devotion to humanity with precisely such an act.
Promethean professors I have known have done the same.
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Sam Clovis Jr. joined the Morningside College faculty in 2005 as professor and chair of business
administration and economics. He received a Sharon Walker Faculty Excellence Award for an
outstanding year of teaching, advising, scholarship and service.

As one student wrote in a letter to the awards committee, “I saw students
from all academic levels open up and participate.” This professor “inspired
students not by asking little of them and hoping they would finish it, but
by challenging them.” He achieved high marks from students despite
teaching an overload last year.

Clovis had a good — if busy — year in advising. He was responsible for
more than 40 formal advisees, and he found time to work with two
‘ departmental student groups, a college-wide student group and a dormitory

floor.

He also contributed a large amount of time to service. He developed new curriculum for his
department, appeared on television some 15 times, gave presentations on campus and to several
service organizations, including the Morningside Rotary International and the Masons of Sioux
City.

As far as scholarship is concerned, what Clovis accomplished is nothing short of incredible. Not
only did he finish a dissertation, but he had two articles published, presented a paper at a national
meeting and produced four papers for the Department of Homeland Security.

Clovis has a doctorate in public administration from the University of Alabama.

Bruce Forbes 1970, professor and chair of religious studies, has taught at Morningside since
1978. He received a Sharon Walker Faculty Excellence Award because of his positive impact on
students, the college and the surrounding community.

Students and colleagues cite this professor’s ability to ignite a passion
for life-long learning. His class discussions have a reputation for liveliness,
so his courses always fill quickly.

“Students seek this instructor out” for advice on academic matters and
many other issues. His door is always open — often into the night. He seems
to have an amazing “ability to find time and show concern for advisees,
despite having so many of them!” As a group advisor, he recently played a
critical role in reviving an important student organization.

Forbes is a presence on campus, genuinely enjoying being at a range of
student events. Through extensive public speaking and interviews in the surrounding community,
he also has played a major role in projecting an exemplary public image of Morningside College.

A nationally-known scholar who has authored numerous articles, book chapters and papers,
Forbes capped “an exceptional year among many excellent ones” by writing “Christmas: A Candid
History,” a book published by the University of California Press.

Forbes has a doctorate in the history of American Christianity from Princeton (N.J.) Theological
Seminary, and he is an ordained minister in the United Methodist Church.

Leslie Werden, assistant professor of composition and rhetoric, joined the Morningside College
faculty in 2006. She received a Sharon Walker Faculty Excellence Award for her efforts to enhance
student learning at Morningside.

Colleagues said Werden motivates students to do more than they thought
they could. Student evaluations and letters reflected this high praise. Over
and over again, the awards committee read and heard of her energy in the
classroom, deep engagement with students and passion and dedication
to improving teaching at all times.

Passion and dedication mark her advising efforts as well. Despite being
new to Morningside, she took on 20 first-year students. She also assisted
in the creation of one new student group and revitalized the activities of
Morningside’s speech team.

As director of first-year studies, Werden conducted research and attended two professional
conferences, all to facilitate the preparation of faculty development workshops, which presented
best practices in the teaching of writing. These workshops provided benefits to faculty that
stretched far beyond their teaching in first-year courses.

All of this activity in itself constitutes meritorious and exemplary service to Morningside, but
this faculty member took on even more — serving on one of the task forces that helped shape the
college’s strategic plan. She also represented Morningside as keynote speaker for last year’s “Best
of the Class” ceremony in Sioux City. Werden has a doctorate in English from the University of
North Dakota.
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Joseph Uemura said, “Prometheus looked
beyond the mere survival of all. With total
foresight, he addressed the complete needs
of humanity.” How do you look beyond “the
meresurvival ofall” to address the complete
needs of your students at Morningside
College?

One of my favorite aphorisms is that “the
purpose of college is not just to get a job but
also to enhance your life” Put another way,
“college not only prepares people to make a
living but to have a life.”

Neither of these slogans originated with
me, but they guide my approach to higher
education.

I believe in the kind of education that
Morningside offers. We used to refer to this
as liberal arts education, but some people
apparently are confused about what the
phrase means. “Liberal” does not refer to
liberal versus conservative agendas, as in
today’s politics, and “arts” does not imply a
focus only on fine arts like music and
painting. Rather, the liberal arts tradition,
going back to classical times, is a broad
general education, ranging from math and
sciences to creative expression of many kinds
to studies of humanity through fields like
history, philosophy and religion. It is an
education that addresses the whole person.

As we all know, higher education often is
viewed today as the path toward a better job.
I was concerned about such matters when
my son was in college, but that was not what
mattered most to me. More than anything
else, I cared, and still care, about what kind
of person my son is and the kind of person
he is becoming. I suspect that virtually every
parent feels the same way. It’s not just about
ajob.

Morningside offers an environment that
helps students clarify their values and goals
and also widens their world, all in a quest for
genuine happiness and fulfillment. When
general education requirements encourage
students to enroll in courses they might not
be inclined to take otherwise, it leads to
unexpected encounters with people,
information and perspectives that literally
can change their lives.

I think of my colleague Tom Gilbert 1962,
who entered Morningside as a student
interested in music, changed to a pre-med
program and also encountered philosophy
courses taught by Joseph Uemura along the
way. The eventual result has been Tom’s long,
successful career teaching philosophy at
Morningside, a vocation he loves.

For others, college enhanced their lives
through the discovery of personal interests:
the accountant who loves to attend symphony

His advocacy of voluntary poverty and
simplicity constantly pushes me to wrestle
with the materialism of American culture.
His appreciation for the natural world came
long before the Sierra Club and Earth Day,
and it is rooted in spirituality.
Lo and behold, when I eventually sought a
doctorate in religious studies, what
did I choose as my specialty? The
history of Christianity.
History?! It hardly seems
possible, but it happened,
thanks in part to
Morningside College and
~ Francis of Assisi.

concerts or the physician who is a Civil War
history buff. Other classes unexpectedly
provide skills that are helpful in parenting,
leading a church youth group, being an
interesting conversationalist at social
gatherings or serving people in need.

Personally, an unexpected encounter with
Francis of Assisi had a far-reaching effect
on my life. As a young student at
Morningside I thought I hated //
history, but I took a “required” Py
Western Civilization course -2 “’
and in the process wrote a .
paper on Francis.

With my Protestant
background, I started out
knowing only his name
and that he was
associated with birdbaths.
But [ learned that Francis
was more than justa
religious Dr. Doolittle, and
I have been fascinated with
him ever since. His
emphasis on joy,
even in the worst
circumstances,
inspires me.
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