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PART I: THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC, JESUIT UNIVERSITY

Coming to Terms with the Mission

We all know that to have an intelligent
conversation, indeed to have any kind of
rational communication at all, we need
symbols or words and some agreement on
what they mean. This is especially important
when defining or “coming to terms” with the
mission of an institution.

For example, if asked what the terms
Catholic and Jesuit mean in the context of a
college or university, there would probably
be as many definitions of each of these words
as there were people asked. What is even
more problematic is that these words often
bring about emotional responses as well as
intellectual ones. Responses can also arise
from different perspectives: “What do I
feel?” or “What is the correct answer?” or
“What is my experience?”

Another way of “coming to terms,” besides
the definitional one, is the question “So
what?” or “What do these terms mean for me
and what I do?”

There are many ways we in Jesuit education
might formulate our “So what?” questions:

e How does the mission affect the attitudes
we bring to our work?

e [s the mission part of what explains what
is best in our corporate culture?

e What are the key characteristics of
Catholic and Jesuit education and how
are they incorporated into our curricula?

e How does academic freedom mesh with
the mission of Catholic education?

e  What is the role of the reduced number
of Jesuits in an institution which is
“Jesuit” yet independent of the Society of
Jesus?

e What is the role of the Catholic and the
non-Catholic, the Christian and the non-
Christian, in furthering Catholic and
Jesuit education?

These questions raise issues of institutional
identity as well as of personal integrity. How
they are dealt with, personally and
institutionally, will determine whether or not
Catholic, Jesuit colleges and universities will
continue to sustain and foster their
distinctive character.

Speaking of terms, note that Catholic and
Jesuit are adjectives which distinguish the
noun wuniversity. Though the meaning of
university may be shaded by its adjectives, a
university does not cease to be what it is: a
learning community—a place for ideas (old
and new), a place for the search, discovery,
preservation, and communication of what is
included in the classic categories of “The
One,” “The True,” “The Good,” and “The
Beautiful.” (We Americans might add “The
Workable.”) So the question is what
coloration the adjectives Catholic and Jesuit
add to the learning community we know as a
college or university.

Before moving on, however, another
adjective must be included. What does the
adjective American add to the meaning of
the Catholic and Jesuit university?

Defining the Evolving

The Catholic, Jesuit university in the United
States today is deeply embedded in American
culture. This inculturation (a term often used
in Catholic Church documents) is not to be
decried. Rather, it is to be celebrated. In fact,



it is precisely because the Catholic, Jesuit
university is part of American culture that it
can speak to that culture. It is in this way
that Catholic higher education fulfills its
particular mission of being a beacon of faith
and religious and ethical values in an
educational community which is
predominantly secular.

The appraisal of American culture which
may arise from an American Catholic, Jesuit
university has a credibility and an influence
on the larger society far greater than if the
university were somehow seen to be vaguely
un-university-like, or un-American.

The supposition, of course, is that the
mission of a Catholic, Jesuit university is to
have a positive influence on the greater
American society as well as to support and
enhance Catholic culture.

This was not always the case. Historically,
Catholic colleges and universities were
founded in the United States as a defensive
strategy—to preserve and transmit the
Catholic faith among an immigrant faithful
who were often discriminated against
because of their faith. American histories
often forget the burning of Catholic churches
and convents in the nineteenth century or the
fact that the Ku Klux Klan had, as one of its
aims, the preservation of “a white, Christian,
Protestant America.” Neither do people
remember today that prayers in the public
schools of those days would refer to
Catholics in general and the Pope in
particular as the “anti-Christ.” Nowadays
such references are left to the intolerance of
only the noisiest of tent and television
preachers.

Over the years the mission of Catholic
universities underwent a subtle change. As

Catholic immigrants and their progeny
became more educated (and less threatening
to the establishments of the day) and more a
part of American society, they and their
schools began to contribute to the American
scene rather than just defend themselves
from its real and perceived evils.

At the end of World War II the GI Bill
brought a huge influx of both Catholic and
non-Catholic ~ students into  Catholic
universities. There followed more and more
lay faculty and then faculty who were not
Catholic. Mandatory religious practices were
gradually dropped. Academic quality became
a major goal as well as “sound teaching” in
the faith. Academic credentials, not religious
belief, became determinative in hiring faculty.
By the time the United States elected a
Catholic president in 1960, Catholics felt
accepted by American society and thus
became much less defensive.

Almost at the same time Catholic universities
were buffeted by the cultural upheaval of the
sixties, the civil rights movement, the Cuban
missile crisis, the Vietnamese war, Vatican
Council II, political assassinations, the
landing on the moon, and Watergate. And
then there are the events of the last twenty-
five years!

As a result of all these traumatic events,
neither American culture nor the Catholic
Church, neither Catholic universities nor the
Jesuits are the same as they were in the
nineteen-fifties or even the nineteen-
seventies. This means that, today, while the
tradition is very much alive, the term
Catholic, Jesuit university simply does not
mean the same as it once did.

If one should wish to define Catholic
colleges and universities in terms of what



such schools looked like in the nineteen-
fifties, there would be but a handful of “real”
Catholic colleges and universities in the
United States today—and none of them
would be Jesuit.

On the other hand, if one defines Catholic
colleges and universities in terms no different
from those used today by strictly secular
mstitutions, in what sense would the term
Catholic be anything but a misleading label
or, at best, only a reverential nod to the past?

It is incumbent upon Catholic institutions
and their academic communities to respond
to these definitional concerns, for unless they
do, others outside the experience of today’s
American Catholic university will define the
terms, determine the issues, and set the
agenda.

What the American University
is Not

To a great extent the various ways we think
and act come out of our culture. In fact, we
do not see the world in the same way as a
Russian or an Australian. Even in America
our cultural images shift, the move from
seeing ourselves as a “melting pot” to
viewing ourselves as a ‘“stew” with many
different textures and flavors is but one
example. It should not be a surprise to us
that in the United States being a university
means to be and to act according to certain
expectations. To fail to meet these
expectations means losing credibility as a
university.

To the point, a college does not act as a
grade school or high school. Neither does a
college consider its students as children.
Rather, students are adults, free and, it is

hoped, responsible. Neither (in American
society) does a university act as a political
party or as a direct agent of social change,
though it may influence political and social
activities and movements.

Neither does a college or university act as a
seminary. Although many of the same things
may go on in a seminary as in a university, a
seminary has entirely different purposes and
goals—the education and ministerial training
of individuals according to a given creedal
belief and tradition. One purpose of a
seminary, for example, is to maintain
doctrinal orthodoxy over time. A key
purpose of a university, on the other hand, is
to search for and test new knowledge. Even
though a university may have ‘“seminary
classes,” an understanding of the distinction
between seminary and university needs to be
clear. They differ as to purpose, methods,
evidentiary criteria, and what is considered
appropriate  academic  discourse.  For
example, arguments based on authority or
tradition tend to carry great weight in the
context of a seminary but much less so in a
university.

One of the causes of tension between church
and academe over the centuries in many
different cultures is the confusion which
arises when (a) one sees the university (or its
cultural equivalent) as a place to teach the
truth to the young rather than as a place for
adults to search for the truth or (b) when one
sees the university as a place to teach
ministers, priests, rabbis, or mullahs
orthodox doctrine and practice rather than as
a place for all (“cleric” and “lay” alike) to
pursue and test all ideas, secular and
religious, in the search for the new and for a
greater insight into and appreciation of the
old.

What the American University Is




If American culture has certain expectations
as to what a university is not, it also has
expectations that the university will reflect
what is considered best in the culture.

Fr. Joseph Tetlow has outlined -certain
aspects of American culture which have a
direct bearing on any definition of an
“American university:”

The United States is a diverse, pluralistic
society and proud of'it. It is dedicated to the
democratic process. It prides itself on its
efficiency and on its business practices.

The most educated religious believers that
the world has ever known—Ilaity as well as
clergy—exist in the United States. Despite
its many faults, America fusses over
morality, moral issues, and rights. It is a
country genuinely concerned that it does the
right thing and not just the expedient thing.

The United States is a place where
significant space (compared to other nations)
is given to religious issues in the intellectual
life of the culture. While the government is
officially neutral concerning religion, most of
the population is not. America is also a place
where religion has learned “best practices”
from disciplines such as psychology and the
social sciences.

The United States is a place where men and
women of faith—of whatever belief
system—Iive together and work together on
common projects. It is a place where
religious toleration has developed into
religious respect.

In America authority is always questioned,

never automatically accepted. It is a place
where religious leaders are looked to for
leadership, not for command. It is a place
where individual conscience is held supreme,
even at times to the detriment of the
common good. The United States is a place
where, culturally, truth is sought and tested
and not imposed. It is a place where force of
any kind against an individual is limited,
controlled, monitored, and suspect.

And, as “American universities,” Catholic,
Jesuit colleges and universities reflect these
aspects of the culture. It is part of what it
means to be a university in the United States
today.

In summary, we can list five characteristics
of the Catholic, Jesuit university which arise
because it is American:

The Catholic, Jesuit university in the United
States

o reflects the pluralism of American
society—open to all, not pervasively
sectarian

e serves the general public as well as the
Church

e values freedom of religion and religious
practice on the part of faculty, staff, and
students

e prides itself on the cultural, racial, ethnic,
political, and religious diversity of its
members and sees men and women as
equal partners in the educational
endeavor

e operates collegially rather than on an
authoritarian model in its academic
governance.
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