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I have the daunting task tonight of speaking not only for myself, but for fifteen other people as well:  those mentioned earlier by Irene Hodgson as the present steering committee for the Commitment to Justice and also those others who have been part of the planning or steering committees in their various forms over the last several years.


Fifteen people, only three of whom I knew before this story started and only one of whom I knew well, but all of whom have become valued colleagues – and many of whom have become good friends – in the process that has led us to tonight.


One of the interesting things to me about that group is that they represent ten different Jesuit campuses and that they worked diligently in an intra-institutional collaborative effort to bring us to where we are. But I’m getting ahead of myself…


Six years, eight months and about 12 hours ago – give or take of couple of hours for time zone changes.  That would bring us to the rainy, chilly morning of February 13, 1999; a morning when six people, three of whom are here this evening, met in a windowless conference room in the Jesuit residence on the campus of Santa Clara.


They were considering how to assess the ways in which, if at all, Decree #4 of the 32nd General Congregation of the Society of Jesus had played itself out in Jesuit higher education in the United States.

That decree of 1975 had stated that the service of faith, of which the promotion of justice is a constitutive element, should be an integral part of every work in which the Jesuits were engaged.


Thirty six hours later – with breaks to eat and sleep of course, this was not some kind of conclave – they emerged from that room with the framework for a series of conferences that led us to where we are this evening.


One of the most significant contributions to that plan was made by the first person I wish to single out for remembrance this evening, Art McGovern of the Society of Jesus and of the University of Detroit Mercy.


Art, already suffering from cancer at the time of that meeting, was certain that the process would be viable and would flourish if and only if the content of the conferences was determined by the attendees, not by the agenda of the planning committee.


Under that rubric the three regional conferences of 1999 followed, one at each of the campuses represented in that room:

· At Detroit Mercy with the support of its then-president, Sr. Maureen Fay, O.P.

· At Boston College with the support of its president, Bill Leahy, S.J.

· At Santa Clara with the support of its president, Paul Locatelli, S.J.

And Art McGovern’s wisdom proved true, as evidenced by the enthusiasm of the participants, the ownership they took of the process and the increasing energy that built around the idea of a national conversation about our shared commitment to justice.


The content of those conferences led the process back to Santa Clara for the national conference of October, 2000, a conference with tremendous energy but at which Art McGovern was present only, to quote Bill Spohn of Santa Clara, via the courtesy of the communion of saints.


Which brings me to the second person I want to single out for remembrance tonight, Bill Spohn, whose energy and focus had perhaps replaced Art McGovern’s wisdom as the driving force of the conference process.  Though he is certainly with us in spirit tonight, Bill’s own battle with cancer, brought to an end by his recent death, has silenced a significant and valuable voice in our ongoing conversation about faith and justice.


After Bill greeted the participants at Santa Clara and the conference progressed, there was a growing consensus that the conference was only a beginning, that there should be continued conversation among our campuses.  Long before the conference even ended, the question had become: “What’s next?”

Informed with ideas gained from practice and programs on other campuses, inspired by the keynote address of the Father General of the Society of Jesus, Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, there was no lack of plans for work on their own home campuses. But what of the national conversation that had been begun?

This was an eventuality for which the planning committee, with all its planning, had not planned.


In what might be seen as a moment of great good will, or what might be seen as a moment of weakness brought on by all the enthusiasm swirling around them, the eight people who by then constituted the planning team offered their services as an interim steering committee for moving forward. Needless to say, everyone who wasn’t on the committee thought that was a great idea.


To make what is this long story at least somewhat shorter…


Two years later, October 2002, a smaller gathering was held at Loyola University, Chicago. That conference presented what new initiatives had taken place on our campuses in the wake of Santa Clara.


But those present in Chicago only reiterated the consensus of those at Santa Clara, that the process was only beginning.


Six people stepped forward to be new members of the planning group, joining three holdovers from the Santa Clara planning group – still including one of the six who had met in that room on that rainy February morning in 1999.  Pat Byrne of Boston College and Gerry Cavanaugh, S.J. of Detroit Mercy – who were also in that room at Santa Clara, and Pat Howell, S.J. of Seattle who had joined the group soon after that first meeting, stepped aside, having made their own significant and invaluable contributions to the process. 


This newly reconfigured team emerging from the Chicago gathering was charged with several “suggested” tasks.  Among them were convening another large scale national conference and establishing links of communication among us.


The latter has recently been largely accomplished with the creation of Justice Web, hosted by Loyola College in Maryland, and thanks to the considerable efforts of Juniper Ellis. 


The former has been accomplished with our coming together for this weekend, which brings us to tonight: six years, eight months and a few hours after this story began. 


But where are we exactly?


I think we are in exactly the same place we were five years ago, faced with the same questions posed by Fr. Kolvenbach in that inspiring speech at Santa Clara.  


“You are here to face a question as difficult as it is central,” he said that night. “How can the Jesuit colleges and universities in the United States express faith-filled concern for justice in what they are as Christian academies of higher learning, in what their faculty do, and in what their students become?”

Thus were derived the categories of the panels for this conference:
· In what we are as Jesuit colleges and universities: Our Way of Proceeding. 

· In what our faculty do: Research and Teaching

· In what our students become: Formation and Learning

We are at a conference where we will share the riches developed on our own campuses over the last several years to help us meet those challenging questions.


But where will we be in five more years?  Or ten years? Or, for that matter, one year?


I think in some ways we will still be in that exact same place.


Striving – or even struggling – to be sure that the pursuit of justice, inspired by the many faith traditions represented among us and by the other sources of concern for justice, and informed by all those sources, is central to our academic work and not relegated to the dedicated workers in campus ministry and student affairs who often bear the burden of “the mission.”


We will still be trying to ensure that we practice justice in who we are institutionally, so that we send a credible message to our students when we describe ourselves, again and again, as “educating men and women for others.”


I think we will still be trying to help our students keep their idealistic vision of a just society alive as they move from our campuses into the demands imposed by the world outside our campuses, the world they call the “real world.”


But I also hope we will be better equipped to face those challenges in light of what has transpired since that February morning. We will be better equipped in light of what we’ve learned from each other over these last six years in Boston, in Detroit, in Santa Clara, in Chicago.  And we will be better equipped in light of what we learn from each other here this weekend in Cleveland.

But will the learning so essential to our own growth end here or will it continue?  Will it be carried back to our own campuses, helping us think of new things that might work that haven’t been tried yet?  Will it nourish further conversations?  Bringing new participants to the table?  Planting the seeds of even more future growth?


Will it continue on the national level?  Expanding on the connections that have been built over the last six years?  Bringing us together again with more new faces for the opportunity to learn from each other how to be better at what we already believe is such a meaningful and valuable vocation in our lives?  


The answers to these questions depend on you, not on the current planning committee mentioned by Irene a few minutes ago and not on the portion of that committee who have already expressed a willingness to keep this process moving forward.  And certainly not on the six people who sat in that room on that February morning.


Who will bring forward the qualities that move our shared commitment to justice into the next years, one year from now or ten years from now, on your own campus or on the national scene?

What this conference will be is essentially a “done deal.”  Whatever strengths and whatever weaknesses it has, it has.  But what will our future look like? What new possibilities and directions does it hold?  


Who has some wisdom to share, in the spirit of Art McGovern?  Who has some energy and focus they can bring in the spirit of Bill Spohn?  Who has a concern for Our Way of Proceeding, for the content of our research and teaching, for who our students become?  And who is willing to let all of us benefit from that concern in the way we’ve benefited from the dedication and countless hours of labor of all those who’ve been mentioned here tonight?

Who, or whose campus, will play the roles played by Detroit Mercy, Boston College, Santa Clara, Loyola Chicago and now John Carroll as hosts of future gatherings?  


When we get some answers to all my “who” questions, we will also have some of the answers to all my questions about what our future will look like on our campuses and on the national scene of Jesuit higher education’s commitment to a faith that does justice. 


From its beginnings, while generally supported by our presidents and especially supported by Charlie Currie, S.J. and the AJCU, this Commitment to Justice conversation has been driven by us, by faculty and staff.  

I have just related the past of that conversation.  The present of that conversation has begun tonight.  The future of that conversation begins around noon on Sunday.  We hope you’ll consider not only being a part of that conversation, but a facilitator of it – and maybe even a host.
The work of the committee that planned this conference is done. 

The conference itself, the opportunity to be together, to talk with and learn from each other, is now yours and ours together.

And so is the future of the Commitment to Justice in Jesuit Higher Education.  I hope by Sunday afternoon we might have a glimpse of that future. 

If you haven’t already assumed as much, yes, I was one of the six people in that room on that February morning at Santa Clara, and the one who stayed on the current committee after Chicago.  As such, I may be the single most eminently qualified person on the planet to tell you about our past.
I need you to tell me about our future.

