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On a wet, cold winter night, I walked the streets of Philadelphia with two of my students, John and Danielle. Each week, they spent Wednesday nights working for a non-profit organization that conducted outreach for the homeless.  They walked the same blocks in Center City, talking with the men and women living on the streets about shelters, soup kitchens, and social services. Sometimes, John and Danielle were greeted like old friends; other times, they were ignored or dismissed.  They started to learn the names and the life stories of the regulars. Every Wednesday night, they returned slightly changed to the safe confines of the Saint Joseph’s University campus, which straddles the border of the city and Philadelphia’s wealthy suburbs.  

The streets of Philadelphia became their lab for a year-long, introductory philosophy course. In his speech at Santa Clara, Fr. Kolvenbach applauded service-learning courses like the one I taught at Saint Joseph’s.
  According to Kolvenbach, direct contact with the poor and marginalized can lead to a heart-felt conversion that prompts the student to engage in vigorous intellectual inquiry and moral reflection about what to do on their behalf.  Ignatian spirituality can facilitate this conversion and hone the response made by those whose minds and hearts are engaged by a faith that does justice.  This conversion and response is concretized in making certain life decisions. In this paper, we will examine how educators in the Ignatian tradition can help students discern their vocation to labor in solidarity with the most vulnerable and to make choices consistent with that vocation.   
An Ignatian View of Vocation    

The English term, “vocation,” derives from the Latin verb, vocare, which means “to call.”
  In the religious tradition, we ascribe the call to God. The Old Testament offers numerous accounts of God calling women and men to be in relationship with their creator.
  In the New Testament, Jesus calls his disciples to join him on mission.
  Traditionally, “vocation” was used to describe a calling to religious life or priesthood, but since Vatican II, we have recognized how God calls all the people of God – ordained ministers, religious, and lay men and women – to holiness and to service in the church and the world.
  Everyone “has” a vocation, not just a select, pious few.
At some point in our lives, most of us wrestle with the question: what does God want me to do with my life? Ignatius was interested in such personal, practical questions, but in the Spiritual Exercises, he urges us to keep the big picture ever present. Consider, he suggests, not just our life plan, but God’s plan for all of creation.
  Notice how everything begins and ends in God. Reflect in wonder on the gifts of God’s creation. Revere all created things and see how they contribute to God’s dream for the world. Savor how God labors in all things to bring fullness of life and redeem the world. (Sp.Ex. nn. 23, 101-109, 233-237).  With this larger perspective, we appreciate how our own vocation story is caught up in the salvation story of the whole world.  

In Ignatius’ view, human beings have a distinctive vocation in creation. In the “Principle and Foundation” of the Spiritual Exercises (n.23), he asserts that all people “are created to praise, reverence, and serve God,” and by implication of what follows in the Exercises, to serve others.  Just as we do not create ourselves, we do not invent our vocation: we discover it.
 Our life and our vocation are given to us by a God who wants to see us flourish.  We pray to live in such a way that promotes our basic human end, making use of our natural talents and material possessions to the extent that they help us praise God and serve others.  We seek to be free of attachments to anything or anyone – no matter how good in themselves – if those attachments get in the way of loving and serving as we are called. From his own life experience, Ignatius knew that “the more one divests oneself of self-love, self-will, and self-interests, the more progress one will make” in the spiritual life (n.189).
 The Exercises free us from these deadening self-preoccupations so that we may not be deaf to God’s life-giving call (n.91).

While Ignatius asks us to look at the ways we frustrate God’s plan for us and our world, an optimist view of human nature underlies the Exercises.  He was convinced that God deals with each of us directly. He cautions the one giving the Exercises not to get in the way of this relationship:  “…far better that the Creator and Lord himself should communicate himself to the devout soul, embracing it in love and praise, and disposing it for the way which will enable the soul to serve him better in the future” (Sp.Ex. n.15).
  In Ignatius’ view, God is constantly trying to get our attention, speaking to us in our deepest desires and in the world around us. God is eager for our free response. In this mutual communication and deepening relationship, which have love as their ground (n.231), we discover our vocation in life.
Throughout the Exercises, Ignatius schools us in becoming more attentive to God’s self-communication. We experience this presence in various motions or movements of the soul, including the memory, imagination, emotions, desires, and the will (nn. 6, 182, 313). For example, before praying we ask for what we desire (nn.48, 91, 104, 139, 193, 221).  We rely on our memory to consider our past sins (n.50). We imagine scenes from the gospels in rich, vivid detail, employing all of our senses (nn.112; 121-25).  We use our reason to weigh the pros and cons of a certain decision (nn.180-182).  We ask for insight into the ways Christ invites us to share in his life and the ways that we are seduced by evil (n.139).  However much God is mystery and beyond our grasp, God is ever close to us, at the ground of our existence, animating our thoughts and stirring deep desires.
     

The challenge is for us to hear God’s voice amid the blessedly chaotic mix of those interior movements of the soul.  For one growing in their love of God and others, God communicates through movements that lead to greater faith, hope, and love, that nurture deep-seeded peace, inspire apostolic zeal, instill courage, and ferment generosity (nn. 315-16). Sifting through these interior movements is indispensable to discerning God’s call in our lives (n. 75).  Discernment is more than decision-making, more than just analyzing a situation and acting:  “Discernment is a kind of dancing with God. An active partner in this dance, the Spirit labors to unite our freedom with God’s own, to help us respond to the world.”
  Discernment means that we bring all of ourselves to any given situation. We invite God into the conversation about who we might be or what we might do.  Discernment does not give us a roadmap for our future, with all the bends and curves plotted out, but a compass that helps us navigate the journey.
 
For our human vocation to have meaning, we must incarnate or specify our call to love and serve.  In the words of Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, “We have to find the meter for our poem, the key in which to sing our song to God….”
  To that end, Ignatius leads us through an election (nn.169-88), a process wherein we make an important decision about our life. Guided by the Spirit, we discern strong interior movements (if present), weigh the pros and cons, and consider alternatives with the help of some imaginative exercises. Ignatius refers explicitly to the choice about whether to marry or enter religious life, but he also leaves room to apply the principles of an election to any significant life decision.
 These choices may include: whether to go to college or learn a trade; whether to become a lawyer or teacher; whether to move to another city; whether to get engaged or break off a relationship; whether to change careers or retire; or whether to have more children.
  
So far, we have considered vocation as doing something.  Indeed, Ignatius advocated a practical spirituality, putting faith into action.  Near the beginning of the Exercises, he invites us to imagine ourselves at the foot of the cross and there to reflect on three fundamental questions: “What have I done for Christ? What am I doing for Christ? What ought I do for Christ?” (n.53). At the end of the Exercises, he counsels, “Love ought to manifest itself more by deeds than by words” (n. 230).  In between, we contemplate the active life of Jesus, who invites us to join him in his laboring for the Kingdom of God (n.95).  Ignatius’ Jesus is always on the move.
  
As much as we are focused on doing, we cannot divorce the action from the actor. A vocation is not just something I do; it is also the consequence of who I am as a person.
 God calls me to become a certain type of person: to be Christ-like. If we take on the heart and mind of Christ, then we will live in a certain way. In Christ, we see a reflection of ourselves: of what it means to be most fully human. For Ignatius, Christ is the model of how we should be and act as persons.  A Christian vocation participates in the vocation of Jesus, who was sent by the Father to labor in the messiness and beauty of our world (nn.106-108). In seeing how Jesus responded to his call from the Father, we are inspired to embrace our own vocation in life.
    
In the Exercises, Ignatius consistently turns our gaze to Christ, the exemplar of a person living for others, of one who puts love into action. In various contemplations, we imagine in detail certain places in Jesus’ life (see e.g. nn.103, 112, 192, 202, 220). We imagine Christ before us on the cross (n.53) and converse with him “in the way one friend speaks to another, or a servant to one in authority” (n.54).  We continue this conversation throughout the Exercises in different settings (see e.g. nn.71, 109, 117, 147).  With our imagination, we pray through the life of Christ as revealed in the gospels, asking for “an interior knowledge of Our Lord, who became human for me, that I may love him more intensely and follow him more closely” (n.104).  This interior knowledge is a deeply-felt, intimate association with the mind and heart of Jesus. It is coming to know and feel with his values, ideals, and commitments.
 Such knowledge drives us to savor important truths (n.23) and then to act on them.  It leads to a greater love of Christ and a deepening desire to imitate his utter reliance on the Father, his life of material simplicity, and his humble service for others (nn.98, 146, 167).  
Having reflected on the life of Jesus, we then walk with him in his passion, death, and resurrection.  More intimately united with Christ, we seek only to be with him in his suffering, feeling his sorrow and brokenness (n.203). This is where our commitment to Christ leads us. At the cross, we realize that living a Christ-like life has very real consequences, but we follow the call to the cross because we love the One who calls us.  Our focus is on Christ, yet we cannot help but feel some consolation in the companionship of the cross.  We learn that we are not alone in our own suffering. We feel how Christ carries our burdens, and know deep-down that part of our vocation is to share the burdens of others.
 Suffering is an evil: no loving person would want that for themselves or another. Yet, “love that suffers inspires and humanizes like few other things. That is why we contemplate Christ’s passion. His death crowned a life of love.”

Just as we beg to experience the sorrow of Jesus’ passion, we ask to savor the joy of his resurrection (Sp.Ex. n. 221). At the beginning of the Exercises, we considered God’s plan for the universe. At their conclusion, we are reminded that God’s plan always prevails.
 Life always conquers death; joy overcomes sorrow. We strive to imitate the Risen Christ, who seeks only to console others (n.224).   Here we experience a consolation that impels us, like the disciples in the upper room, outward to the service of others.
We end the Exercises in the same spirit of gratitude with which we began them. Recognizing how God loves us into creation, blesses us with many gifts, redeems us in our need, and labors in all creation for our good (n. 234), we are moved to give back, for the natural response of being loved is to love in return (n. 231).  Love underlies our call from God and our own response. We offer “all that I have and possess” (n.234) for the fundamental human vocation to love and serve God and others (n.233).  Having prayed our way through the Exercises, our fundamental vocation takes on new meaning and perhaps after the election some unsettling specificity.  
The Exercises have prepared us to make this offering. We recognize anew the baggage that prevents us from growing into the people we are called to be.  We come to terms with the ways that we frustrate God’s plan for creation and gratefully acknowledge where we cooperate with it. Striving to be free of misguided loves and self-preoccupations, we offer ourselves more wholeheartedly.  We are emboldened to make this offering because we are more intimately associated with Christ.  We learn to love as Christ loves.  We imitate the offering of Christ, his humble obedience to the will of God and his selfless dedication for the good of others.  This love is neither saccharine nor sentimental, but tried and tested. It is a love born out of a deep respect for the human person and lived out in the nitty-gritty of daily life.  
Vocation and Student Formation
It is in the complexity of their daily lives where we meet our students, who ask each in their own way the same question: “What am I to do with my life?” As educators, we are responsible for teaching students a certain discipline and preparing them for careers and professions. At a Catholic, Jesuit university, however, our responsibility extends from career preparation to character formation. We invite our students to consider not only what they might do but what kind of persons they might be in whatever career or life path they choose. According to Fr. Kolvenbach, “the real measure of our Jesuit universities lies in who our students become.”
 At Santa Clara, Kolvenbach set the standard: we want our students to become persons in solidarity with the real world.
  
This means that we must teach in a distinctive way, with the plight of the poor and powerless ever present. Dean Brackley, our keynote speaker, writes about a vocation to solidarity.
 According to Brackley, solidarity is “entering the world of the poor, assuming their cause, and, to some degree, their condition.”
 This is how we incarnate the fundamental human vocation to love and serve God and others. Kevin Yonkers-Talz, director of Casa del la Solidaridad, a collaborative academic endeavor based in El Salvador, describes what an experience of solidarity can mean for students as they discern their vocation: 
Encountering the marginalized, the victims in our world, challenges students both affectively and intellectually to think about life’s important questions from a different perspective: that of the poor. Who am I? What am I called to do with my life? What does my faith say to all of this? How can our world permit such suffering? Does it have to be this way? The way students perceive the world is altered once they begin to see the world from the point of view of their new friends, [the poor].”

Interpreting the Exercises through the lens of liberation theology and his own experience in El Salvador, Brackley suggests that we not only imagine ourselves before Christ on the cross (n.53), but before the crucified peoples of the world, and ask: “Have I helped to crucify them? What am I doing to remove them from their crosses? What must I do so they can rise up again?”
 To ask these disquieting questions, and more importantly to be in relationship with the most neglected in our midst, is to engage reality. The reality of our world is that most people live in dire poverty and that the basic needs of too many are neglected.  According to Kolvenbach, students “must let the gritty reality of this world into their lives, so they can learn to feel it, think about it critically, respond to its suffering, and engage it constructively.”
  The poor and persecuted, the unimportant and the forgotten, summon our vocation to love and serve.
  They make a claim on us as fellow human beings. Being in relationship with them transforms the persons we are and the commitments we make in life.  A Christian vocation must attend not just to our personal desires but to the needs of the world, particularly those of the most neglected whom Jesus held so dear. Discerning one’s vocation is an exercise in narcissism if we are only concerned with self-fulfillment.
 

Engaging the real world is critical to discerning one’s vocation. In an oft-cited definition, Frederick Buechner describes vocation as follows: “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”
  Relying on a similar understanding of vocation as both personal and social, Boston College offers a retreat for rising juniors centered on three questions: “What gives you joy? Are you good at it? Does anyone need you to do it?”
  This “reality check” on our desires is critical to discernment.  For the late William Spohn of Santa Clara, “Hopes without any grounding in reality or actual prospects of realization lure us to frustration.”
 Brackely too reminds us:  “We can’t change a world we don’t understand.”
  Teachers in every discipline help students embrace their vocation in life by helping them understand the world they live in.  We enrich this discernment by being specific about how Shakespeare or quantum physics, cost accounting or Plato’s allegory of the cave relates to the lives of our students. To make these connections, we must know our students, extending to them the cura personalis which is the hallmark of Jesuit education.
  In the confluence of our desire and the world’s need, vocations flourish and justice is served.

Because solidarity is at the heart of our mission at a Jesuit university, we find ways of sending our students into the world and of bringing the world into the classroom.  Service learning courses, weekly service opportunities, and immersion programs facilitate those personal contacts that form students to live in solidarity with the poor.  Concepts are important.  In my philosophy class, we considered what Plato and Aristotle had to say about justice. Yet, no matter how much we talked about “justice” in class, it was on the streets of Philadelphia – and in women’s shelters, assisted living homes for the severely disabled, and halfway houses for former prisoners – that those ideas came alive for my service-learning students.  Equally so, in a theology seminar I helped to facilitate on the subject of violence and reconciliation, we ended the class with a two-week immersion experience in Northern Ireland, listening to the stories of people affected by violence and determined to build a lasting peace.    

We can bring the real world into the classroom by selecting reading and proposing illustrative examples that give voice to the cry for justice in the world.  For instance, in my philosophy classes, we compared classical conceptions of justice with those articulated by Martin Luther King and Pope John Paul II. In my ethics class, I proposed various case studies about distributive justice, and then let students come up with their own. For example, I asked my students to consider the ethical obligation of pharmaceutical companies to make anti-retroviral drugs more accessible in Africa. Students presented on topics ranging from the ethical implications of oil-drilling in Alaska to public school funding in southern New Jersey.
Smart classrooms, internet technology, and DVDs make it much easier to bring the world into the classroom for a media-savy generation.  I led my ethics class through the “Poverty USA Tour” on the U.S. Catholic Bishops website, and provided links to other websites on our Blackboard homepage. In my philosophy classes, I often presented video clips from movies and television that raised justice issues and asked students to present their own.  For example, I showed clips from a documentary on the Rwanda genocide to put a face on human rights.  A student showed us the conclusion of the TV movie, “Tuesdays with Morrie,” to illustrate the dignity of the dying and infirmed.  Along the way, we critiqued the mixed messages sent to us by media producers and advertisers.
Our students have great zeal. They are passionate about many things.  Ignatius encountered similar passion in himself and in those enthusiastic founders of the Society of Jesus.  But zeal, he insisted, must be tempered to be effective. Otherwise, energy is wasted and we become scattered, or burnt-out.  Savoring the liberation that can come with going to college, young people aim to experience as much as they can.  Experience, including relationships with other people, can enkindle deep desires and confirm our vocations.
  But experience is not everything.  Too often, our students have the experience and miss the meaning.  Too seldom in the hustle and bustle of campus life do they slow down to reflect on what they are doing and why they are doing it.

Vocations evolve “in the combination of practice and practice reflected on.”
  Effective service programs must have some structure for reflection.  For immersion programs, this is often done in smaller groups during and after the experience.  In my service learning class, I required students to journal about their week of service, writing down their raw experience, insights, and significant emotional reactions.  I also asked them to participate in on-line discussion groups, for which I posted a question relevant to a topic we were covering in class and the students related the topic to their experience in service.  Finally, to facilitate reflection in class, I learned to allow for more moments of silence, which gave us time to savor what was said and attend to our initial interior reactions. 

Reflection is critical to the honing of our zeal for justice.  Ideally, residence life, student affairs, and professors would collaborate with campus ministry programs in carving out times, places, and spaces to allow students and faculty to reflect, pray, be still, and to listen. At Saint Joseph’s University, I assisted in coordinating a year-long series of events on the refugee crisis. Faculty across disciplines were invited to adopt as part of their reading list, This Our Exile, by James Martin, S.J., the story of his work with the Jesuit Refugee Service in East Africa.  Jim and other speakers who had worked on refugee issues spoke on campus. A student who himself was a Sudanese refugee gave his own testimony. The library and the Ignatian Heritage Week committee incorporated this justice issue into their programming, as did the Faith-Justice Institute.  The plight of refugees permeated our campus that year, with great effect. 
In the Exercises, Ignatius presumes that those journeying in faith need a spiritual guide to help them along the way.  In his own conversion experience, Ignatius experienced God as teacher, gently instructing him on the ways of the heart, eliciting from him new hopes and bold desires.
  We as teachers can do the same for our students.  When students give voice to their desires or their questions, we listen. With students destined for the Jesuit Volunteer Corp or active in campus ministry, helping them articulate what their vocation may be is fairly easy. But with others who say they do not know what they want in life or who insist that vocation has nothing to do with their desire for a lucrative business career, the listening is more challenging and demands patience.
 Christ-centered language may not be meaningful to students from other faith traditions or to those struggling with their Christian faith. Yet, if the fundamental human vocation is to love and serve God and others, then we can point to experiences of love and service – to moments of transcendence in their lives – as a way of helping them specify what their particular vocation may be.  We can also help them appreciate their God-given gifts so they may more confidently offer them in the service of others.  We can help them live the life-giving questions they share and peel away the layers of their desires and dreams, to get to those that are most deeply held and are of God.   
Role models lead us in the discovery of our vocation. They call forth from us our deepest, truest desires. In them, we see that living a certain way of life is not only possible, but also joyful and fulfilling.
 We cannot underestimate the influence that teachers have on students as role models.  If our vocation is teaching and scholarship, then students should be able to sense our passion in how we do what we do. If justice is central to that vocation, then it should be apparent in how we treat colleagues and students, in what we assign for reading, in what we talk about in class, and how we spend our time outside of class.  Appropriately sharing our own vocation story can evoke the vocations of our students.  Moreover, we can provide roles models for our students in the speakers we invite to campus or the life stories of people we read in class.
  
A vocation demands sacrifice, but sacrifice is hard to accept in a culture that promises instant gratification and assures us that we can do and have it all. Allured by these promises, students can find commitments, especially counter-cultural ones, hard to make or sustain. That is why we discern and live out our vocation in supportive communities, like the classroom.  In the ordinary moments of our day, in the most casual interactions, we can look for ways to offer that support to a student struggling with counter-cultural commitments. 
In his own lifetime, Ignatius struggled with his vocation.  As a youth, he dreamed of being a courtier in service of the king.  But after his run-in with the cannonball at Pamplona and during the months of his recuperation, Ignatius realized that he was called to do something else with his life. He tested those desires over many years, living the life of a pilgrim and itinerant preacher.  In his experience of growing intimacy with God and a deep-seeded peace and joy, he found confirmation of his choice to serve as a religious and priest. That vocation was incarnated in many forms: in his preaching, spiritual direction, and sacramental ministry, in various works of mercy, and in his years as administering his new religious order.  With similar zeal, our students set out on their road to the heart of God, struggling to find their vocation or vocations in life.  Teachers stand ready to help them along the way, directing their attention both to their own noble desires and the needs of the world.  With God’s grace, our help, and their own generosity, our students will discover a vocation that allows them to voice most eloquently their life’s poem in praise of God and to sing most passionately their song in the service of others.
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