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Introduction

Two weeks ago, on Saturday October 1, the Santa Ana volcano exploded in northwest El Salvador sending people running for shelter and causing death and destruction along its path. Some people died, thousands were left homeless, coffee crops and corn milpas were damaged beyond recognition. Back at Santa Clara University this explosion generated immediate concern as we tried to figure out the scope and extent of the damage. In no time we were exchanging photographs and messages via electronic mail, writing to friends to express our support and concern for their well being. Aware of the long series of human-caused and natural disasters that have afflicted this country in the recent past (civil war, massacres, earthquakes, and volcanic explosions), many members of our school community have become keenly aware of this country’s seemingly endless suffering. The recent volcanic explosions in El Salvador reverberated quickly on Santa Clara’s campus, almost as if the events were taking place next door. In a real sense, this was not surprising. Over the years, Santa Clara has grown to regard itself as a voice abroad for the people, particularly the poor, in this small country. Whatever happens there affects many of us: we have been growing in a sense of solidarity with the poor.

Rationale

SCU’s rationale for embarking on the experiment of immersion experiences emerged out of guidelines given to Jesuit institutions and ministries throughout the world in the mid 1970s and subsequently,
 and from our own communal discernment. We wanted to engage ourselves in the mission of education in the context of a “the service of faith and the promotion of justice,” the two inseparable tenets of Jesuit work as they have been defined in our time.
 Fr. Kolvenbach stressed this idea later during his 2000 talk at Santa Clara when he stated that “solidarity is learned through contact rather than concepts.” 
 In this light, providing educational opportunities to faculty and staff in the context of the Third World became a priority for our school. 

Brief history

It was fourteen years ago that Santa Clara launched itself onto the path of educating our community about international affairs in developing countries. Since 1992, we have sponsored immersion trips to Mexico (Chiapas), Haiti, Guatemala, and El Salvador. More than 150 people have participated in these trips from virtually all departments and programs on campus, and from other groups including alumni, members of SCU’s Board of Trustees, and community partners. Approximately 80 of these individuals are still members of our campus community. Out of fifteen faculty and staff immersion experiences, ten have been to El Salvador.

Participation in the immersion trips is by invitation and is coordinated through the Ignatian Center for Jesuit Education in consultation with the President and the Provost. In general priority is given to faculty, staff, and administrators who are leaders or potential leaders in teaching, scholarship, ministry, and who display an interest in deepening their own understanding of the Jesuit character of our institution. Each year we endeavor to have a broad representation across disciplines, being mindful of gender balance, plurality of faith traditions, and a fairly even representation of faculty and staff. By March of every year the group is selected, and we come together a couple of times before the September trip to get to know each other and begin preparatory conversations about the trip. We provide a reader of carefully selected articles to help orient the participants to the history of El Salvador and the region. We make them aware of existing resources such as videos, books, websites, and they meet people who have participated in the experience before. The trip is fully funded through budget provided by the Provost’s office. 


Typically, the trip lasts for eight days. We maximize our short time in the country by giving participants the opportunity to hear many voices, about both the history and the current reality in El Salvador. We work with and through an on-site coordinator who is from the U.S. but has lived for 25 years in Central America. His knowledge and contacts enables the group to meet with a wide-range of people. Each day includes visits with up to four individuals or organizations including local Jesuits, lay church leaders, civil war ex-combatants, teachers, economists, business people, university professors, campesinos, community organizers, and people working for non-governmental organizations. Most of our time is spent in the capital city, San Salvador, though short trips are made to communities in the outlying areas of the city and rural sites. We have also found it important to include time for group reflection, as well as optional liturgy several times during the week. Hearing each other’s reflections on the events of the day is essential to helping participants move from confusion to insight.

A critical component of the trip is spending time with the students, faculty, and community partners of the Casa de la Solidaridad—the study-abroad program sponsored by SCU in El Salvador. Since we do not include students as part of our delegation, connecting with students at Casa (some from SCU, others mostly from other U.S. Jesuit campuses) provides a fertile opportunity for understanding the structure and implementation of the program. Equally important are our visits and conversations with faculty and administrators at the University of Central America, Jose Simeon Canas (UCA) where we are able to compare our approaches to Jesuit education in different cultural and social contexts.

Impact on Personal and Professional Lives

These immersion experiences are always emotionally charged, intellectually unsettling, and in more than one sense disruptive of the way we understand the world in the Global North. Most participants have never seen extreme poverty face to face, let alone been invited into the homes of slum dwellers where crowdedness, smells from open sewage, and widespread malnutrition paint a deplorable picture of the local human condition. In these places one is immediately struck by how human dignity has been stripped to the minimum, but one also feels the gratitude, and warmth with which the group is received, as well as the resilience and strength of their lives. Conversation between local families and immersion participants discloses the terrible character of poverty: hunger, sickness, hopelessness, and early death. Images of our visit to the slums of San Salvador remain alive during the rest of the trip. They constitute a shocking reminder that we live in a world where a good part of humanity lives at a desperate, sub-human level. Many participants later remark that they never thought the situation could be so bad. 

What emerges out of this startling series of experiences is the realization that we have been complacently blind to a world in great need. We come to see that our personal and professional lives have been relatively detached from supporting lives that have little hope, and that we have not given much thought to the question of why things are the way they are. As a U.S. theologian working in El Salvador says: “we [people in the U.S.] are not bad people, by any means, just a minority under the illusion shared by many minorities, that we are the center of gravity of the universe.”
  As our trip continues, we stop to ponder about un-examined questions that have received little attention from us in the past. We reflect on many things: the connection between our way of life and theirs, the role that the U.S. has played and is playing in their society, the perceived benefits of economic globalization, and the complicity of the industrialized nations in keeping poor people poor. 


In post-immersion interviews participants express how this experience has challenged the core of their personal life and values.
  One person tells the story of going out to buy a new family car upon return from the trip--he buys the practical vehicle that the family needs, rather than the luxury car the family wants. Another person expresses her commitment to spending more time in prayer, examining her relationship to God, and to the suffering world. A third faculty person decides to change her job at the university from teaching in the classroom to running a Law School clinic where she can train young lawyers in questions of fairness in the workplace while at the same time serving the local immigrant communities. At the end, this experience translates into a fuller understanding of life.

Not surprisingly participants express a deeper appreciation for the “faith and justice talk” that they have often heard from the moment they first arrived at SCU. Some of them confess that they had felt annoyed by the persistent and repetitive message from the administration and others regarding the meaning of “being educated in the Jesuit tradition.” “Now I sort of get it,” one person said to us recently, “when I saw those grotesque pictures of the Jesuits killed at the UCA, I realized that Jesuit education is about having the courage to address the real questions of life, including the unacceptability of what we have seen.” 
 While this eye-opening experience is profound, and the desire to keep the momentum alive is great, this task is not easy. So there are a number of follow-up activities which include teaching new courses, fund-raising events, photography exhibits, giving presentations, writing letters to the editor, and supporting students who come back to campus after being in the Third World. Participants seem to be eager to remember the moment when they saw the world from the point of view of the poor, and they do their best to keep memories alive. 
Conclusions

The success of our immersion experiences is greatly facilitated by the long-standing and  close working relationship between SCU and UCA--both Jesuit institutions. We share a common language, a common vision, and a strong desire to work together on matters of faith and justice that are mutually beneficial. An example of this is the partnership among the schools of engineering at both institutions. Students at both universities have collaborated on the development of solar-powered water wells, low-cost and seismic-resistance building materials, and a tri-cycle for moving freight. Technology for video conferencing has also been put in place at both universities enabling students to take courses at SCU while in El Salvador. Plans are in place to offer UCA classes to students at SCU in the near future.


The directives of Jesuit work in higher education clearly indicate that our education needs to move out of a parochial context to examine the stark realities of a divided world. Fr. Kolvenbach refers to this point when he states that “All professors, in spite of the cliché of the ivory tower, are in contact with the world. But no point of view is neutral or value-free. By preference, by option, our Jesuit point of view is that of the poor.”
 Jesuit education in the industrialized world has the responsibility of providing a platform where the critical questions of our time—including the sharp economic divisions between North and South—are the subject of students’ learning. The fact that the Society of Jesuits is an international organization facilitates working in various cultural settings. There is no better way of learning about the other than being with the other. It seems that there is always someone from the SCU community in El Salvador at the Casa program, on a student immersion trip, as part of a church delegation, or simply making a visit on his/her own. Similarly we receive visits from friends, alums, and faculty living in El Salvador on regular basis. It is true that learning about the hard questions of global reality creates intellectual and personal aches and pains, and there is no medicine that cures the affliction of having known the harsh realities of poverty face to face. But this illness, unlike complacent prosperity, does not deaden the soul. Rather it requires a new medical prescription, that of solidarity with the poor, which if taken in regular doses will help us live life more abundantly.
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