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On October 14, 2005, the formal proceedings of the Commitment to Justice in Jesuit Higher Education Conference began with a keynote address from Father Dean Brackley. Father Brackley is a Jesuit priest trained at the University of Chicago and author of two books including his recent, The Call to Discernment in Troubled Times: New Perspectives on the Transformative Wisdom of Ignatius Loyola. 
As a man who lives his word, he currently holds a position at the Central American University (UCA) in San Salvador where he teaches theology, ethics, and administers the university’s School for Religious Education. Before that he taught briefly at Fordham University.  However, much of what he outlined in his lecture was sparked by a transformative experience in social ministry on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and South Bronx.  There he described witnessing “the reality of poverty” and “drug related violence.” He went on to explain how this experience of “dense life and death drama, with its daily crucifixions and resurrections, helped gather together [his] scattered self” that followed years of soul searching living as a privileged man in a world of injustice. For him, this gathering together occurred not only in response to this  social ministry but because as he was emerging from a long and continued discernment on these experiences the Jesuits’ 32nd General Congregation convened and “affirmed the service of faith and the promotion of justice,” providing a framework for his experiences.  
While his description of the Lower East Side and South Bronx might sound dramatic these experiences reflect what those of us who teach continue to learn. That is, anxiety and threats to our students’ worldviews present themselves as opportunities.  That often when discomfort is raised just enough we are able to inspire insight and change.  Similarly, Father Brackley discussed, throughout the speech that I will summarize briefly, the ways that we should “provoke crises of identity” in ways that both “enrich and unsettle us” as we come to realize that we, as privileged individuals, are living in a world of spreading injustice. 

Dean Brackely outlined his expectations of Jesuit education as a set of seven comprehensive higher standards.  He believed that these higher standards reflect today’s needs and, when actualized, can help express “the Jesuit difference.” 
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1. The first of these seven higher standards is “Giving priority to reality.”  In Father Brackley’s words: “Citizens of the world’s only super power have a special responsibility to learn about the world beyond their borders.”  In other words, he wanted to ensure that despite the fact that as faculty and administrators we are academicians, that we avoid becoming “academic” or irrelevant. In academia we run the risk of becoming obsessively myopic in our reading of our literatures by avoiding social realities.  We need to contextualize our work with social and personal realities as well as ensure that our literatures are tested against these realities.  In this way, we ensure that we maintain our emphasis on academic excellence in a way that ensures our relevance. 
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2. Next, using life and death questions such as “Who are the crucified people today?” “From what are they suffering and why?” and “How can we bring them down from their crosses?”  we can help students understand the “Big Picture.”  
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3. Similarly, Father Brackley noted that those of us who are faculty often give students answers at a point when they have not even formed the questions. 

As a psychologist and professor who teaches students about culture and privilege, I was delighted to see Father Brackley’s recognition of the ways that we unconsciously distort our own realities to hide how we each contribute to injustice and benefit from unearned privileges.  This is particularly true when it comes to aspects of culture about which we were taught not to discuss (or at least not in mixed company) such as race and class.  However, as Father Brackley asserted, without these discussions and intercultural experiences, students cannot begin to question the ways that they distort their experiences.  And in his own words:  “…distortion is rooted in unconscious commitments and habits of the heart. That means that cognitive liberation requires personal transformation, or conversion. In the end, prejudice is embedded in my identity, so that to question my world is to question me. For these reasons, wholesome crises can expand our horizons.”
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4. To quote Father Brackley: “Engaging suffering people and injustice frequently awakens in students the crucial question: What am I doing with my life? And that suggests a fourth higher standard.  Education of the whole person, in the Ignatian style, … helps students discover their vocation in life, above all their vocation to love and serve.”

With this standard, he explained the ways that with guidance from faculty and other mentors as well as engagement with the economically disadvantaged and others who are suffering, students might be able to better discern those vocations that are “called forth” from them.  Father Brackley seemed to think that those in Baltimore, specifically, are well situated to discern our vocations particularly through our work in social justice.  He names Baltimore as one place where “ordinary citizens push for change” by forming “micro initiatives” to fight “macro obstacles.”  These experiences allow us to understand how we are needed. 
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5. As tuition increases and, at some institutions, financial aid decreases we run the risk of losing out on a significant portion of our talent pool at Jesuit institutions of higher education. Furthermore, as tuition continues to increase without significant support for the materially disadvantaged our selections run the risk of being influenced by privilege and wealth rather than ability and talent. Father Brackley was keen on considering the ways that Jesuit institutions can stand behind their long standing tradition of educating the poor. This not only ensures that we interact in a just way with those in our community but also prepares our White students and our students of means for the real world by providing them the opportunity to interact with healthy and successful People of Color and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.  It is in these relationships that our students are given the opportunity to interact with members of these groups as peers (or “companions” in the Jesuit tradition) rather just as those who need their service.  Undoubtedly, this will reflect some of their professional relationships as they get out into the real world. 
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6. In Father Brackley’s words: “Catholic universities should welcome people of other communions and faiths, and no faith, as first-class citizens.  At the same time, they must be places where the Catholic tradition is studied, understood, and handed on.”

As a non-Catholic I have to admit that while I was drawn to the core values of this Jesuit education, I was initially apprehensive about my acceptance here.  Over time, I relaxed and was so surprised to feel welcomed.  As I felt welcomed I began to welcome the ways that from this Catholic, Ignatian tradition I could  learn so much about myself in terms of my own vocation, my own privileges and responsibilities.  What I can draw from Father Brackley’s speech is that he hopes that those at Jesuit Institutions of higher education, Catholics and non Catholics, are extended this same reception and opportunity to use the teachings to continue to grow as an active participant in their communities. 
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7. Finally, in Father Brackley’s words: “Social projection includes all those means by which the university communicates, or projects, knowledge beyond the campus to help shape the consciousness of the wider society.”  Here he encouraged campuses to become vehicles for change not only on campus but off through the positions we take and the statements we make in public. 
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Father Brackley offered the following questions which he called “pending items for consideration” to help institutions engage in conversations that might lead to an operationalization of his Seven Higher Standards. 

(read questions)

Perhaps to provide some modeling for how such social projection might occur, Father Brackley’s speech did indeed raise questions and eyebrows for many in attendance. With perhaps the plain speech only possible from a tenured man of the cloth, he said what some in the room had only wished for privately. However, others were curious about this “radical Jesuit” and concerned that such straight talk could spark defensiveness and yet others even wondered if all of what he said resonated personally.  Regardless, he did as intended by beginning conversations that in some cases lead to our own little personal “wholesome crises” and discussion about what form this might take at each institution.

As we can see from what proceeded, it is possible that Father Brackley was encouraging those at Institutions of Jesuit Higher Education not to rely on the serendipity that convened the 32nd General Congregation just as he was emerging from his reflection on his experiences in social ministry on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and the South Bronx.  He seemed to be advocating for two things: A recognition of the needs of our surrounding communities (in our case, we might come to realize that Baltimore is not much different than his dramatic recollections of the Lower East Side) and a recognition that we cannot rely on this same serendity that touched and changed his life.  We might be responsible for creating the frameworks that students can use to interpret their relationship to injustice and their communities. 

