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The service of faith and the promotion of justice:  Where are we at Loyola College?

Greetings everyone, my name is Joel Bumol and I am the student representative for this justice colloquium panel.  First off, I want to extend my thanks to those involved in the planning of this event because it is so very important to keep this much needed dialogue alive on this campus.  For the next 10-15 minutes, I intend to talk about where as a departing senior I believe we stand on service and justice at Loyola, and offer some pragmatic and practical solutions on how to go forward from here.  

There are many wonderful aspects about this school that I have come to embrace and that have opened my mind and heart to new doors and wider horizons.  The Center for Values and Service has provided me and countless others the means and outlets to engage Baltimore and the many local and global social justice issues in our world today.  I have had some wonderful professors, who have challenged me and encouraged me to ask questions both without easy answers and that challenge the very nature of the system, construct and reality with which we identify.  For those who seek it and those willing to participate in it, the opportunities to embrace social justice, nonviolence, service, love in action, and the very nature of Kolvenbach’s speech are all readily available.  There is, however, still much work that needs to be done. 
I think it would be fair to give a brief assessment of where we are right now, and where we are coming from, in order to effectively move forward.  To do so, let’s take a look at how Loyola’s faculty, administration, and student body fulfill four of Loyola’s ten core values, and parts of Kolvenbach’s speech.  Can we as a group here name all ten of Loyola’s core values?  (academic excellence, focus on the whole person, integrity and honesty, diversity, community, justice, service, leadership, discernment, constant challenge to improve)……Cool, alright, well here we will focus on four: diversity, community, justice, and service, and of course Kolvenbach’s speech.
First, let’s take a look at the student body.  There is no denying that the student body is majority female, largely from the East Coast, and also vastly Caucasian.  Looking back, it is interesting to see how coming into a community that is largely similar to my community growing up in terms of background and perspective that I came to be aware of issues like systemic racism and patriarchy thanks to certain professors, administrators and friends I have met.  But how does diversity play out in the eyes of the rest of the student body?  For me, it did take some honest thought and discernment to realize that by the shear nature of my coming from a rich, white, male background, my perspective has and will have marked differences from say a female student of color coming from Baltimore City, let alone one of the 3000 persons experiencing homelessness in Baltimore City right now.  It took thought and discernment for me to come to this realization, challenging myself to look past the reality I grew up in and the Euro-centric structures in which I had been immersed.  Since then, in conversations I have had, events I have attended or helped plan, and friendships I have made, I have learned so much from persons coming from a different background than myself, and my own reality and experience have been enriched by the sharing and dialogue that has ensued.  What are the details of this alternative education?  That is something I cannot fully share and ought to be experienced through an individual’s own efforts to bridge societal gaps and seek that understanding between different groups.  But does this happen on Loyola’s campus?  In the Black Student Association meetings I have attended this year, I was first one of two white students, then one of four white students the next time around.  At the African Student Union’s Africa Panel two Thursdays back, I was one of about four white students in attendance, and this was so unfortunate since the panelists articulated themselves so well about what it is to come to Loyola being both a racial and cultural minority.  And while I would encourage everyone to attend these events for yourself, let me assure one thing I have learned: Race, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, religion, national origin and personal background do matter in where one is coming from and what one’s perspective is, and that needs to be acknowledged if we truly seek to uphold diversity and community as core values in our student body.  While our diversity core value states that Catholic universities “must become more attentive to the cultures of the world today,” can we as a student body say this is really something we value or seek to fulfill?  While our community core value states that we strive for dialogue, open sharing of ideas, and “collaboration within and across institutional divisions,” is this really happening?

When we take a look at service and justice, I’ll point to some of my own experiences working as a service coordinator in CVS and as a co-chair of Loyola’s JUSTICE club.  One aspect sticks out immediately: both are dominated by females.  Women in our student body do a far greater amount of service and social justice work on this campus than do men, even when proportional differences are taken into account.  In my two years of being a service coordinator, there were four men out of 17 service coordinators my sophomore year, and two men out of 17 this past year.  This coming year, it is only one.  In the JUSTICE club, it is again dominated by females, about 75% or more, and that has remained pretty consistent over my three years being involved in the club.  Male students at Loyola largely have been less prone to take initiative and action on issues of service and justice than female students.  Furthermore, the way women are talked about by many male students on this campus is all too often vulgar and offensive.  Inherent patriarchal and sexist tendencies, including small, subtle jokes, are exemplified too often by male members of the student body when in fact is seems we should be listening to and learning from females more than anything else.  While our service core value states that we are “committed to generous service which aims to create a more just world,” can we say we are all following this when a significant demographic portion of our student body is continually underrepresented?  While our justice core value states that we strive for “solidarity with and care for all who struggle for justice,” can we say that we strive for solidarity with others when solidarity often lacks amongst ourselves?


As a biology/chemistry interdisciplinary major, history minor and participant in the Service Leadership program at Loyola, I have encountered many wonderful faculty from whom I have learned much.  In Kolvenbach’s speech, he discusses certain aspects of a students learning and education, such as “students, in the course of their formation, 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.”  Without a doubt, the faculty plays a significant and large role in the formation and development of this engaged solidarity and education, both through what is taught in the classroom and what is learned beyond students’ experience at Loyola.  I cannot think of a better way to encompass all these than through service-learning courses, where students prepare for engaged service for and with others in the Baltimore community during class, perform the service with the community partners, reflect on that action, and evaluate where to go from there, otherwise known as the PARE model of education.  When one goes onto the Center for Values and Service website regarding service learning courses offered, this concept is still not widely practiced.  This current semester there are 31 sections of service learning being offered and 23 from the fall semester this year.  The numbers actually tend to vary greatly at times from semester to semester, but there are some common characteristics of the service-learning courses offered in each academic year.  There are usually a lot offered from certain departments, and also it tends to be the same group of individual faculty that offers the service learning courses time and again.  Some departments have not offered a single service learning course according the catalogued history on the service learning website since it began in the fall of 2002.  It could be very easy for students to go through Loyola without ever having the opportunity to participate in service-learning, and when we look at lack of male involvement in service, it certainly does not help that several the of the predominately male academic majors largely have no service-learning options.  Kolvenbach’s ideas of learning through contact and experiencing the “gritty reality of the world” are made much harder to grasp for students if the opportunities are not readily present.  While of course some initiative must be taken on the by students to seek out service opportunities, shouldn’t initiative also be coming from the faculty if service and justice are part of our core values and values that Kolvenbach expressed?  Would engaging the community also not further students understanding of diversity by serving with persons of different backgrounds and circumstances from themselves?  Would it also not create a greater sense of community both with Baltimore City and also the students and professor in that particular class?  


There are some very strong administrative leaders at this school and amongst the staff and administrators I have come to know and befriend, and I will certainly miss their kindness and generosity upon my leaving in May.  In terms of the administration fitting into our four discussed core values, I think there are some important points I’d like to bring up that need continued discussion.  While I did not come to this realization for some reason until this past academic year, it first struck me at Fr. Linnane’s inauguration.  Sitting in the upper sections of the bleachers, I had a good view of the whole set up.  When I took a look at the honored guests sitting on stage with the president, the vast majority of these honored individuals in the presidential delegation were white men.  When we look at the whole of Loyola’s community, students, faculty/staff and administrators, the majority of its members are not white men.  I am not saying the guests on stage were not honorable, or that they had no right being there, but just rather begging the question: where are we coming from as an institution, and how have we really progressed or changed from the way things have always been?  If as I discussed before, as a community founded on a premise of valuing diversity, is this really the best way for us to represent everyone in our own community, especially if we can acknowledge that people coming from different backgrounds are instrumental in fostering true education, understanding and solidarity?  For further illustration, here are some of the stats regarding women’s roles in the upper echelons of Loyola: women on the honored presidential delegation, 8 out of about 40 or so.   Women on the board of trustees, 5 out of 29.  Women on the executive council of the college, 2 out of 10.  Women’s perspective: priceless.  But is it at Loyola College?  These statistics are very disheartening to me as a white man, since the vast majority of my education regarding service, justice, and the ideals articulated in Kolvenbach’s speech by and large have come from women at this school.  In addition to this, women are performing the majority of the works in social justice and service amongst the members of the student body.  I have also again learned so much from persons who are of a different racial and ethnic background than myself, yet racial minorities are also vastly underrepresented.  If these trends of female involvement in service and justice hold any truth, should it not be men in fact looking to women for how to best fulfill our core values?  Or at least wouldn’t some proportional representation of our community’s diversity perhaps guide us to a better understanding of what we strive to become?  What does it say to male students when they see that almost everyone in charge is also a male?  Why should men do community service if it seems their place in society will be comfortably filled later in life?  


So what is my point in bringing all this up?  There are many discrepancies within our own community regarding the fostering of social justice, equality, diversity, service, and Kolvenbach’s speech.  Where we are coming in terms of perspective, in terms of the service oriented education opportunities for students, and in the disunity of students around causes of service and social justice all highlight that we have work to do.  If these core values are something we espouse to fulfill and strive towards, shouldn’t the efforts be coming from all parts of our institution?  Can we begin to even engage Baltimore City properly in this upcoming “Year of the City” when we don’t readily talk about or acknowledge some of the problems on our own campus?  


The good news is that it is in our power to change and work with these issues.  Here’s one example.  I’ll certainly acknowledge that often those of us at Loyola who spend time in the “service” and “social justice” on this campus often end up “preaching to the choir” to some extent in some of our projects.  There is one project, however, I have had the privilege to work on this past year through the Pre-Healths for Social Responsibility group formed in the Center for Values and Service, and its goal is dependent upon an all encompassing outlook.  We were thinking of tasks to do this upcoming year and stumbled upon an idea.  Most all of us were involved in some sort of service and saw it as something we valued, and furthermore, we were all biology or natural science majors.  Currently, there is one service-learning course offered for biology majors that is taught by an education professor.  How could we go about working to integrate something we thought was important and that we thought the majority of students would support when ultimately this was a completely two way street of faculty and students?  We are doing so through constructive engagement, one person at a time, through dialogue and discussion complemented by action.  We conducted a survey this past fall of every student taking a biology course regarding their interest in service-learning, and here is what we found.  The survey was administered to 237 students.  Amongst those students who were natural science majors, 79% of them were interested in taking a service-learning course in the natural sciences.  Furthermore, a curriculum change this past year in biology courses has allotted seminar or lab time to every course, increasing the total amount of time for courses that previously had no material for this extra allocation of time.  77% of those who took the survey were interested in possibly using some of this extra lab time for discussion of service experiences, social justice issues and justice education.  A section on topics of interest was included in this survey and there is strong interest amongst students in all the hot social justice topics in currently in biology, ranging from infectious disease, international health and those domestically uninsured or underinsured, but also to pollution, humankind’s impact on the environment, global warming and conservation.  In terms of a qualitative response, here is what some students said about why they would want service-learning in the classroom:

· “Service Learning would allow me to work outside the realm of Loyola and work with people from different backgrounds.”

· “Service Learning is an opportunity to learn about social justice issues and to participate in the community.”

· “Service Learning will enable the realization that while we at Loyola are some of the most fortunate people, there are many people out there who are less fortunate.”

· “Service Learning will allow me to see how what I learn in class relates to the ‘real’ world.”

· “Service Learning will teach me about the needs of other people and, as a result, will teach me more about my own sense of character.”

Clearly there is interest, and as a result, members of our group have approached some of the biology faculty about this idea and the interest amongst students for service-learning.  We certainly appreciate that writing in service-learning to a course would not be an easy task for a professor, so that is why we are working to assist our professors in this process through providing them some of our own research regarding service placement sites in Baltimore and the CVS resources on service-learning in general.  Working together, steadfastly and determined, we will one day see our project become a reality.  And for those in our group here right now, I would ask that they stand and be recognized.  While they may not see the end of this project themselves, their work today has planted a seed that will benefit others tomorrow.  

Through this instance our mutual collaboration amongst faculty and students to move forward on issues of justice, service, community, diversity and love in action, we can and we will fulfill what this college and Jesuit institution truly stands for.  And this simple strategy could be employed to any department on this campus, if its students and faculty are willing to take those steps.  In any aspect of life where one’s love and compassion is present, service and justice can be employed.  One of our group members summed it up perfectly to me just yesterday when we were discussing this project: “it’s really not that hard.”  If this is something we truly value, we can accomplish this, right?

I’ll close with a brief analogy.  In C.S Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia, the book The Magicians Nephew brings up a point that summarizes our whole reason for being here: acting for the greater glory of God.  One of the book’s protagonists Digory is confronted with a choice near the book’s end.  He is told by Aslan, the great lion and creator of Narnia and Son of the Emperor over the Sea, to retrieve an apple from a magic tree at the edge of Narnia so that Aslan might plant its seed and ensure protection of Narnia for many years to come.  Digory is tempted by the witch Jadis to take the fruit for himself, since by returning with it to his own world in London, he could feed the fruit to his sick mother and prevent her untimely death.  In spite of this though, Digory takes the fruit to Aslan as promised, and without revealing the conclusion to the story, Aslan provides for Digory even though the future seemed uncertain, the way seemed unclear, and Aslan’s approach did not completely line up with Digory’s own initial perception for a course of action.  

In case you don’t know much about the Chronicles, Aslan is Christ, and we all are Digory.  God has laid before us a path to take, and while that path may not always be easy, make sense to us and even challenge us and the very way we lead our lives, that is the path we are supposed to take.  In the end it doesn’t matter what we think.  This path of justice, of service, of love, is what God has laid before us.  But in this process, God  does not abandon us.  On the contrary, She walks with us every step of the way, in every realization we make, in every connection we establish, in the communities we form, in the diversity we acknowledge and celebrate, and in the justice we seek.  Like with Digory, She will provide for us in some way, shape or form that may not make sense at a given time, but through Her love, understanding and grace that we attempt to establish in our own communities, clarity will in time ensue.
So who’s ready to go out into the world together and work to end material poverty and the unnecessary physical boundaries and suffering that divides us since we have all been privileged with the opportunity to make it so?  How many people know that a mere 10-15 minute walk from this room, there is a home of 10 HIV positive adults who I call friends?  At the house there is illness, material poverty, loneliness and suffering, but there is also friendship, faith, hope and love.  Over there is the living and breathing Body of Christ, and in following it and relinquishing my own desires, nothing has made me happier.  Thank you.
