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EDUCATING FOR SOLIDARITY 

by Paul Locatelli, S.J.

Excerpts by Fred Derrick
On October 6, 2000 in his talk entitled, “The Service of Faith and the Promotion of Justice in American Jesuit Higher Education,” Father Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, Superior General of the Society of Jesus, introduced “well-educated solidarity” as the new standard for Jesuit education for the 21st century.  

Specifically, he noted that the real measure of our Jesuit universities lies in who our students become in the emerging global reality, with its great possibilities and deep contradictions.  Tomorrow’s “whole person,” he thought, cannot be mature or complete without an educated awareness of global society and culture with which to contribute socially and generously in the real world.  Our graduates must have, in brief, a well-educated solidarity.  We must raise our Jesuit educational standard to form a “whole person of solidarity for the real world.”
 
He urges students to “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.”  He notes that “solidarity with our less fortunate brothers and sisters. . . is learned through ‘contact’ rather than through ‘concepts.’  
This seminal and bold vision inspires a new sense of purpose for Jesuit colleges and universities around the world.  Many are using this standard to evaluate their mission, programs, and pedagogies.  Nonetheless, this new standard raises questions, ambiguities, and even controversy.

In this paper I discuss how solidarity is a virtue just as charity, justice, and hope are.  Also, I  argue solidarity is not simply a euphemism for political movements or economic systems, nor is it an ideology.  And I will raise two significant questions:  One, how can we, as universities, legitimately integrate solidarity into our academic and educational mission?  And two, how will – and why should – students acquire a well-educated solidarity that leads to fashioning a more humane and just world?  In other words, what does well-educated solidarity and academic excellence do for our students in today’s world?   


Ignatian Origins of Solidarity and Academic Excellence 
The conjunction and creative tension between solidarity with the poor and academic excellence has been part of Jesuit education since the time Ignatius Loyola founded the Society of Jesus in 1540.  Originally, education was not a work of the Society of Jesus.  Rather, Ignatius insisted that the mission of the Society was to go to any place in the world and, for the greater glory of God, initiate any work with the hope that such service achieved the greatest good for individuals, communities, and the Church.
 

But eight years after founding the Society, the people of Messina, Sicily, petitioned Ignatius to establish the first Jesuit college, or high school, for lay students.  Educating the poor and rich children of Messina, he felt, would improve all their lives and the culture of the city, and so Ignatius approved.  Ignatius had great faith in education.
The Ignatian aim for Jesuit education remains the same:  to form well-educated, morally- responsible and reflective humanists who will leaven their communities with knowledge, wisdom, and virtue.
  The formation of contemplatives in action is the ideal.  Love is the end of contemplation, and love is seen more in actions than in words.
  Social action emanates from their imagining realistic possibilities for the greater good of society, and it flows ultimately from communion with the Divine and the recognition of God in all creation.


The Catholic University and the Commitment to Excellence
Academic excellence must always be the sine qua non of Jesuit education.  Excelling academically is a hallmark of Catholic education and Ignatius insisted that Jesuit universities thrive within the context of Catholic education.  As the Church played a central role in the development of the great medieval universities of Europe, today it must play a similar creative role for American Catholic universities while always respecting the principles of institutional autonomy and academic freedom.  

Universities are the places where the Church does its best thinking, learning, and teaching.  At the same time, universities must enhance academic inquiry by preserving continuity with their faith tradition, which Ex Corde Ecclesiae identifies as “the search for an integration of knowledge, a dialogue between faith and reason, an ethical concern, and a theological perspective.”
 

Importantly, Catholic orthodoxy is not fundamentalism and ought not impose limitations on scrutiny and investigation, but rather instill the freedom to grapple with the broadest and deepest questions about cultures and justice within their global realities, and, in interreligious dialogue, to broach questions about the perplexities of life and death, good and evil, and the mystery of God.

As Pope John Paul II insisted in Ex Corde Ecclesiae, “Every Catholic university, as a university, is an academic community which, in a rigorous and critical fashion, assists in the protection and advancement of human dignity and of a cultural heritage through research, teaching, and various services offered to the local, national, and international communities.”

All of us readily agree that research and teaching are necessary and proper for any university, but a third dimension, service to communities, is not as readily accepted as a value in itself.  But such service goes directly to the point of using knowledge wisely and constructively to fashion a more humane and just society rather than only to ensure the most efficient political or profitable economic systems.  

Understanding the Virtue of Solidarity
The foundation for solidarity as a virtue began around the turn of the 20th century.  Since then, Catholic social thought has used solidarity to insist always on the human dignity of each person, to refuse to permit individuals to be dehumanized, and to promote the common good.  It also locates political economy within society, and not vice versa.  Both society and political economy must be ontologically and ethically oriented toward cooperation and harmony among people and nations for the common good.

The bishops at the Second Vatican Council, in Gaudium et Spes, stressed the need for cooperation and solidarity for the Church and society alike.  They noted we are to make our own “the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted.” 

In 1975, Jesuits adopted the integrating principle of the service of faith that must promote justice, but they also recognized that the justice of socio-political economy and the justice of the gospels must converge.  As they noted:  “reconciliation with God demands the reconciliation of people with one another.”

Twenty years later, Jesuits worldwide again affirmed that the commitment to justice is an essential ingredient of faith.  And like faith and justice, solidarity transcends any ideology, philosophy or political movement.
  Rather, rooted in Scripture, tradition and human wisdom, the justice of solidarity requires working on not only on fashioning more humane and just socioeconomic and political structures, but also on the full range of human and international human rights, the growing inequality and massiveness of poverty, the environment and creation itself, the tragic marginalization of nations, the need for freedom, peace, reconciliation, security and human life itself as well as a concern for refugees, women, and today we must add  for children.

These are not simply concerns of the Catholic Church or Jesuits, but problems common to all. They are genuinely catholic (with a small “c”) in the sense of applying universally to our global society.


Moving beyond Social Justice to the Justice of Solidarity
Solidarity begins as a theological virtue that differentiates Catholic social and intellectual understanding of life from the excesses of two great mindsets of the past century:  liberalism and individualism.  Specifically, Marxist communism and neo-liberal individualism are challenged by the perspective of solidarity.  Marxism ignores the human dignity and rights of each person on the one hand, and the social and moral responsibility for the common good on the other.  

The solidarity of justice extends beyond being a theological virtue since its aim is to fashion a  humane and just society.  Its social benefits, then, extend to the entire human family by encompassing the full range of human relationships.  The systems and processes, be they political, economic, scientific, cultural, educational, to cite only a few, must be for the common good of peoples, cultures, and nations while respecting the dignity of each person.   


Educating for Solidarity 
Educating for a prosperous society of faith and justice was eloquently summarized by Ignacio Ellacuría, the martyred Jesuit president of the University of Central America, in 1982.  His idea of a university offers a perspective on the first question – How can we, as a university, legitimately integrate solidarity into our academic and educational mission? – and a transition to the second question:

A Christian university must take into account the Gospel preference for the poor.  This does not mean that only the poor study at the university; it does not mean that the university should abdicate its mission of academic excellence – excellence needed in order to solve complex social problems.  It does mean that the university should be present intellectually where it is needed:  to provide science for those who have no science; to provide skills for the unskilled; to be a voice for those who do not possess the academic qualifications to promote and legitimate their rights.

Ellucuría provides us a practical perspective on the virtue of the solidarity of justice.  He still challenges us to ask and to educate for responses to:  “Who is our neighbor?” and “How do we become neighbors to all in society?”  These questions underlie the gospel iteration of the two great commandments and the parable of the good Samaritan.
  

This is the solidarity of justice in agape – integrating the justice of the gospel with social justice – that leads to my second question:  How will – and why should – students acquire such a well-educated solidarity that leads to fashioning a more humane and just world?   

Father Kolvenbach envisioned a dialectical relationship between “contact” and “concept” that ultimately leads to accompaniment as the new dimension of Ignatian pedagogy.  Contact requires engagement with the poor and suffering, including intelligent reflection on that engagement.  Concept is intellectual inquiry, thinking critically about the great questions and gritty reality of our time and cultures.
 

Exploration is at the heart of both contact and concept, and in the dialectic they mutually enhance each other.  At one level, the mind is challenged to change when the heart is touched by direct experience with cultures, including their gritty reality.  But at another level, experience with reflection in the search for truth leads to further intellectual inquiry and to the habit of doing the right and virtuous thing.  This dialectic has the greatest potential to spark the imagination with great hopes and the desire to transform the world.

Where Does Educating for Solidarity Leave Us? 

Solidarity becomes a virtue that, for believers of any faith tradition and for non-believers, shapes our personality, character, and relationships; that transforms our perspective; that evokes ethical, compassionate actions.

•  First, solidarity improves the quality of education and forms contemplatives in action for the new century.  
Universities play a unique, ethical role in society.  Solidarity brings all of reality, good and bad, into sharp focus and makes us aware of our obligation as educators, an obligation that I believe is even greater for us than it is for corporate, civic, and community leaders.  Only education is able to address the greater questions of our time and our global society, and solidarity opens our horizons to include gritty reality and the preference for the poor in preparing students to be ethical, socially responsible citizens. 

• Second, solidarity transforms our point of view by placing the common good and the dignity of each person at the center, as the highest values. 
We all begin with our own point of view.  We all begin with presuppositions about life and the world, about individuals and communities.  We all have individual value systems.  When we question our presuppositions and see life as others do, especially as the poor do, our learning, research, and teaching will be changed.

Immersion trips and community-based courses that include post-experience intellectual reflection on global realities such as poverty and alienation, discrimination and illiteracy, inequality and global warming will influence their perspectives and presuppositions about life.  

• Third, solidarity leads to equality in relationships and in community.

Solidarity challenges the illusions of privilege and isolated individualism, binding us emotionally and functionally to others and the earth – not only in periods of disaster and crisis but in all times and for all people and places.  Because solidarity is both a theological and social virtue it inspires a holistic view of the world, recognizing that a person’s greatest potential is realized in community. 

Solidarity, then, with its pedagogy of both engagement and accompaniment, calls for an active disposition and an eagerness to participate with all who make up the one human family, not merely those who hold an established or dominant point of view or who have acquired power by position or wealth.

Julio Perez, who works in the Casa program in El Salvador, put it this way:  “Solidarity isn’t only realizing what is happening in the world and giving money in response.  It is about asking why are these things happening?  Why are there so many people living in poverty?  And asking what we may do together to eradicate social injustice.”

•  And finally, solidarity leads to moral action.

Solidarity vitalizes learning for students as they discover they can make a difference in their world and institute systemic change in societies.  It helps students inculcate the habit of acting in the constant hope of fashioning a more humane and just world, with equality, freedom, and human dignity.

If education is about developing the habit of the heart to choose the greater good, as Ignatius and Kolvenbach would have it, then the justice of solidarity, as both a theological and social virtue, is choosing to be morally responsible for all of humanity and creation, regardless of one’s academic discipline.  

I end with a query and a suggestion:  universities must be places of open and exacting discernment and debate.  They must be effective at preserving a humanistic orientation in the quest for intellectual, ethical, and theological excellence.  But if we believe intelligent inquiry and reflection on experience happens best with the guidance of mentors, teachers, and researchers, what obligation do we have for an education of solidarity?
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