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Memory, Understanding, and Will
An Address to the Loyola College Phi Beta Kappa Chapter 19 May 2006

Thomas Scheye, Distinguished Service Professor Department of English

Welcome and congratulations to our newest keyholders.  As you know, I’m sure, PBK is almost as old as our country, and for almost that long a PBK chapter has been the mark of excellence for a liberal arts college and for its most promising graduates.  You are a credit to your education and your upbringing.  And so how appropriate that your parents and many of your teachers are here today.  They honor you by their presence, but in fairness they share in the honor as well. 

 I congratulate Fr. Linnane, the newest honorary member of Epsilon of Maryland.  Earlier on as Provost at Loyola I had a small role to play in the effort to secure a chapter of PBK for the college.  And I felt truly honored to be named as a founding member of our chapter.  Especially honored, as I’m sure Fr. Linnane is today, to be extended this honor by colleagues, and as a colleague.  

And, finally, to those colleagues: you honor me again with your invitation to speak to you this afternoon.  

On this occasion, coming as it does just a day before commencement, the temptation for a speaker is to focus on the future, the one that begins tomorrow, or to offer some insight into what we like to call the real world, the one you enter the day after tomorrow.  
But I’ll resist that temptation.  Today is meant to be a celebration of your education, really your liberal arts education, and so instead I would like to offer a cursory glance backward on your experience as students.  To examine it through a specific lens and try to describe what about your liberal arts education at Loyola made that experience, or might have made it, distinctly Jesuit.  

 I’m going to focus on the experience of education you have in common—the core curriculum.  I’ll say something about the structure of the core and then concentrate on what your actual experience might have been. What I hope it was. And what it could become. 
First, structure.  If you think about it, two-thirds of your core courses were in the Humanities--English, History, Language, Philosophy, Theology—and many of those courses were specifically prescribed, where the requirements in science and social science—much smaller by comparison—were not. 
This emphasis on the Humanities in the core is not unique to Loyola.  If you examine requirements at any of the other 28 Jesuit colleges and universities in America—for all the local differences among them—you would find the same thing—the same emphasis.
And it was ever thus.  In fact, the central role of the Humanities in Jesuit education can be traced directly to the experience of Ignatius Loyola as a student at the Sorbonne.  It was an experience he never forgot, never forgot what he learned there, or how he was taught.  Throughout his writing about education you will find him referring back to modo Parisiensis, the method of Paris, as familiar shorthand for many of the innovations he is recommending.
Education was going through a revolution in the 16th century when Loyola enrolled at the University of Paris.  The medieval curriculum had been centered on the trivium of grammar, logic and rhetoric. In the Renaissance, the trivium would be replaced by  humaniores litterae, the more human letters,  texts that expressed the best that had been thought and said in the world, as Matthew Arnold would have it centuries later.  Original texts, in Latin of course, that described the world with man, the human at the center—epic and tragedy, poetry and drama, history and oratory, ethics and philosophy. 
Ignatius’ experience in Paris—and your experience of the core—is the experience of reading texts like that. You may not think of reading as an experience, but if you reflect on it I hope that sometime in the last four years there was at least one text, a book or chapter, a poem or essay or thesis that you would count as experience, a significant experience.   That is the hope of Jesuit education, and it was the experience of Ignatius.  
As the Reminiscences or Autobiography of Loyola tells the story, his conversion occurred when he was convalescing from a wound in battle and asked for something to read.  Until this point the only books he liked to read were tales of chivalry, of knights in shining armor and ladies in distress, but in the house where he was convalescing the only books they had were lives of the saints.  And we are told it was from reading those books, from that experience, that he determined to give up his life as a chivalric knight and turn instead to the service of God, eventually the founding of the Jesuits.  
It was out of that experience too, I think, that Ignatius came to write the Spiritual Exercises, the text, the book that more than any other captures that distinctly Jesuit thing, their “way of proceeding.”  The Spiritual Exercises is a book about the experience of praying; and the art of meditation it describes is a method of prayer, but I want to suggest it also implies a philosophy of education.  
The experience of the Exercises is, at one level at least, the experience of a book.  The Exercises are divided into four weeks.  The first week is given to the “consideration and contemplation of sins.”  The second, third and fourth are meditations on the life of Christ, from birth through the public life, Passion and Resurrection.  And for each of these meditations, Ignatius indicates specific passages from the Gospels—the texts are included as Additional Material in the Exercises.  

But the innovation of the Exercises—and the greatest inspiration they have to offer us as teachers and students—is that for Ignatius reading or studying these, texts, meditating on them is—an experience.  And it is  this source of Ignatian spirituality that implies an approach to learning and teaching that is itself distinctly Jesuit.  
In broadest terms, the method Ignatius describes in the Exercises has three stages that he calls composition, contemplation and colloquy.  I would paraphrase them as experience, reflection and action.  And these three stages are meant to engage the three powers of our mind: memory—Ignatius’ term, I would say imagination—understanding and will.  Ignatius says that in meditation “we bring the intellect into action in order to think and the will in order to stir the deeper affections.”  

No one explains this better than the Jesuit poet, Gerard Manley Hopkins:

“Memory is the name for that faculty which toward present things is simple apprehension, the faculty of identification.  Towards past things is memory proper; and toward things future or things unknown is imagination.  The act of this faculty is attention, advertence, and its habit, knowledge, the being aware.  Towards God it gives rise to reverence, it is the sense of the presence of God.  The understanding, as the name shows, applies to words; it is the the faculty for grasping not the fact but the meaning of a thing.  This faculty not identifies but verifies; takes the measure of things, brings words to them; is called Logos and reason.  By the will here is meant not so much the practical will as the faculty of fruition, by which we enjoy or dislike, to which all the intellectual affections belong.  For all three faculties are the mind, the intellect, Nous.”

Hopkins ends by reminding us that understanding, understanding God through his creation “ends in admiration, which issues in praise.”  And the experience of the will “ends in enjoyment, which issues in love, which issues in service.”  
The first stage, as Hopkins says, is seeking after knowledge and requires us to be attentive, to be aware.  This is the compositio loci or composition of place, it is the most inventive, innovative contribution Ignatius brings to the art of prayer, and it brings us to the heart of what I have been talking about, the nature of the experience of education.  In the composition, Ignatius recommends that we take the subject of meditation—the gospel story or an abstraction such as sin—and bring it to life in a dramatic way as a living scene. And think of ourselves as one of the actors, all of our senses applied or engaged, present in the scene, actually there.  So in the meditation on the Nativity, we could think of ourselves as a servant attending at the manger. In the meditation on Hell we are called on to imagine ourselves physically there, to imagine what we would see and hear and smell and taste and touch.  

Now the composition of place is not an end in itself.  It leads to the second stage of the meditation, the contemplation, where we reflect on the experience.  Its purpose is to arouse an emotional response, to feel something about the scene that we are contemplating, as Ignatius says “to stir up the heart’s affections.”  So contemplation involves not only the intellect or understanding but also the emotions. 
 Indeed, in the Exercises there is no distinction between them.  It is not enough to think about sin or the Passion or the Resurrection.  You also have to feel something, to take it personally if you are going to really understand. .  Hopkins reminds us that the goal is to grasp “not the fact but the meaning of the thing,”  really what it means to you.  
The implications here for education are fairly straightforward.  I don’t think of the Jesuit philosophy of education as a variant of John Dewey’s theory of experience as education, learning by doing.  What Ignatius describes is education as experience, learning as doing; he actually compares spiritual exercises to physical exercise.  And what this offers all of us involved in education, teachers as well as students, is the imperative to be fully engaged by what we do, mind and heart together—to be always mindful that the task before us, whatever the subject, is to understand not only how it works by why it matters.  Matters to us.  Why we should learn to take it personally.  
For this time and place, when students seem to make a virtue of being disengaged, this is a tremendous challenge.  But it is no less a challenge for teachers who tend the stress the intellectual and cognitive dimensions of our subject over against the affective and emotional. 
 We need to remind ourselves, whatever our subject, that we were drawn to it originally because in some way we found enjoyment there.  And even after many years, though it is not a word that comes trippingly to the tongue, teaching for us is service.  And it is love.  

The example of Ignatius calls on us to be professors who profess something.  Our calling is to invite our students into our world, the world of our subject, in a way they find fully engaging, a way that teaches them to see themselves in it.  So, contemplation or reflection becomes something more than a matter of analysis, taking a text apart and questioning its underlying assumptions or searching for the basic contradictions that post-modern critics assure us are at the heart of every text and every argument.  Instead, we should want our students to ask, first, is this true?  True to my own experience.  True in the course of human history as I understand it.  True in the light of my own values and beliefs.  And, if not, does it pose a challenge to my experience or to my reading of history or to my values that I ned to consider?  
The final stage of meditation Ignatius calls the colloquy.  Ignatius describes it as a conversation: “speaking as one friend speaks with another or a servant with a master; at times asking for some favor, at other times accusing oneself of something badly done, or telling the other about one’s concerns and asking advice about them.”  But it is clear in the Exercises that the outcome of the conversation is  action.  The preference for deeds over words, the bias for action, is fundamental to Ignatius.  It is also a stringent reminder to us that for education to matter, to mean something, it must lead to action.  We have to do something.  
And so the final phase of education should invite the student to ask, if this is true what should I do about it?  How do I live in the light of what I have learned?    Reflect on your experience of the last four years and ask yourself, how has my education changed my life?  How will it in the future?   Now, the action  here is not only external but internal as well.  Hopkins reminds us that the act of the will is related to what we enjoy or dislike. Understanding desire that way is another way of understanding ourselves.  Of asking, what difference does what I have learned make to my sense of who I am or what it means for me to be human  and act humanely?.  And perhaps of asking, as well: where was the humanity in the Humanities?  
Did the problems being addressed in my education, the issues that were focused on, have human significance?  And let me suggest what I think is implicit in Ignatius, and made explicit by Hopkins, that the most significant of these problems is the issue of human happiness.  I tell my students, the whole thrust and purpose of the Humanities, the core of the core of their liberal arts education in the best sense, can be captured in a single line in Paradise Lost where Adam explains to Eve God’s purpose in creation, his “great idea” as Milton calls it:  “Not for irksome toil but for delight He made us.”  

Now this focus on happiness may seem trivial at first hearing, an invitation to hedonism or the satisfaction of base desires.  But confer your own experience, and I think you will find that genuine happiness, when you have known it, came not from periods of escape into hedonistic pleasure, but on the contrary, in moments when you had a sense of yourself as part of a community, joined together by a commitment to a cause larger than yourself and more important than pleasure.  Or, when you were in the presence of love: love for another person, love of humanity, love of God.  

In the Additional Materials that follow the four weeks of the Exercises, Ignatius includes one more meditation, the Contemplation for Attaining Love.  It may not be the logical conclusion to the process of meditation, but it is clearly the emotional and spiritual climax.  
The contemplation begins with two pre-notes:
First: Love ought to manifest itself more by deeds than by words.  
Love’s preference for deeds over words, its bias for action, is, again, typically Ignatian. 
The second pre-note attempts to describe love precisely:
 Love consists in a mutual communication between two persons.  That is, the one who loves gives and communicates to the beloved what he or she has, or a part of what one has or can have; and the beloved in return does the same to the lover.  Thus, if the one has knowledge, one gives it to the other who does not.  Each shares with the other. 
This definition of love as mutual communication is fairly radical in two different ways.  First, the lover is defined as the one who gives or communicates what he or she has.  This is fairly the opposite of the classical definition where the lover is the one who needs or wants what the beloved has.  And normally—in literature anyway—the beloved is not so forthcoming. 
 But Ignatius insists, pure love is truly mutual.  In fact, the sharing of what one has or knows continues until the distinction between the one who has and the other who does not, the distinction between the lover and the beloved, ceases to exist, disappears.  This is love so profoundly mutual and communication so complete that each shares with the other until each becomes the other.  

Worth noting too is the example Ignatius offers of mutual communication:  “if one has knowledge, one gives it to the other who does not.  Each shares with the other.”  Teaching  or learning “which issues in service.  Which issues in love.”
Turning to the actual meditation: it begins with the composition of place

A composition.  Here it is to see myself as standing before God our Lord, and also before the angels and saints, who are interceding for me. 

The composition  is, again, intended to represent the scene in such a life-like manner that all of our senses are engaged.  And this is clear as Ignatius meditates on God’s love.  This is no abstraction; he can see God and hear the angels interceding for him.  And in the image he can also see himself. 

The composition leads to the contemplation, to thinking about God’s love, thinking through it:
The second Prelude is to ask for what I desire.  Here it will be to ask for interior knowledge of all the great good I have received, in order that, stirred to profound gratitude, I am become able to love and serve his Divine Majesty in all things. 
The prayer is for interior knowledge—emotional as well as intellectual—of God’s love expressed through all things, all of creation.  But the experience is made part of myself, part of who I am.  If the world is “charged with the grandeur of God,” as Hopkins said, then I am charged with the responsibility to love and serve that world and all the men and women who are in it.  This is what I learn when I consider the direct evidence of God’s love in the world.  And notice what it is Ignatius considers when he contemplates divine love:
I will consider how God dwells in creatures; in the elements, giving them existence; in the plants, giving them life; in the animals, giving them sensations; in human beings, giving them intelligence; and finally, how in this way he dwells also in myself, giving me existence, life, sensation and intelligence; and even further, making me his temple, since I am created as a likeness and image of his Divine Majesty . . . 
I will consider how all good things and gifts descend from above; for example, my limited power from the Supreme and Infinite Power above; and so of justice, goodness, piety, mercy and so forth—just as the rays come down from the sun, or the rains from their source . . . 
For Ignatius, all of creation is an expression of God’s love.  He finds God in all things, as both lover and beloved, as the source of all that is good, as present in all creatures, and taking part in all of their activities, in their labor and work.  And thinking about the love of God declared throughout creation proves impossible without thinking about myself in relation to that love.  . 
If I reflect on myself this way, as God’s image and likeness, I must remember that this is a God who communicates love, gives what he has, tells what he knows.  This is God laboring and working.  And that is how I should think of who I am, “in the manner of one who is laboring.”  When I consider “how God labors and works for me in all the creatures on the face of the earth,” I must conclude that God not only works for me, he also works through me.  And I work through everyone who labors for the love of God.  

In the composition of place, the one in meditation is present to God as He is present to him or her.  In the actual meditation, the act of memory or imagination gives way to understanding, the attempt to explore and experience the meaning of God’s love but that means understanding it in terms of myself, and that proves impossible without the desire to take action, to do something about it.  So understanding leads to the final stage of the meditation, the colloquy, “which issues in love, which issues in service.”  

In the final image of the contemplation, Ignatius has described God as the source of all good things, even as the sun is the source of light and warmth or the heavens are the source of life-giving rain.  And in the cycle of nature, where what descends from heaven finally returns there, we have the ultimate image of the love of God we are trying to attain: God’s love for us, ours from Him as mutual, communicated and active.  It is like the rains from their source endlessly returning.  And again we are brought back to ourselves.  

The experience I have been describing, engaging memory, understanding and will at the highest levels is clearly an ideal.  But I hope and trust that there have been times during the last four years that correspond to the structure of experience I have been describing.  Truly significant experiences, as important as falling in love or making a life-long friend, moments when you have really learned something: an idea or inspiration that changed the way you look at the world or think about yourself or live your life. 
But I am sure you also understand—it is a fundamental tenet of liberal arts education—that your education does not come to an end today or tomorrow.  In some sense it will be just beginning on the day after tomorrow.  I would argue, in fact, that liberal arts education may be another name for the examined life.  And the structure I have described is not only valid as a method of reading a text.  It is also a way for reading experience, interpreting reality, understanding life, of aligning theory and practice: testing what you have been taught at the level of theory against life as you find it, but also seeking to examine what you are living through, to understand it better perhaps in the light of what you have learned and who you have become.. And so, perhaps, to live differently, and better. To truly live.  
And so welcome to PBK and welcome to life. 
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