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"The discharge of all these offices of mercy, spiritual and corporal, 
constitute the business of our lives." -The Spirit of the Institute 

 
Overview: 
Salve Regina University is a community rooted in the charism of mercy and committed to 
forming 21st century leaders working to build a more harmonious, just, and merciful world. 

 
The Mercy Faculty Forum is a four-part mission integration series for each cohort of new 
faculty to engage resources from the Mercy, Catholic tradition and reflect together on your 
own vocations as teaching-scholars within the landscape of Mercy Higher Education.  
Through the Mercy Faculty Forum, you are invited to discuss shared readings and consider 
the ways in which your own research, teaching, service and leadership contribute to and 
advance Salve’s mission.  
 
The Mercy Faculty Forum is facilitated by the Vice President for Mission Integration and 
welcomes faculty of any religious tradition or no tradition. 

Schedule: 

Session Topic Readings 

One:  Catherine McAuley 

and the Charism of 
Mercy 

o Mary Angela Bolster, R.S.M. “Catherine McAuley: 
From the Edges of History to the Center of 
Meaning,” The MAST Journal 6, no. 2 (Spring 1996): 
1-5. 

o “Chapter 5: Of the Perfection of Ordinary Actions,” 
Rule and Constitutions of the Religious Sisters of 
Mercy in Mary Sullivan, R.S.M., ed., Catherine 
McAuley and the Tradition of Mercy (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), 300-302. 



 

 

 

Two: 

  

Mercy Charism 

and Catholic 

Identity of Salve 

o "Statement on Catholic Identity and Mercy 
Charism for Conference for Mercy Higher 
Education (CMHE) Colleges and Universities," 
Institute Leadership Conference, 1993. 

o Pope John Paul II, Ex Corde Ecclesiae (From the 
Heart of the Church) 

o "Our Catholic Identity and Mercy Charism," 
Statement approved by the CMHE Board, 2010. 

o Mary Hembrow Snyder, Alice Edwards, and 
Richard McCarthy, “At the Intersection of 
Catholic and Mercy: There’s an Elephant in the 
Room” Journal for Catholic Higher Education 33, 
no. 1 (2014), 63-74. 

 

Three: 

  

Catholic Social 

Teaching and the 

Critical Concerns 
of Mercy 

o Leona Misto, R.S.M., “Mercy Spirituality, The 
Foundation for Compassionate Service,” Mercy 
Illuminates (Salve Regina University, 2008). 

o “CST 101: Themes from Catholic Social 
Teaching,” USCCB and Catholic Relief Services. 

o Sisters of Mercy, Critical Concerns  

Four: 

  

Vocational 

Leadership and 

Mercy Mission at 

Salve Regina 
University 

o Mary C. Sullivan, R.S.M., Ph.D., “Catherine 
McAuley and the Characteristics of Mercy Higher 
Education,” The MAST Journal 24, no. 2 (2006), 
18-26 

o Margaret Farley, R.S.M., “Wisdom, Dignity, and 
Justice: Higher Education as a Work of Mercy,” 
The MAST Journal 16, no. 2 (2006) 3-8. 
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Catherine McAuley: From the Edges of History 
to the Center of Meaning 

Angela Bolster, R.S.M. 
Introduction 

This presentation examines the realities of 
marginalization and !iminality in the life of Catherine 
McAuley. MaQ!inalization is all about injustice, be it 
religious, cultural, emotional, psychological, sexual, 
or socio-economic. In each of its expressions it 
involves exclusion. It is consequently a negative con
cept. Conversely, liminality is a positive concept 
deriving from the Latin "limen," meaning threshold, 
cutting-edge, or the experience of being at a frontier. 
Sandra Schneiders defined it as "the growing
point ... which has everything behind it and nothing 
except possibility in front of it," Dlarmuid O Murchu 
calls liminality "that indefinable, ambiguous space 
thrust upon a person or group .•. which is at 
once •.. inviting and frightening." This frontier beck
oned Catherine McAuley towards new ways of being 
merciful, of becoming a trail-blazer for those ongoing, 
countless initiatives later undertaken by our congrega
tion. 

Catherine's outlook was 
Christological in that what 

concerned her were the things 
that concerned Christ ... 

In all of this, Catherine's outlook was 
Christological in that what concerned her were the 
things that concerned Christ, what we call the spidtnal 
and corporal wm:ks of mercy. Her call, her impulse of 
mercy, was a gesture to Christ himself, described by 
St. Augustine a& "lying there in the doorway, hungry, 
frozen, poor and helpless." Catherine was similarly in 
tune with St Bernard of Claiivaux whose twelfth ser
mon on the Song of Songs extols the grace of loving
kindness or mercy and lists the elements which go 
int<) ilS making, namely, "the needs of the poor, the 
anxieties of the oppressed. the worries of those who 
are sad, the sins of wrongdoers, the manifold misfor
tunes of all classes who endure affliction, even if they · 
are our enemies.�' 

We learn from scripture that "in every age 
Wisdom passes into holy souls; she makes them 
friends of God and prophets" (Wisdom 7:27). 
Catherine was such a friend of God, and she was a 
prophet of mercy. I also would like to apply lo her 
some beautiful lines form Patrick Kavanagh's poem, 
God in Woman (1951) where he states: 

Surely my God is feminine.for Heaven 

is the generous impulse, is contented 
with feeding praise to the good; and all 
of these that I have known 
have come from women. 

Here Kavanagh implies women's gift to the world; a 
gift which may be intepreted in terms of woman's 
great generosity of spirit, her capacity to affirm, to 
console, to enable, to empathize, to encourage, and so 
on. Another fitting memorial to women-this time 
from Mikhail Gorbachev-is equally applicable to 
Catherine. "Women," srud the Russian leader, ''pre
vent the threads of life from being broken. Toe finest 
minds have always understood the peace-making role 
of women." Catherine McAuley was a peace-maker 
par excellence. 

In Ireland this year, advance preparations for com
memorating the Great Famine of the 1840's are well 
in hand. Avril Doyle, Minister of State at the 
Department of the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) has 
urged honest research, reminding historians that ''his
tory with all its pain and complexity, should, not be 
repressed," All concerned must guard against "being 
locked into a tired revisionist debate" and that no 
attemplS should be made "to sanitize the Famine." 

Sisters of Mercy must also acknowledge, in review
ing the history of Catherine McAuley, that for a period 
of forty years, she worked within intersecting circles 
of sociological and religious discrimination, psycho
logical distress and marginalization. Suggesting these 
challenges are her many changes of residence after 
Stormanstown House, following her father's death in · 
1783; Glasnevin (1784-1787), Queen Street (1787-
1798), Conway home, 23 East Arran Street (1798-
1799), Armstrong household, 34 Mary Street (1799-
1803), Coolock House, Callaghan household (1803-
1823), 102 .Middle Abbey Street (1823-1828), Baggot 
Street (1828-1841). 

From this review, it can be maintained that for the 
duration of this period, except fur the brief interlnde 
with her Conway relatives through whom she became 
acquainted with many Dublin priests who counseled 
her, Catherine was in a psychological ghetto insofar as 
her Catholicism was concerned. At Coolock, her posi
tion was not only anomalous, but also painful and 
awkward. Nevertheless, she moved in social circles of 
refinement and elegance as the longed-for daughter of 
the childless William and Catherine Callaghan. 
WIiliam Callaghan was a non-practicing Anglican; his 
wife, a non-practicing Quaker. After-dinner raillery 
against Catholics occurred :frequently in their home. 

In the early 1890's, Ms. K.M. Barry, an Irish
American who came to Ireland to study the social situ
ation there, opted instead to study Catherine. Her vol-
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wne, Ca!herine McAuley and the Sisters of Mercy was 
published in 1894. She sympathized with Catherine's 
position, maintaining that "William Callaghan, safe in 
his fortress of science and prejudice, parried words 
with Catherine and, lacking all religious convictions 
hlmself ... opposed her Catholicism and prohibited all 
manifestations of Popery in bis house." Given Quaker 
rejection of ministers, creeds, sacraments, religious 
emblems and systems of theology, it is likely that bis 
wife supported this position. It seems quite probable 
that from the age of five until she was forty-five, 
Calherine McAuley knew what it was to be marginal
ized and to have ongoing experience of the disadvan
tages which were a consequence of being Irish and 
Catholic in an age of intolerance. 

Paradoxically, Catherine enjoyed deep support 
fiom the Callaghans because of a mutual concern fur 
the po01: Coolock was Catherine's Gethsemane where 
she encountered "the humbled, abandoned, agonizing 
Christ ..• This is my Christ. .. Him wm I have and hold; 
outside of him, nothing." Coolock was also her 
Manresa. Here was ber place of alignment with the 
God of the oppressed; her close relatedness to Christ, 
the one she confidently asserted would be responsive 
to her. "He knows I would rather be cold and hungry 
than the poor, in Kingstown or elsewhere, should be 
deprived of any consolation in our power to afford 
them." At Coolock sbe· was already a Sister of Mercy 
at heart. With the approval and encouragement of the 
Callaghaos, she was also an educator and social work
er whose ears were tuued to the cries of the poor as 
they yearned for recognition, .status and security. 

The conversion of Catherine and William 
Callaghan in 1819 and 1822 respectively, was the 
"Open, Sesame" for Catherine's great mission of 
mercy. Given her personal experience of marginaliza
tion, she may be regarded as "the woman who stood in 
the breach," a.woman ready to take risks, to carve new 
paths, to implement her genuinating social vision 
which would provide an alternate solution to contem
porary miseries and injustices. What I like to tenn the 
"ecumenical legacy" of William Callaghan enabled 
Catherioe to emerge from a long period of reliance on 
others to one of absolute and extraordinary indepen
dence which was firmly rooted in God's providence 
and in Catherine's own conviction, stated to Sister M. 
Aloysius Scott on July 28, 1841, ''Prayer can do more 
1han all the money in the Bank of Ireland." 

Liminality 
Modem writers constantly remind us that the call 

to serve tile world in its global embrace is innate to 
religioos life. An integral part of evangelization entails 
that we look, not inwards or backwards, but outwards, 
not just lO the margins of our society, but to the fiou
tiers of the world. Here we recall Calherine 's ambition 
to go to Nova Scotia. Her uoambiguous response to 
observed need places her in a definitely limioal con-
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text. She could be regarded as a "solitary reaper" in 
those virtually unexplored areas of human need which 
characterized tl!e Ireland and England of her day. 
Liminality is all about risk, and may be defined as the 
product of the creative imagioation seeking to respond 
to pressing contemporary needs, and fueled by a new 
vision of the future. Negatively, liminality could be 
seen as akin to marginalization, alienation and exclu
sion. Positively, it may be perceived as a counter-cul
tural movement on the frontiers, opening up new hori
zons and indicating new possibilities. In this context, 
consider the "possibilities" opened up by Catherine's 
foundations, none of which was to be a replica of 
Baggot Street, but was to gear its ministry io response 
to local needs and circumstaoees. 

We are singularly blessed in the tradition of lilni
oality bequeathed to us by Catherine who, for the 
greater part of her life lived from one marginal situa
tion to another. We have been enlarging and extending 
her horizon through our invocation of her charism for 
well over a century-and-a-half, counting from her pro
fession io 1831. 

Catherine addressed life as she 
saw it and she put herself at 

the "disposal of God" ... 

It was by placing herself at the cutting edge 
between the gospel and contemporary cultures and by 
her practical application of the gospel message that 
Catherine McAuley became a social refonuer of 
remarkable energy and consistency. Her program of 
Mercy broke through contemporary barriers of indif
ference and discrimination to establish a ministry of 
social care and compassion geared towards the allevia
tion of need. Hers was the impetus which injected both 
drive and determination iuto that special core group 
which "started with two: Sister Doyle and L" 

Catherine addressed life as she saw it and she put 
herself at the "disposal of God" (Rom. 6: 13), as she 
strove to provide alternative solutions to the accumu
lated miseries of her day. Catherine docs not belong to 
the group which might be termed "station masters," 
always checking on the clock. Time was fur her ''the 
purchase money of eternity." Instead of watching the 
clock, she was a prophet discerning the signs of her 
times. She was, therefore, at once a blessing and a bul
wark 10 the church, as her attention to circumstances 
literally plummeted her into "boldness in initiatives" 
as the document Mutuae Relationes was to recom
mend as a blue-priot fur all religious in our own day. 
Catherine had a healing, reconciling effect ou her 
times, as she stepped out in a faith-response to the 
needs of people as she saw them. Her life was, iodeed, 
a constant effort "to act justly, to love tenderly and to 
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walk hwnbly with [her] God" (Micah 6:8). One finds 
a similar parallel in Habakkuk 3:19: "Yahweh, my 
Lord, ls my strength; he will make my feet as light as 
the doe's, and set my steps in the heights." In all her 
doings, Catherine triumphed in the power and the 
preseoce of the Lord. She was, if I may borrow a 
delightful phrase from Saint Bernard, "saturated with 
the dew of Mercy," overflowing with affectionate 
kindness to all and gifted with many graces. There are 
several areas which express the liminality of 
Catherine's charism. 

1. Social catalyst
Catherine McAuley placed herself at the "limen" 

or threshold, the cutting-edge between lhe gospel and 
the culture of her day. She proved herself to be tran
scultural and an agent of change as she discovered the 
vast reservoir of posSt"bilities and activities implied by 
the concept of mercy. Her response to the challenges 
of her tlmes was unequivocal. "The poor need help 
today, not next week." In all of this, and as an expres
sion of liminality, Catherine endured the occupational 
hazards of a woman taking up her work within areas 
which had beeo traditionally and exclusively male. 
She resisted both threats and proselytizing. 

2. Bravery in the face of penal enactments
Catherine was courageous in her selection of a

building site in one of the wealthiest and most exclu
sive quarters of Dublin. She flaunted an unrevoked 
penal enactment which prohibited the erection of 
Catholic buildings on the main thoroughfares of Irish 
cities and towns. She achieved a breakthrough, suc
ceeding where even Archbishop Daniel Murray had 
failed in 1823 in his plan to build his new pro-cathe
dral in Sackville (now O'Connell) Street. His plan had 
been rejected out of hand. leaving him with no other 
option but Marlboro Street, which meant distancing 
bis project an entire block backwards. Catlllerine 
enjoyed greater success several years later. From her 
base at 102 Middle Abbey Street, Catherine regularly 
supervised her developing project on Baggot Street. 

3, Creativity 
Catherine McAuley was endowed with both cre

ativity and the imagination which liminality evokes. 
Having already suggested that liminality includes an 
element of risk, I observe that risk was elemental to 
everything lllldertaken by our foundress. One must 
recall that before there was any structured community 
at Baggot Street, a specific ministry had developed 
there. It was precisely to protect and conserve this 
ministry that Catherine risked the establishment of a 
religious congregation as an effective response ro an 
accwnulation of social needs. "I never intended to 
establish a religious congregation," sbe said. "All I 
wanted was. to help the poor, because that seemed to 
be what God was asking of me." 
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4. Religious life
Catherine's attitude toward the church of her day 

was subtle. She did not, at any time, confront this 
institutional church. Rather, she got it to collaborate 
with what her charism involved. Hers was not to be a 
congregation of enclosed religious women. The addi
tion of twelve siguificant words to the Presentation 
vow formula, according to which sbe and her two 
companions were professed at George's Hill on 
December 12, 1831, made all the difference. The new 
vow fommla included the phrase, " ... subject to such 
alterations as shall hereafter be approved by the 
Archbishop." In this way, Catherine McAuley may be 
said to have cut the wnbilical cord which till that time 
had hindered the mobility of religious sisters. She fur
ther emancipated her congregation from the formalism 
of religious life of the past in that she advocated a 
more participative form of community life. 

5.Enduranceofopposition
Catherine evoked hostility as well as admiration. 

Certain authorities in the church felt threatened by her. 
For instance, Archbishop Murray "had no idea a con
gregation was going to spring up of itself like this." 
Dean Walter Meyler caused her much anguish because 
of the chaplaincy dispute and his opposition to her 
receiving the collection from Sunday Mass, which the 
Archbishop had approved. The Archbishop himself 
did not utter one word in Catherine's defense during 
this protraeted trial. Canon Mattbias Kelly denounced 
ber for going beyond her sphere as a woman and for 
interfering in matters best left to men. Jealousy under
lay the antagonism of these two clerics. Each had a 
niece in the Congregation of Irish Sisters of Charity 
and both feared that Catherine's work would over
shadow that of Mary Aikenhead. Neither foundress 
was party to this despicable campaign. 

6. Compiler of the Rnle
Catherine was what I like to term "significantly 

liminal," as was Angela Merici three centuries earlier, 
in being the compiler of her own Rule, those of its 
chapters which pertain to Mercy life. Angela and 
Catherine are the only two women in the long annals 
of the church to be so acclaimed. Both compilations 
were truly feminine. Today, with our expertise in re
framing and re-drafting Rules and Constitutions, this 
may seem a rather weak boast. In point of fact, how
ever, the compilation of our Rule was an outstanding 
achievement for a woman in nineteenth-century 
Ireland. At Rome, the Rule was highly approved for 
its "truly evangelical doctrine ... fur the solid piety it 
inculcated and for the spirit of the most perfect charity 
manifested" in it. According to the New Catholic 
Encyclopedia, "Papal approbation, which congrega
tions of men enjoyed for almost three hundred years, 
was granted (to women) for the first time in 1841, 
when the Sisters of Mercy were approved as a 
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Religious Congregation." Although hesitant at first, 
since she thought that a religious cadre might stifle the 
dynamism and flexibility of what she envisaged, 
Catherine eventually drew up the Rule which gave 
scope and structure to the charism of Mercy. 

Her mode of government was unique for her time, 
since it stressed, among other things, the principle of 
subsidiarity, sensitivity to the needs of the local 
church, flexibility and adaptability. In all of this, 
Catherine McAuley showed au acute awareness and 
concern for the local church, a century before a theolo
gy of lhe local church was developed in the Vatican ll 
document Lumen Gentium. Catherine continued to be 
a liminal figure, enterprising in her undertakings and 
collegial in the supervision of her expanding network 
of convents. 

7. Evangelical flexibility
Llminality also attaches to Catherine's evangelical 

fleJ<ibllity which, in tum-and more particularly in our 
own times-has led to a tremendous fissiparity of mis
sion and ministry. At this poin� we may conveniently 
ask ourselves: What is today's liminal challenge? 
Who and where are the boundary dwellers, those at the 
cutting-edge of oor modem society? The answers are 
to be found in VITA and Mercy Detroiter, two publica
tions which are regularly mailed to me from the 
United States and for which I am deeply grateful • .I 
also express gratitude for the Australian newsletter, 
Tracking Mercy. Through these publications (and I'm 
now: promised many more!) my evaluation of our con
temporary mediation of Catherine's charlsm is con
stantly enhanced. I therefore take this opportunity to 
personally convey to all of you my thanks for, and my 
sincere appreciation of the manner in which you por
tray, not just Catherine's charism and spirituality, but 
also her liminality of vision and perspective. I should 
like to repeat-with regard to my early visits to Sisters 
of Mercy worldwide in the initial stages of my work 
on the Cause of our now Venerable Calherine-tbat 
without this experience of friendship, kindness, love, 
hospitality, ministry and dedication to Mercy and to 
Catherine, I would not have been able to evaluate her 
as I have done in my readings and in my Positio pre
sented to the Congregation for Causes in 1985. In 
Catherine's name, as in my own, may I repeat a very 
sincere ''Thank you and God bless you." 

8. Liminal educator

Catherine took a radical approach to the injustice 
inflicted on !he poor by depriving them of educational 
opportunities. Ignorance was a harsh fact of life in the 
pre-Emancipation Ireland of Catherine's day. The 
Penal Code of tile late seventeenth ceotury placed au 
absolute veto on education, a veto aimed at eliminat
ing Irish Catholics from advancement in practically 
every area of life. This was the ignorance which 
Calherine McAuley addressed, even making "Service 
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of the Ignorant" a special fearure of the vow fonnula. 
There is, indeed, a wide gulf separating the "uneducat
ed" and tile "ignorant" Calherine tackled the latter, 
thus proving herself ro be fearlessly Iiminal as an edu
cator. She was not afraid of incurring lhe anger of the 
establishment by opening schools during a time when 
education was proluoited. Catherine began her educa
tional workinBaggotStreetin 1827, two years before 
Daniel O'Connell secured Catholic emancipation in 
1829. 

She launched inro second-level education for chil
dren of the middle classes whose parents could not 
meet expenses of other fee-paying schools. She 
embarked on technical education, first at Middle 
Abbey Street and subsequently in her House of Mercy 
by training young girls for employment. She was the 
only Irish founder to penetrate the proselytising 
schools of lhe Kildare Place Society. She was unique 
in being the only founder to place her schools under 
the Nati-0nal Board of Education, established by tbc 
government in 1831. She believed her pupils would 
benefit by undergoing the examinations set by the 
Board. She saw tremendous evangelical possibilities 
also in these schools. 

Calherine. pioneered in Ireland the monitorial sys
tem for girls, as she was training as well the salarying 
monitresses in her Baggot Street School long before 
the Marlboro Street Training School was opened in 
1836. This was a fee-paying institution reserved exclu
sively for boys. By 1877 Catherine's Baggot Street 
School was acknowledged as Ireland's first Training 
School for Girls, named Sedes Sapientiae (Seat of 
W!Sdom). 

A clarification can be made to the term "monitor." 
One of the many inteipretations of monitor/monitress 
is that of "a senior pupil who assists in school disci
pline and who supervises." The monitorial system, as 
adopted by Catherine in her Baggot Street School was 
one by which, after the fashion of existing Model 
Schools, certain pupils were selected, given some ped
agogical training and then given supervisory work in 
classrooms. In an- interesting letter to Sister M. Anne 
Doyle in Tullamore on August 20, 1840, Catherine 
advised, "Try to get a well-qualified monitress from 
the Model School until your Sisters know the 
method ... She should be paid a small salary, out of 
what lhe Board [of Education] allows." This statement 
ls important in the evidence it affords that Catherine 
was paying salaries to her monitresses for several 
years before such payments were officially ratified by 
the Board in 1845. 

'>. Defender/Promoter of Justice 
Ministry to the sick was a very special and com

prehensive ministry for Catherine. She not only sought 
to promote "the cleanlioess, ease and comfort'' of the 
poor, but also to minister to their spiritual needs by 
reading the Word of God with and for them in a most 



 

gracious and sensitive manner. Take, for instance, her 
courageous, liminal approach to vlsitation of Catholic 
patients in Dublin's Protestant-administered hospitals. 
These included Sir Patrick Dun's, Mercer's Madame 
Spencer's, The Coombe, the Hospital for Incnrahles in 
Donnybrook. In this area of hospital nursing she was 
particularly liminal in that she was the only Irish 
founder to see and appreciate the apostolic possibili
ties of the Workhouse System. 

Irish Sisters of Mercy have come down in history 
as "the only Irish Congregation to have made its home 
among the Workhouse poor." As early as 1838 the 
Corle Sisters, within a year of their coming to the city, 
were daily visitors at the Workhouse. The system pur
sued there was based on indoor rather than outdoor 
relief and served only to assist 1hose who sought tem
porary relief from indigence. Catherine's approach to 
poverty, outdoor relief lhough her ministry of visita
tion, was far more humaoe. It was one of the tremen
dous graces offered to her that on August 13, 1841, 
shortly before her departure for Birmingham, she had 
the happiness of securing permission of her Sisters "to 
attend upon the sick and infirm of their own persua
sion in the South Dublin Union." This was the official 
name of the Dublin Workhouse. 

10. Preferential option for the poor
Catherine's foundational enterprise was directly · 

aimed at educating and healing the poor, safeguarding 
their faith and alleviating their hardships. She per
ceived, with ·the intuition of love, that it was not sim
ply money that the poor needed. After all, a superflu
ous coin could well be the meaus of dispensing a per
son, any of us, from an act of genuine love and care. 
As Catherine herself said, the poor needed, most of all, 
"the kind word, the gentle, compassionate look and the 
patient bearing of sorrows." Here we come to liminali
ty in another way. Because of Catherine's preferential 
option for the poor, in whom she discovered the suf
fering Ouist, and her concem for their integral good, 
she anticipated in a very real sense the encyclical 
Populorum Progressio of Pope Panl VI. One of the 
two experts with me on the Historical Commission for 
the Cause was adamant in maintaining that " ... in many 
important aspects, Catherine has at least as much, and 
in some case, more meaning for the twentieth century 
thal) she had for the mid-nineteenth century." 

In all of her educational endeavors, Catherine 
McAuley was an important instigator of change. Her 
charism, which was at once original, creative, vibrant 
and reievant, showed her awareness of her contempo
rary milieu, as well as her perceptiveness in response. 
We could say that she pioneered a tremendous pluri
formity of involvement, because hers was the type of 
creativity which liminality involves. The cutting-edge, 
the frontier always beckoned her towards new ways of 
being merciful. 
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11. Spirituality for change
Catherine's spirituality was liminal and a spiritual

ity for change in the sense that she did not withdraw 
from temporal realities in order to seek God. She 
found Him in the midst of these realitles. "Our hearts," 
she said, "can always remain in the same place: cen
tered in God, for whom alone we go forward or stay 
back." There are other equally telling phrases from her 
letters and her maxims; and even though Catherine 
may not have heard of William Flete, a 14th century 
Augustlnian mystic, she was certainly on his wave
length. He wrote, "The perfection of contemplation is 
achieved in works of charity." 

I shall not dwell further on Catherine's spirituality, 
which is someihing we live with each day and upon 
which many of us have written. What I have presented 
on Catherine as a liminal figure is by no means 
exhaustive. There is s!ill room in this area for worth
while research which I hope will he undertaken in the 
not too diSlllnt future. 

It has been my great pleasure to have shared even 
this much wi!h you . As Catherine in her life showed 
"the unique marriage between the everyday and the 
eternal which marks the Celtic mind," I should like to 
conclude by praying a special Celtic blessing on you: 

May the life you were given by the fu;wing water 
grow stronger each day in you, 
until the day when it reaches the fullness of its 
promise 
in the land to which the swallows fly to eternal 
summer. 
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INTRODUCTION

 BORN FROM THE HEART of the Church, a Catholic University is located in that course of tradition which may be traced

back to the very origin of the University as an institution. It has always been recognized as an incomparable centre of

creativity and dissemination of knowledge for the good of humanity. By vocation, the Universitas magistrorum et

scholarium is dedicated to research, to teaching and to the education of students who freely associate with their teachers

in a common love of knowledge(1). With every other University it shares that gaudium de veritate, so precious to Saint

Augustine, which is that joy of searching for, discovering and communicating truth(2) in every field of knowledge. A

Catholic University's privileged task is "to unite existentially by intellectual effort two orders of reality that too frequently

tend to be placed in opposition as though they were antithetical: the search for truth, and the certainty of already knowing

the fount of truth"(3).2. For many years I myself was deeply enriched by the beneficial experience of university life: the

ardent search for truth and its unselfish transmission to youth and to all those learning to think rigorously, so as to act

rightly and to serve humanity better.Therefore, I desire to share with everyone my profound respect for Catholic

Universities, and to express my great appreciation for the work that is being done in them in the various spheres of

knowledge. In a particular way, I wish to manifest my joy at the numerous meetings which the Lord has permitted me to

have in the course of my apostolic journeys with the Catholic University communities of various continents. They are for

me a lively and promising sign of the fecundity of the Christian mind in the heart of every culture. They give me a well-

founded hope for a new flowering of Christian culture in the rich and varied context of our changing times, which certainly

face serious challenges but which also bear so much promise under the action of the Spirit of truth and of love.It is also

my desire to express my pleasure and gratitude to the very many Catholic scholars engaged in teaching and research in

non-Catholic Universities. Their task as academics and scientists, lived out in the light of the Christian faith, is to be

considered precious for the good of the Universities in which they teach. Their presence, in fact, is a continuous stimulus

to the selfless search for truth and for the wisdom that comes from above.3. Since the beginning of this Pontificate, I have

shared these ideas and sentiments with my closest collaborators, the Cardinals, with the Congregation for Catholic

Education, and with men and women of culture throughout the world. In fact, the dialogue of the Church with the cultures

of our times is that vital area where "the future of the Church and of the world is being played out as we conclude the



twentieth century"(4). There is only one cultre: that of man, by man and for man(5). And thanks to her Catholic

Universities and their humanistic and scientific inheritance, the Church, expert in humanity, as my predecessor, Paul VI,

expressed it at the United Nations(6), explores the mysteries of humanity and of the world, clarifying them in the light of

Revelation.4. It is the honour and responsibility of a Catholic University to consecrate itself without reserve to the cause

of truth. This is its way of serving at one and the same time both the dignity of man and the good of the Church, which

has "an intimate conviction that truth is (its) real ally ... and that knowledge and reason are sure ministers to faith"(7).

Without in any way neglecting the acquisition of useful knowledge, a Catholic University is distinguished by its free

search for the whole truth about nature, man and God. The present age is in urgent need of this kind of disinterested

service, namely of proclaiming the meaning of truth, that fundamental value without which freedom, justice and human

dignity are extinguished. By means of a kind of universal humanism a Catholic University is completely dedicated to the

research of all aspects of truth in their essential connection with the supreme Truth, who is God. It does this without fear

but rather with enthusiasm, dedicating itself to every path of knowledge, aware of being preceded by him who is "the

Way, the Truth, and the Life"(8), the Logos, whose Spirit of intelligence and love enables the human person with his or

her own intelligence to find the ultimate reality of which he is the source and end and who alone is capable of giving fully

that Wisdom without which the future of the world would be in danger.5. It is in the context of the impartial search for truth

that the relationship between faith and reason is brought to light and meaning. The invitation of Saint Augustine,

"Intellege ut credas; crede ut intellegas"(9), is relevant to Catholic Universities that are called to explore courageously the

riches of Revelation and of nature so that the united endeavour of intelligence and faith will enable people to come to the

full measure of their humanity, created in the image and likeness of God, renewed even more marvellously, after sin, in

Christ, and called to shine forth in the light of the Spirit.6. Through the encounter which it establishes between the

unfathomable richness of the salvific message of the Gospel and the variety and immensity of the fields of knowledge in

which that richness is incarnated by it, a Catholic University enables the Church to institute an incomparably fertile

dialogue with people of every culture. Man's life is given dignity by culture, and, while he finds his fullness in Christ, there

can be no doubt that the Gospel which reaches and renews him in every dimension is also fruitful for the culture in which

he lives.7. In the world today, characterized by such rapid developments in science and technology, the tasks of a

Catholic University assume an ever greater importance and urgency. Scientific and technological discoveries create an

enormous economic and industrial growth, but they also inescapably require the correspondingly necessary search for

meaning in order to guarantee that the new discoveries be used for the authentic good of individuals and of human

society as a whole. If it is the responsibility of every University to search for such meaning, a Catholic University is called

in a particular way to respond to this need: its Christian inspiration enables it to include the moral, spiritual and religious

dimension in its research, and to evaluate the attainments of science and technology in the perspective of the totality of

the human person.In this context, Catholic Universities are called to a continuous renewal, both as "Universities" and as

"Catholic". For, "What is at stake is the very meaning of scientific and technological research, of social life and of culture,

but, on an even more profound level, what is at stake is the very meaning of the human person"(10). Such renewal

requires a clear awareness that, by its Catholic character, a University is made more capable of conducting an impartial

search for truth, a search that is neither subordinated to nor conditioned by particular interests of any kind.8. Having

already dedicated the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana to Ecclesiastical Faculties and Universities(11), I then

felt obliged to propose an analogous Document for Catholic Universities as a sort of "magna carta", enriched by the long

and fruitful experience of the Church in the realm of Universities and open to the promise of future achievements that will

require courageous creativity and rigorous fidelity.9. The present Document is addressed especially to those who

conduct Catholic Universities, to the respective academic communities, to all those who have an interest in them,
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particularly the Bishops, Religious Congregations and ecclesial Institutions, and to the numerous laity who are committed

to the great mission of higher education. Its purpose is that "the Christian mind may achieve, as it were, a public,

persistent and universal presence in the whole enterprise of advancing higher culture and that the students of these

institutions become people outstanding in learning, ready to shoulder society's heavier burdens and to witness the faith to

the world"(12).10. In addition to Catholic Universities, I also turn to the many Catholic Institutions of higher education.

According to their nature and proper objectives, they share some or all of the characteristics of a University and they offer

their own contribution to the Church and to society, whether through research, education or professional training. While

this Document specifically concerns Catholic Universities, it is also meant to include all Catholic Institutions of higher

education engaged in instilling the Gospel message of Christ in souls and cultures.Therefore, it is with great trust and

hope that I invite all Catholic Universities to pursue their irreplaceable task. Their mission appears increasingly necessary

for the encounter of the Church with the development of the sciences and with the cultures of our age.Together with all

my brother Bishops who share pastoral responsibility with me, I would like to manifest my deep conviction that a Catholic

University is without any doubt one of the best instruments that the Church offers to our age which is searching for

certainty and wisdom. Having the mission of bringing the Good News to everyone, the Church should never fail to

interest herself in this Institution. By research and teaching, Catholic Universities assist the Church in the manner most

appropriate to modern times to find cultural treasures both old and new, "nova et vetera", according to the words of

Jesus(13).11. Finally, I turn to the whole Church, convinced that Catholic Universities are essential to her growth and to

the development of Christian culture and human progress. For this reason, the entire ecclesial Community is invited to

give its support to Catholic Institutions of higher education and to assist them in their process of development and

renewal. It is invited in a special way to guard the rights and freedom of these Institutions in civil society, and to offer

them economic aid, especially in those countries where they have more urgent need of it, and to furnish assistance in

founding new Catholic Universities wherever this might be necessary.My hope is that these prescriptions, based on the

teaching of Vatican Council II and the directives of the Code of Canon Law, will enable Catholic Universities and other

Institutes of higher studies to fulfil their indispensable mission in the new advent of grace that is opening up to the new

Millennium.

PART I

IDENTITY AND MISSION

A. THE IDENTITY OF A CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY

1. Nature and Objectives

12. 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(14). It possesses that institutional autonomy necessary to perform its
functions effectively and guarantees its members academic freedom, so long as the rights of the
individual person and of the community are preserved within the confines of the truth and the
common good(15).
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13. Since the objective of a Catholic University is to assure in an institutional manner a Christian
presence in the university world confronting the great problems of society and culture(16), every
Catholic University, as Catholic, must have the following essential characteristics:

"1. a Christian inspiration not only of individuals but of the university community as such;

2. a continuing reflection in the light of the Catholic faith upon the growing treasury of human
knowledge, to which it seeks to contribute by its own research;

3. fidelity to the Christian message as it comes to us through the Church;

4. an institutional commitment to the service of the people of God and of the human family in their
pilgrimage to the transcendent goal which gives meaning to life"(17).

14. "In the light of these four characteristics, it is evident that besides the teaching, research and
services common to all Universities, a Catholic University, by institutional commitment, brings to its
task the inspiration and light of the Christian message. In a Catholic University, therefore, Catholic
ideals, attitudes and principles penetrate and inform university activities in accordance with the
proper nature and autonomy of these activities. In a word, being both a University and Catholic, it
must be both a community of scholars representing various branches of human knowledge, and
an academic institution in which Catholicism is vitally present and operative"(18).

15. A Catholic University, therefore, is a place of research, where scholars scrutinize reality with
the methods proper to each academic discipline, and so contribute to the treasury of human
knowledge. Each individual discipline is studied in a systematic manner; moreover, the various
disciplines are brought into dialogue for their mutual enhancement.

In addition to assisting men and women in their continuing quest for the truth, this research
provides an effective witness, especially necessary today, to the Church's belief in the intrinsic
value of knowledge and research.

In a Catholic University, research necessarily includes (a) the search for an integration of
knowledge, (b) a dialogue between faith and reason, (c) an ethical concern, and (d) a theological
perspective.

16. Integration of knowledge is a process, one which will always remain incomplete; moreover, the
explosion of knowledge in recent decades, together with the rigid compartmentalization of
knowledge within individual academic disciplines, makes the task increasingly difficult. But a
University, and especially a Catholic University, "has to be a 'living union' of individual organisms
dedicated to the search for truth ... It is necessary to work towards a higher synthesis of
knowledge, in which alone lies the possibility of satisfying that thirst for truth which is profoundly
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inscribed on the heart of the human person"(19). Aided by the specific contributions of philosophy
and theology, university scholars will be engaged in a constant effort to determine the relative
place and meaning of each of the various disciplines within the context of a vision of the human
person and the world that is enlightened by the Gospel, and therefore by a faith in Christ, the
Logos, as the centre of creation and of human history.

17. In promoting this integration of knowledge, a specific part of a Catholic University's task is to
promote dialogue between faith and reason, so that it can be seen more profoundly how faith and
reason bear harmonious witness to the unity of all truth. While each academic discipline retains its
own integrity and has its own methods, this dialogue demonstrates that "methodical research
within every branch of learning, when carried out in a truly scientific manner and in accord with
moral norms, can never truly conflict with faith. For the things of the earth and the concerns of faith
derive from the same God"(20). A vital interaction of two distinct levels of coming to know the one
truth leads to a greater love for truth itself, and contributes to a more comprehensive
understanding of the meaning of human life and of the purpose of God's creation.

18. Because knowledge is meant to serve the human person, research in a Catholic University is
always carried out with a concern for the ethical and moral implications both of its methods and of
its discoveries. This concern, while it must be present in all research, is particularly important in
the areas of science and technology. "It is essential that we be convinced of the priority of the
ethical over the technical, of the primacy of the person over things, of the superiority of the spirit
over matter. The cause of the human person will only be served if knowledge is joined to
conscience. Men and women of science will truly aid humanity only if they preserve 'the sense of
the transcendence of the human person over the world and of God over the human person"(21).

19. Theology plays a particularly important role in the search for a synthesis of knowledge as well
as in the dialogue between faith and reason. It serves all other disciplines in their search for
meaning, not only by helping them to investigate how their discoveries will affect individuals and
society but also by bringing a perspective and an orientation not contained within their own
methodologies. In turn, interaction with these other disciplines and their discoveries enriches
theology, offering it a better understanding of the world today, and making theological research
more relevant to current needs. Because of its specific importance among the academic
disciplines, every Catholic University should have a faculty, or at least a chair, of theology(22).

20. Given the close connection between research and teaching, the research qualities indicated
above will have their influence on all teaching. While each discipline is taught systematically and
according to its own methods, interdisciplinary studies, assisted by a careful and thorough study of
philosophy and theology, enable students to acquire an organic vision of reality and to develop a
continuing desire for intellectual progress. In the communication of knowledge, emphasis is then
placed on how human reason in its reflection opens to increasingly broader questions, and how
the complete answer to them can only come from above through faith. Furthermore, the moral
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implications that are present in each discipline are examined as an integral part of the teaching of
that discipline so that the entire educative process be directed towards the whole development of
the person. Finally, Catholic theology, taught in a manner faithful to Scripture, Tradition, and the
Church's Magisterium, provides an awareness of the Gospel principles which will enrich the
meaning of human life and give it a new dignity.

Through research and teaching the students are educated in the various disciplines so as to
become truly competent in the specific sectors in which they will devote themselves to the service
of society and of the Church, but at the same time prepared to give the witness of their faith to the
world.

2. The University Community

21. A Catholic University pursues its objectives through its formation of an authentic human
community animated by the spirit of Christ. The source of its unity springs from a common
dedication to the truth, a common vision of the dignity of the human person and, ultimately, the
person and message of Christ which gives the Institution its distinctive character. As a result of
this inspiration, the community is animated by a spirit of freedom and charity; it is characterized by
mutual respect, sincere dialogue, and protection of the rights of individuals. It assists each of its
members to achieve wholeness as human persons; in turn, everyone in the community helps in
promoting unity, and each one, according to his or her role and capacity, contributes towards
decisions which affect the community, and also towards maintaining and strengthening the
distinctive Catholic character of the Institution.

22. University teachers should seek to improve their competence and endeavour to set the
content, objectives, methods, and results of research in an individual discipline within the
framework of a coherent world vision. Christians among the teachers are called to be witnesses
and educators of authentic Christian life, which evidences attained integration between faith and
life, and between professional competence and Christian wisdom. All teachers are to be inspired
by academic ideals and by the principles of an authentically human life.

23. Students are challenged to pursue an education that combines excellence in humanistic and
cultural development with specialized professional training. Most especially, they are challenged to
continue the search for truth and for meaning throughout their lives, since "the human spirit must
be cultivated in such a way that there results a growth in its ability to wonder, to understand, to
contemplate, to make personal judgments, and to develop a religious, moral, and social
sense"(23). This enables them to acquire or, if they have already done so, to deepen a Christian
way of life that is authentic. They should realize the responsibility of their professional life, the
enthusiasm of being the trained 'leaders' of tomorrow, of being witnesses to Christ in whatever
place they may exercise their profession.
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24. Directors and administrators in a Catholic University promote the constant growth of the
University and its community through a leadership of service; the dedication and witness of the
non-academic staff are vital for the identity and life of the University.

25. Many Catholic Universities were founded by Religious Congregations, and continue to depend
on their support; those Religious Congregations dedicated to the apostolate of higher education
are urged to assist these Institutions in the renewal of their commitment, and to continue to
prepare religious men and women who can positively contribute to the mission of a Catholic
University.

Lay people have found in university activities a means by which they too could exercise an
important apostolic role in the Church and, in most Catholic Universities today, the academic
community is largely composed of laity; in increasing numbers, lay men and women are assuming
important functions and responsibilities for the direction of these Institutions. These lay Catholics
are responding to the Church's call "to be present, as signs of courage and intellectual creativity,
in the privileged places of culture, that is, the world of education-school and university"(24). The
future of Catholic Universities depends to a great extent on the competent and dedicated service
of lay Catholics. The Church sees their developing presence in these institutions both as a sign of
hope and as a confirmation of the irreplaceable lay vocation in the Church and in the world,
confident that lay people will, in the exercise of their own distinctive role, "illumine and organize
these (temporal) affairs in such a way that they always start out, develop, and continue according
to Christ's mind, to the praise of the Creator and the Redeemer"(25).

26. The university community of many Catholic institutions includes members of other Churches,
ecclesial communities and religions, and also those who profess no religious belief. These men
and women offer their training and experience in furthering the various academic disciplines or
other university tasks.

3. The Catholic University in the Church

27. Every Catholic University, without ceasing to be a University, has a relationship to the Church
that is essential to its institutional identity. As such, it participates most directly in the life of the
local Church in which it is situated; at the same time, because it is an academic institution and
therefore a part of the international community of scholarship and inquiry, each institution
participates in and contributes to the life and the mission of the universal Church, assuming
consequently a special bond with the Holy See by reason of the service to unity which it is called
to render to the whole Church. One consequence of its essential relationship to the Church is that
the institutional fidelity of the University to the Christian message includes a recognition of and
adherence to the teaching authority of the Church in matters of faith and morals. Catholic
members of the university community are also called to a personal fidelity to the Church with all
that this implies. Non-Catholic members are required to respect the Catholic character of the
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University, while the University in turn respects their religious liberty(26).

28. Bishops have a particular responsibility to promote Catholic Universities, and especially to
promote and assist in the preservation and strengthening of their Catholic identity, including the
protection of their Catholic identity in relation to civil authorities. This will be achieved more
effectively if close personal and pastoral relationships exist between University and Church
authorities, characterized by mutual trust, close and consistent cooperation and continuing
dialogue. Even when they do not enter directly into the internal governance of the University,
Bishops "should be seen not as external agents but as participants in the life of the Catholic
University"(27).

29. The Church, accepting "the legitimate autonomy of human culture and especially of the
sciences", recognizes the academic freedom of scholars in each discipline in accordance with its
own principles and proper methods(28), and within the confines of the truth and the common
good.

Theology has its legitimate place in the University alongside other disciplines. It has proper
principles and methods which define it as a branch of knowledge. Theologians enjoy this same
freedom so long as they are faithful to these principles and methods.

Bishops should encourage the creative work of theologians. They serve the Church through
research done in a way that respects theological method. They seek to understand better, further
develop and more effectively communicate the meaning of Christian Revelation as transmitted in
Scripture and Tradition and in the Church's Magisterium. They also investigate the ways in which
theology can shed light on specific questions raised by contemporary culture. At the same time,
since theology seeks an understanding of revealed truth whose authentic interpretation is
entrusted to the Bishops of the Church(29), it is intrinsic to the principles and methods of their
research and teaching in their academic discipline that theologians respect the authority of the
Bishops, and assent to Catholic doctrine according to the degree of authority with which it is
taught(30). Because of their interrelated roles, dialogue between Bishops and theologians is
essential; this is especially true today, when the results of research are so quickly and so widely
communicated through the media(31).

B. THE MISSION OF SERVICE OF A CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY

30. The basic mission of a University is a continuous quest for truth through its research, and the
preservation and communication of knowledge for the good of society. A Catholic University
participates in this mission with its own specific characteristics and purposes.

1. Service to Church and Society
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31. Through teaching and research, a Catholic University offers an indispensable contribution to
the Church. In fact, it prepares men and women who, inspired by Christian principles and helped
to live their Christian vocation in a mature and responsible manner, will be able to assume
positions of responsibility in the Church. Moreover, by offering the results of its scientific research,
a Catholic University will be able to help the Church respond to the problems and needs of this
age.

32. A Catholic University, as any University, is immersed in human society; as an extension of its
service to the Church, and always within its proper competence, it is called on to become an ever
more effective instrument of cultural progress for individuals as well as for society. Induded among
its research activities, therefore, will be a study of serious contemporary problems in areas such
as the dignity of human life, the promotion of justice for all, the quality of personal and family life,
the protection of nature, the search for peace and political stability, a more just sharing in the
world's resources, and a new economic and political order that will better serve the human
community at a national and international level. University research will seek to discover the roots
and causes of the serious problems of our time, paying special attention to their ethical and
religious dimensions.

If need be, a Catholic University must have the courage to speak uncomfortable truths which do
not please public opinion, but which are necessary to safeguard the authentic good of society.

33. A specific priority is the need to examine and evaluate the predominant values and norms of
modern society and culture in a Christian perspective, and the responsibility to try to communicate
to society those ethical and religious principles which give full meaning to human life. In this way a
University can contribute further to the development of a true Christian anthropology, founded on
the person of Christ, which will bring the dynamism of the creation and redemption to bear on
reality and on the correct solution to the problems of life.

34. The Christian spirit of service to others for the promotion of social justice is of particular
importance for each Catholic University, to be shared by its teachers and developed in its
students. The Church is firmly committed to the integral growth of all men and women(32). The
Gospel, interpreted in the social teachings of the Church, is an urgent call to promote "the
development of those peoples who are striving to escape from hunger, misery, endemic diseases
and ignorance; of those who are looking for a wider share in the benefits of civilization and a more
active improvement of their human qualities; of those who are aiming purposefully at their
complete fulfilment"(33). Every Catholic University feels responsible to contribute concretely to the
progress of the society within which it works: for example it will be capable of searching for ways
to make university education accessible to all those who are able to benefit from it, especially the
poor or members of minority groups who customarily have been deprived of it. A Catholic
University also has the responsibility, to the degree that it is able, to help to promote the
development of the emerging nations.
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35. In its attempts to resolve these complex issues that touch on so many different dimensions of
human life and of society, a Catholic University will insist on cooperation among the different
academic disciplines, each offering its distinct contribution in the search for solutions; moreover,
since the economic and personal resources of a single Institution are limited, cooperation in
common research projects among Catholic Universities, as well as with other private and
governmental institutions, is imperative. In this regard, and also in what pertains to the other fields
of the specific activity of a Catholic University, the role played by various national and international
associations of Catholic Universities is to be emphasized. Among these associations the mission
of The International Federation of Catholic Universities, founded by the Holy See(34), is
particularly to be remembered. The Holy See anticipates further fruitful collaboration with this
Federation.

36. Through programmes of continuing education offered to the wider community, by making its
scholars available for consulting services, by taking advantage of modern means of
communication, and in a variety of other ways, a Catholic University can assist in making the
growing body of human knowledge and a developing understanding of the faith available to a
wider public, thus expanding university services beyond its own academic community.

37. In its service to society, a Catholic University will relate especially to the academic, cultural and
scientific world of the region in which it is located. Original forms of dialogue and collaboration are
to be encouraged between the Catholic Universities and the other Universities of a nation on
behalf of development, of understanding between cultures, and of the defence of nature in
accordance with an awareness of the international ecological situation.

Catholic Universities join other private and public Institutions in serving the public interest through
higher education and research; they are one among the variety of different types of institution that
are necessary for the free expression of cultural diversity, and they are committed to the promotion
of solidarity and its meaning in society and in the world. Therefore they have the full right to expect
that civil society and public authorities will recognize and defend their institutional autonomy and
academic freedom; moreover, they have the right to the financial support that is necessary for their
continued existence and development.

2. Pastoral Ministry

38. Pastoral ministry is that activity of the University which offers the members of the university
community an opportunity to integrate religious and moral principles with their academic study and
non-academic activities, thus integrating faith with life. It is part of the mission of the Church within
the University, and is also a constitutive element of a Catholic University itself, both in its structure
and in its life. A university community concerned with promoting the Institution's Catholic character
will be conscious of this pastoral dimension and sensitive to the ways in which it can have an
influence on all university activities.
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39. As a natural expression of the Catholic identity of the University, the university community
should give a practical demonstration of its faith in its daily activity, with important moments of
reflection and of prayer. Catholic members of this community will be offered opportunities to
assimilate Catholic teaching and practice into their lives and will be encouraged to participate in
the celebration of the sacraments, especially the Eucharist as the most perfect act of community
worship. When the academic community includes members of other Churches, ecclesial
communities or religions, their initiatives for reflection and prayer in accordance with their own
beliefs are to be respected.

40. Those involved in pastoral ministry will encourage teachers and students to become more
aware of their responsibility towards those who are suffering physically or spiritually. Following the
example of Christ, they will be particularly attentive to the poorest and to those who suffer
economic, social, cultural or religious injustice. This responsibility begins within the academic
community, but it also finds application beyond it.

41. Pastoral ministry is an indispensable means by which Catholic students can, in fulfilment of
their baptism, be prepared for active participation in the life of the Church; it can assist in
developing and nurturing the value of marriage and family life, fostering vocations to the
priesthood and religious life, stimulating the Christian commitment of the laity and imbuing every
activity with the spirit of the Gospel. Close cooperation between pastoral ministry in a Catholic
University and the other activities within the local Church, under the guidance or with the approval
of the diocesan Bishop, will contribute to their mutual growth(35).

42. Various associations or movements of spiritual and apostolic life, especially those developed
specifically for students, can be of great assistance in developing the pastoral aspects of university
life.

3. Cultural Dialogue

43. By its very nature, a University develops culture through its research, helps to transmit the
local culture to each succeeding generation through its teaching, and assists cultural activities
through its educational services. It is open to all human experience and is ready to dialogue with
and learn from any culture. A Catholic University shares in this, offering the rich experience of the
Church's own culture. In addition, a Catholic University, aware that human culture is open to
Revelation and transcendence, is also a primary and privileged place for a fruitful dialogue
between the Gospel and culture.

44. Through this dialogue a Catholic University assists the Church, enabling it to come to a better
knowledge of diverse cultures, discern their positive and negative aspects, to receive their
authentically human contributions, and to develop means by which it can make the faith better
understood by the men and women of a particular culture(36). While it is true that the Gospel
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cannot be identified with any particular culture and transcends all cultures, it is also true that "the
Kingdom which the Gospel proclaims is lived by men and women who are profoundly linked to a
culture, and the building up of the Kingdom cannot avoid borrowing the elements of human culture
or cultures(37). "A faith that places itself on the margin of what is human, of what is therefore
culture, would be a faith unfaithful to the fullness of what the Word of God manifests and reveals, a
decapitated faith, worse still, a faith in the process of self-annihilation"(38).

45. A Catholic University must become more attentive to the cultures of the world of today, and to
the various cultural traditions existing within the Church in a way that will promote a continuous
and profitable dialogue between the Gospel and modern society. Among the criteria that
characterize the values of a culture are above all, the meaning of the human person, his or her
liberty, dignity, sense of responsibility, and openness to the transcendent. To a respect for persons
is joined the preeminent value of the family, the primary unit of every human culture.

Catholic Universities will seek to discern and evaluate both the aspirations and the contradictions
of modern culture, in order to make it more suited to the total development of individuals and
peoples. In particular, it is recommended that by means of appropriate studies, the impact of
modern technology and especially of the mass media on persons, the family, and the institutions
and whole of modem culture be studied deeply. Traditional cultures are to be defended in their
identity, helping them to receive modern values without sacrificing their own heritage, which is a
wealth for the whole of the human family. Universities, situated within the ambience of these
cultures, will seek to harmonize local cultures with the positive contributions of modern cultures.

46. An area that particularly interests a Catholic University is the dialogue between Christian
thought and the modern sciences. This task requires persons particularly well versed in the
individual disciplines and who are at the same time adequately prepared theologically, and who
are capable of confronting epistemological questions at the level of the relationship between faith
and reason. Such dialogue concerns the natural sciences as much as the human sciences which
posit new and complex philosophical and ethical problems. The Christian researcher should
demonstrate the way in which human intelligence is enriched by the higher truth that comes from
the Gospel: "The intelligence is never diminished, rather, it is stimulated and reinforced by that
interior fount of deep understanding that is the Word of God, and by the hierarchy of values that
results from it... In its unique manner, the Catholic University helps to manifest the superiority of
the spirit, that can never, without the risk of losing its very self, be placed at the service of
something other than the search for truth"(39).

47. Besides cultural dialogue, a Catholic University, in accordance vith its specific ends, and
keeping in mind the various religious-cultural contexts, following the directives promulgated by
competent ecclesiastical authority, can offer a contribution to ecumenical dialogue. It does so to
further the search for unity among all Christians. In inter-religious dialogue it will assist in
discerning the spiritual values that are present in the different religions.
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4. Evangelization

48. The primary mission of the Church is to preach the Gospel in such a way that a relationship
between faith and life is established in each individual and in the socio-cultural context in which
individuals live and act and communicate with one another. Evangelization means "bringing the
Good News into all the strata of humanity, and through its influence transforming humanity from
within and making it new... It is a question not only of preaching the Gospel in ever wider
geographic areas or to ever greater numbers of people, but also of affecting and, as it were,
upsetting, through the power of the Gospel, humanity's criteria of judgment, determining values,
points of interest, lines of thought, sources of inspiration and models of life, which are in contrast
with the Word of God and the plan of salvation"(40).

49. By its very nature, each Catholic University makes an important contribution to the Church's
work of evangelization. It is a living institutional witness to Christ and his message, so vitally
important in cultures marked by secularism, or where Christ and his message are still virtually
unknown. Moreover, all the basic academic activities of a Catholic University are connected with
and in harmony with the evangelizing mission of the Church: research carried out in the light of the
Christian message which puts new human discoveries at the service of individuals and society;
education offered in a faith-context that forms men and women capable of rational and critical
judgment and conscious of the transcendent dignity of the human person; professional training
that incorporates ethical values and a sense of service to individuals and to society; the dialogue
with culture that makes the faith better understood, and the theological research that translates the
faith into contemporary language. "Precisely because it is more and more conscious of its salvific
mission in this world, the Church wants to have these centres closely connected with it; it wants to
have them present and operative in spreading the authentic message of Christ"(41).

PART II

GENERAL NORMS

Article 1. The Nature of these General Norms

§1. These General Norms are based on, and are a further development of, the Code of Canon
Law(42) and the complementary Church legislation, without prejudice to the right of the Holy See
to intervene should this become necessary. They are valid for all Catholic Universities and other
Catholic Institutes of Higher Studies throughout the world.

§2. The General Norms are to be applied concretely at the local and regional levels by Episcopal
Conferences and other Assemblies of Catholic Hierarchy(43) in conformity with the Code of Canon
Law and complementary Church legislation, taking into account the Statutes of each University or
Institute and, as far as possible and appropriate, civil law. After review by the Holy See(44), these
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local or regional "Ordinances" will be valid for all Catholic Universities and other Catholic Institutes
of Higher Studies in the region, except for Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties. These latter
Institutions, including Ecclesiastical Faculties which are part of a Catholic University, are governed
by the norms of the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana(45).

§3. A University established or approved by the Holy See, by an Episcopal Conference or another
Assembly of Catholic Hierarchy, or by a diocesan Bishop is to incorporate these General Norms
and their local and regional applications into its governing documents, and conform its existing
Statutes both to the General Norms and to their applications, and submit them for approval to the
competent ecclesiastical Authority. It is contemplated that other Catholic Universities, that is, those
not established or approved in any of the above ways, with the agreement of the local
ecclesiastical Authority, will make their own the General Norms and their local and regional
applications, internalizing them into their governing documents, and, as far as possible, will
conform their existing Statutes both to these General Norms and to their applications.

Article 2. The Nature of a Catholic University

§1. A Catholic University, like every university, is a community of scholars representing various
branches of human knowledge. It is dedicated to research, to teaching, and to various kinds of
service in accordance with its cultural mission.

§2. A Catholic University, as Catholic, informs and carries out its research, teaching, and all other
activities with Catholic ideals, principles and attitudes. It is linked with the Church either by a
formal, constitutive and statutory bond or by reason of an institutional commitment made by those
responsible for it.

§3. Every Catholic University is to make known its Catholic identity, either in a mission statement
or in some other appropriate public document, unless authorized otherwise by the competent
ecclesiastical Authority. The University, particularly through its structure and its regulations, is to
provide means which will guarantee the expression and the preservation of this identity in a
manner consistent with §2.

§4. Catholic teaching and discipline are to influence all university activities, while the freedom of
conscience of each person is to be fully respected(46). Any official action or commitment of the
University is to be in accord with its Catholic identity.

§5. A Catholic University possesses the autonomy necessary to develop its distinctive identity and
pursue its proper mission. Freedom in research and teaching is recognized and respected
according to the principles and methods of each individual discipline, so long as the rights of the
individual and of the community are preserved within the confines of the truth and the common
good(47).

14



Article 3. The Establishment of a Catholic University

§1. A Catholic University may be established or approved by the Holy See, by an Episcopal
Conference or another Assembly of Catholic Hierarchy, or by a diocesan Bishop.

§2. With the consent of the diocesan Bishop, a Catholic University may also be established by a
Religious Institute or other public juridical person.

§3. A Catholic University may also be established by other ecclesiastical or lay persons; such a
University may refer to itself as a Catholic University only with the consent of the competent
ecclesiastical Authority, in accordance with the conditions upon which both parties shall agree(48).

§4. In the cases of §§ 1 and 2, the Statutes must be approved by the competent ecclesiastical
Authority.

Article 4. The University Community

§1. The responsibility for maintaining and strengthening the Catholic identity of the University rests
primarily with the University itself. While this responsibility is entrusted principally to university
authorities (including, when the positions exist, the Chancellor and/or a Board of Trustees or
equivalent body), it is shared in varying degrees by all members of the university community, and
therefore calls for the recruitment of adequate university personnel, especially teachers and
administrators, who are both willing and able to promote that identity. The identity of a Catholic
University is essentially linked to the quality of its teachers and to respect for Catholic doctrine. It is
the responsibility of the competent Authority to watch over these two fundamental needs in
accordance with what is indicated in Canon Law(49).

§2. All teachers and all administrators, at the time of their appointment, are to be informed about
the Catholic identity of the Institution and its implications, and about their responsibility to promote,
or at least to respect, that identity.

§3. In ways appropriate to the different academic disciplines, all Catholic teachers are to be faithful
to, and all other teachers are to respect, Catholic doctrine and morals in their research and
teaching. In particular, Catholic theologians, aware that they fulfil a mandate received from the
Church, are to be faithful to the Magisterium of the Church as the authentic interpreter of Sacred
Scripture and Sacred Tradition(50).

§4. Those university teachers and administrators who belong to other Churches, ecclesial
communities, or religions, as well as those who profess no religious belief, and also all students,
are to recognize and respect the distinctive Catholic identity of the University. In order not to
endanger the Catholic identity of the University or Institute of Higher Studies, the number of non-
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Catholic teachers should not be allowed to constitute a majority within the Institution, which is and
must remain Catholic.

§5. The education of students is to combine academic and professional development with
formation in moral and religious principles and the social teachings of the Church; the programme
of studies for each of the various professions is to include an appropriate ethical formation in that
profession. Courses in Catholic doctrine are to be made available to all students(51).

Article 5. The Catholic University within the Church

§1. Every Catholic University is to maintain communion with the universal Church and the Holy
See; it is to be in close communion with the local Church and in particular with the diocesan
Bishops of the region or nation in which it is located. In ways consistent with its nature as a
University, a Catholic University will contribute to the Church's work of evangelization.

§2. Each Bishop has a responsibility to promote the welfare of the Catholic Universities in his
diocese and has the right and duty to watch over the preservation and strengthening of their
Catholic character. If problems should arise conceming this Catholic character, the local Bishop is
to take the initiatives necessary to resolve the matter, working with the competent university
authorities in accordance with established procedures(52) and, if necessary, with the help of the
Holy See.

§3. Periodically, each Catholic University, to which Artide 3, 1 and 2 refers, is to communicate
relevant information about the University and its activities to the competent ecclesiastical
Authority. Other Catholic Universities are to communicate this information to the Bishop of the
diocese in which the principal seat of the Institution is located.

Article 6. Pastoral Ministry

§1. A Catholic University is to promote the pastoral care of all members of the university
community, and to be especially attentive to the spiritual development of those who are Catholics.
Priority is to be given to those means which will facilitate the integration of human and professional
education with religious values in the light of Catholic doctrine, in order to unite intellectual learning
with the religious dimension of life.

§2. A sufficient number of qualified people-priests, religious, and lay persons-are to be appointed
to provide pastoral ministry for the university community, carried on in harmony and cooperation
with the pastoral activities of the local Church under the guidance or with the approval of the
diocesan Bishop. All members of the university community are to be invited to assist the work of
pastoral ministry, and to collaborate in its activities.
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Article 7. Cooperation

§1. In order better to confront the complex problems facing modern society, and in order to
strengthen the Catholic identity of the Institutions, regional, national and international cooperation
is to be promoted in research, teaching, and other university activities among all Catholic
Universities, induding Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties(53). Such cooperation is also to be
promoted between Catholic Universities and other Universities, and with other research and
educational Institutions, both private and governmental.

§2. Catholic Universities will, when possible and in accord with Catholic principles and doctrine, cooperate with

government programmes and the programmes of other national and international Organizations on behalf of justice,

development and progress.

TRANSITIONAL NORMS

Art. 8. The present Constitution will come into effect on the first day to the academic year 1991.

Art. 9. The application of the Constitution is committed to the Congregation for Catholic Education,
which has the duty to promulgate the necessary directives that will serve towards that end.

Art. 10. It will be the competence of the Congregation for Catholic Education, when with the
passage of time circumstances require it, to propose changes to be made in the present
Constitution in order that it may be adapted continuously to the needs of Catholic Universities.

Art. 11. Any particular laws or customs presently in effect that are contrary to this Constitution are
abolished. Also, any privileges granted up to this day by the Holy See whether to physical or moral
persons that are contrary to this present Constitution are abolished.

CONCLUSION

The mission that the Church, with great hope, entrusts to Catholic Universities holds a cultural and
religious meaning of vital importance because it concerns the very future of humanity. The renewal
requested of Catholic Universities will make them better able to respond to the task of bringing the
message of Christ to man, to society, to the various cultures: "Every human reality, both individual
and social has been liberated by Christ: persons, as well as the activities of men and women, of
which culture is the highest and incarnate expression. The salvific action of the Church on cultures
is achieved, first of all, by means of persons, families and educators... Jesus Christ, our Saviour,
offers his light and his hope to all those who promote the sciences, the arts, letters and the
numerous fields developed by modem culture. Therefore, all the sons and daughters of the
Church should become aware of their mission and discover how the strength of the Gospel can
penetrate and regenerate the mentalities and dominant values that inspire individual cultures, as
well as the opinions and mental attitudes that are derived from it"(54).
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It is with fervent hope that I address this Document to all the men and women engaged in various
ways in the significant mission of Catholic higher education.

Beloved Brothers and Sisters, my encouragement and my trust go with you in your weighty daily
task that becomes ever more important, more urgent and necessary on behalf of Evangelization
for the future of culture and of all cultures. The Church and the world have great need of your
witness and of your capable, free, and responsible contribution.

Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 15 August, the Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed
Virgin Mary into Heaven, in the year 1990, the twelfth of the Pontificate.
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66 JOURL�AL OF CATHOIJC HIGHER EDUCATION - 33:1 

nTevocab1e passage into a new place, a new way of "oeing" in the universe, 
these prophets of hope stand open to receive the unimaginable future to which 
God is alhning us, and more: they actually serve as a doonvay to it.9 

Engagement with prayer like this leads to metanoia, transformation, 
what Fitzgerald refers to as "a dispossession 0£ selfhood." She writes, 
''What this prayer predicts as possibility for what the human person
and the human community am to become is far beyond what a coalition 
of strong-willed, autonomous, right thinking, ethical people can ever 
achieve on their own.. I know that vnth this formulation I have gone into 
a dangerous space where language fails me and impasse confronts 
me."10 Hence, if our Christology fails to lead us into communio, ti' we 
refuse to behold the other with merciful eyes, ifwe run from the disci• 
pline required to enter into the prayer of no experience, thus avoiding
the cost such dispossession demands, how will we ever transcend the 
current impasses we face as members of tl-1.e Body of Gh...Tist? 

Furthermore, as Catholic institutions rooted in Mercy, don't we 
empty our mission statements of any authenticity if we fail to puxsue 
the merci..fu.l behavior so characteristic of Cathe�..n.e McAuley?11 Awash 
in impasse, we must, nevertheless, begin anew. A.s l\lI. Shawn Copeland 
has reminded us, "discipleship costs." Thus, trustees, university and col
lege presidents, upper-level admfoistrators, and so forth, along with 
their theologians and religious studies faculty, must communicate hum
bly, honestly, and often with their local bishops. And bishops must re
spond in kind. As James Hanvey, SJ proposes: 

We need to discover or recover a new 1·elationship between the ecclesial charism 
of theology and that of the magisteriu:m - local as well as Roman. Above all 
there is need fo1· a clearer and effective theology of the sensus fidelium, which 
is not just a passive assent to Christian truth but an active wisdom manifest 
in the faitliful praxis of Chri..stian life and "'itness. Without this the church will 
never have a mature theology of the laity or realize the full effectiveness of its 

9 Fitzgerald, ''From hnpasse to Prophetic Hope," 39. She explains the "prayer of no 
experience": "Very often after yeai·s of trying to pray and live faitb.,.,illy, ai-9:er receivmg 
precious graces, consolations and insight, persons experience not presence, but nothi.ng,
silence, in their pi·ayer ... they report that there is absolutely nothing discernible going 
on when they pray and yet the3r do need prayei·; they w:e faithful to it and actually 
spend considerable time in silent there-ness. But the only experience is no experience,
the silent place� (36}.10 !bid., 38. 

u ·.Mru-y C. Sulliva...., RSM, Ph.D., "Catherine McAuley and the Characteristics of Mercy 
Higher Education," Conference for Mercy Higher Education, http://www.mercyhighered 
.org/identity.html. 
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Perhaps stafr"benefits, merit evaluation, and tenure :portfolios are 
very workaday examples, but they are how the university's cenb·al 
values are communicated to faculty and administrators, in a way more 
meaningful than symposia or mission statement bookmro.·ks. These 
examples are also -where it becomes clear whether or not the -univer
sity has aTticulated its values to its academic administrators, whether 
its mission is understood and carried. out, clefended and passed on, by 
its members. When a new faculty member asks if it is OK for a student 
in bis class to pursue a certain research topic, because he thinks it 
might not be appropriate for a class at a Catholic school, or when an
other keeps silent during a television interview when the topic turns 
to birth control-despite his expertise in this area of health care-we 
see that we have not done enough to communicate a clear sense of 
how our Catholic identity intersects with our fundamental 1·ole as a 
university. 

When new faculty members are hlred at my institution, they are 
asked if they feel that they can support the Catholic mission of the uni
versity. I have never heard of a candidate saym.g no. First, of course, the 
job market is tight, but perhaps another reason is that the question is so 
amorphous. I feel sure that, if the candidate asked the interviewer, the 
potential department chair, or then· new colleagues, what the question 
actuall:f meant-what commitment was being called for-few people 
would genel'ate the same definition. It is not uncommon to heru.· faculty or 
administrators say that they prefer to focus on the Mercy pro."t of om· 
identitY, implying that somehow they can separate the Mercy from the 
Catholic. But perhaps they are recognizing the fact that the Mercy values 
of hospitality, justice, and com.passion are seeded deeply in our commu
nity, and serve as a way to bridge the distance between our Catholic iden
tity and the divei·se traditions, beliefs, and positions that our community 
members hold. 

Even with a nuanced view of the moral and political geography of 
this moment in Catholic higher education, our goal is a moving target. 
Our desire to reconciJ.e Ex corde Ecclesiae's vision of the Catholic uni
versity with our heritage as a progressive Mercy school will undoubt
edly never be neatly resolved, but wiJl challenge us again and again to 
discern carefully, to communicate well and thoroughly. and to a.et justly 
as each situation presents itself in its individual context. \<\Then several 
faculty and administratoi-s sat down last year to draft a statement to 
help guide the university with regard to the boundaries between aca
demic freedom and commitment to a Catholic mission, -we were pointing 
out that we can no longer take for granted ths..t everyone at our growing 
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institution shares the same understa.11.ding of what these terms mean 
and how we live them out.14 

Now more than ever, admmistrators and faculty leaders must 
study, reflect on, and openly discuss their Mercy and Catholic identities 
in order to educate new faculty-who are increasingly not Catholic, not 
educated in Catholic schools themselves, not privy to the delicate rela
tionships between the Church and the university. We must also be vigi
lant as -we define and protect our bounda.i.--ies-so that our faculty don't 
get caught in the intersection. 

Richard W. McCart-y-, Voice Three 

Mercy colleges and universities are remarkable centers for learn
ing, where faith and reason can :flourish. On our campuses the humani
ties are taken seriously, the sciences a1·e rigorously puTSued, service is 
encouraged, and religious practice is accepted. for those who elect to 
pursue it. Students have access to scholars who take their fields seri
ously and who contribute scholarship nationally and internationally. To 
attend a Mercy college or university, then, is to seek out a :first-rate aca
demic experience. But in the midst of our academic communities there 
is a multidirectional intersection of our Catholic and Mercy identities. 
lVlany of these crossings are wonderful moments of synthesis-points at 
which institutional mission and values are shaped by the educational 
legacy of the Sisters of Mercy, their values, as well as the breadth and 
depth of the Catholic Intellectual Tradition. But not all intersections 
between Catholic and Me1'CY are easy crossings. At one of those cross
ings we face mismatched understandings about academic freedom,
whether in its exercise and protection or in instances of its infringe
ment. Much of this has to do with how we understand the Catholic iden
tity of a Mercy college or university. 

While there are many active discussions about what Catlwlic i,dentity 
means (both in the churches a..11.d in our academic institutions), we can 

14 Our statement-still a w01·k in progress-says: "Mercyhurst University is a Catho
lic institution of higher learning in the Mercy tradition. It aims to embody the tuneless 
values of the Catholic intellectual tradition and the values of a classic university, in
cluding rigorous, constructive scholarship and artistic expression. These values require 
an authentic presentation of Catholic doctrine in any course whose content addresses it. 
At the same time, lVIercyhurst, as a university affirming the best and highest standards
of scholarship and creativity, affirms the academic freedom of its individual faculty in 
their academic and public scholarship and artistic presentatioll.5.'' 
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think of that identity in at least two ways. First, by virtue of our found
ers, Mercy colleges and universities have a Catholic identity that is 
grounded in the mission and values of the Sisters of Mercy. When we 
emphasize the Mercy values of dignity, excellence, justice, service, and 
stewardship, the Catholic identity of our colleges and universities is one 
that is ordered toward academic freedom and the promotion of dialogue 
and mutual understanding between divergent voices-even if some of 
those divergent voices are resident scholars who critique or disagree 
with official Roman Catholic teaching. Second, by virtue of the SisterE 
of Mercy belonging to the wider Roman Catholic Church, Mercy colleges 
and universities have a Catholic identity as sites of Roman Catholic 
influence and perspectives. To that end, where the emphasis on Catholic 
identity favors the promotion of Catholic orthodoxy, academic freedom 
can suffer. 

To understand why academic freedom is a growing concern for 
Catholic campuses, we must £.rst look at the academic structure of the 
college or university itself. Namely, in any attempt to compete with the 
best academic centers domestically and abroad, Mercy colleges and uni
versities must attract (and retain) the strongest faculty members avail
able. Reputations of colleges and universities binge, in part, on the 
quality of teaching and research being produced by a faculty body. Mer
cy colleges and universities know this, and thus are recruiting faculty 
from major research rmiversities (regardless of the faculty member's 
religious affiliation). Mercy institutions are also finding ways to fre6 
faculty to engage in scholarship within theh- academic disciplines. But, 
as we are becoming more aware, sometimes lines of research "trans
gress" Catholic orthodoxy. Recently; scholars (and scholarship) in theol
ogy, as well as in religion, ethics, and sexuality; have been targeted by 
the Doctrine Committee of the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops (USCCB) for crossing those lines and "confusing the faithful."15 

Thus, the intersection between Mercy (i.e., where the Mercy values 
promote academic freedom., dialogue> and understanding) and Catholic

(when this term is used to mean "orthodoxy'') may very well be a site of 
frequent collision in 21st-century academia The Vatican's recent reap
plication of Ex corde Ecclesiae has only heightened the concern. What is 
more, the battlegrounds on which these conflicts take place are some of 
our most prestigious and well-regarded educational institutions. Since 
2010 alone the various showdowns between the USCCB and a litany o:f 

15 Richard IVIcCarty, "Objects of the Inquisition/ Academe (January/February 2014 . 
25-29.
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scholars at Catholic colleges and universities have served to highlight 
the realities-and difficulties-of being a well-regarded educational in
stitution, under the intense scrutiny of "orthodoxy." One need only con
sider the recent cases of Salzman and Lawler, O'Brien, Tadlock, Farley, 
and Johnson to understand the growingproblem.16 

At the same time, Mercy colleges and universities need not wait 
around for crises to hit. I suggest that the call for communio between 
Catholic colleges and universities with Church officials is a good place 
to start. Indeed, communio itself appears to rely on the Mercy values
values that are ordered toward building better relations between people 
through mutual understanding. As with all healthy (and holy) relation
ships, it is important for us to establish appropriate boundaries between 
bodies. The Mercy values do just that. The Mercy values remind us that 
excellence is req_uired in the classroom and in scholarship. Such excel
lence requires freedom of inquiry and scholarly discourse, even if that 
scholarly discourse "transgresses" tradition. Even so, the Mercy values 
are particular instantiations of a Catholic world.view, and thus our col
leges and universities are certainly connected to the larger body of the 
Church. Thus, we do need to be in respectful dialogue with Church of
ficials. But dialogue means that both bodies are respected and allowed 
to speak from their perspectives. Authoritarian demands from the 
Church, as well as stiff indifference from scholars, are both exercises of 
monologue-and such cold monologue has nothing to do with the Mercy 
values that shape our institutions. If we need a reminder as to why this 
is important, looking to our recent past is helpful. 

In particular, it would do us well to remember the .American social 
history out of which Mercy colleges and universities (if not all Catholic 
colleges and universities) worked so hard to establish their credibility 
and reputation for excellence. In particular, Catholic colleges and uni
versities had to demonstrate that the terms "college'' and "university" 
qualified their "Catholic identity'' as much as their Catholic identity set 
them apart from public and Protestant institutions. Consider, for ex
ample, that it was Presidents Grant and Garfield who both referred to 
Catholic churches and their schools as centers of superstition that did 
nothing to build up the American nation. In reference to both Catholic 
churches and schools, Grant once said, "If we are to have another 
contest in the near future of om· national existence, I predict that the 
dividing line will not be Mason and Dixon's, but between patriotism and 
intelligence on the one side, and superstition, ambition, and ignorance 

lG 
Ibid, 



72 JOURNAL OF CATHOLIC HIGHER EDUCATION - 33:1 

on the other."17 Garfield would say that "Catholicism remained 'hostile 
to every fundamental principle of the United States constitution and of 
modern civilization."'18

In response to such hostility and prejudice toward Catholic church
es and schools, American Catholics (religious and lay) had no choice but 
to demonstrate that Catholic institutions were not antithetical to free
dom. Indeed, any and all that were Catholic had to work through the 
skepticisms that so many non-Catholic Americans held about and 
against a strong ,;Catholic identity." They faced a monumental task. As 
a 1927 New Republic editorial would put it, ''The real conflict is not be
tween a Church and State or between Catholicism and Am.e1icanism, 
but between a culture which is based on absolutism and encourages 
obedience, uniformity and intellectual subservience, and a culture 
which encoui-ages curiosity, hypotheses, experim.entism, verification by 
facts and a consciousness of the processes of individual and social life as 
opposed to conclusions about it."19 

Unfortunately, the idea that "Catholic identity'' is one that breeds 
absolutism and intellectual subservience is one that we have to address 
again-this time in the context of how Catholic colleges and universi
ties respect academic freedom in their function as centers of higher 
learning. But there is hope. For example, many Catholic colleges and 
universities came out on the winning end of nineteenth-century anti
Catholic prejudices. The intentional decision by Catholics (religious and 
lay) to make the best colleges and universities available yielded a plen
tiful harvest of educational centers that have been sought after by 
Catholics and non-Catholics alike. These colleges and universities
many of them Mercy institutions-climbed the charts of national school 
rankings and levels of public respect, producing excellent students and 
supporting faculty whose scholarship has touched (and shaped) nearly 
every field. 

The existing problem, however, is that the intersection of Mercy 
and Catholic (where "'Catholic" is taken to mean the imposition of"or
thodoxy") ,ww threatens to reignite the flames of those old fears about 
a church that "is based on absolutism" and "intellectual subservience." 
In our time, the fear is that the definition of Catholic identity is tanta
mount to an inquisition of orthodoxy-and that such an inquisition will 

17 John 'I: McGreevy, Catholicism and American Freedom (New York: W.W. Norton &

Ocnnpany, 2003), 9L 
18 Ibid., 93. 
19 Ibid., 170.
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only compromise our academic freedom; something that requires explo
ration and "experimentism." Indeed, the fact that we can point to a list 
of scholars (at Catholic colleges and universities) who have been mter
rogated or whose teaching has been condemned by the Vatican or US
CCB provides the perception th.at the "Catholic identity" of our colleges 
and uniYersities is merely code for nmTow orthodoxy. That perception 
(however much it does not represent the best of the Catholic Church or 
Catholic colleges and universities) is one that Mercy values should seek 
to transform. If not, we're in trouble. If for no other reason, the percep
tion of an inquisition of orthodoxy has led some scholars to believe that 
academic freedom will only be selectively protected at our colleges and 
universities-so long as our work does not excite the anxieties of the 
hierru.·chy (whatever those may be, from time to time). Indeed, as Jamie 
Manson of Religion Dispatches recently noted: 

For all the advances on some Catholic campuses, a cultm·e of fear [and silence} 
still looms heavily.... This silence, whether self-imposed or e�clesiastically
ordered, raises important questions about the future of younger theologians 
and scholars at Catholic universities. What is the impact on academic integrity 
when new faculty members fear that they might be denied tenure, or get their 
unive1·sity in tnro.ble with a bishop, if they publish ideas or speak to the media 
about controversial topicsf0 

That's not a perception oi· reputation. we can afford. In the face of such 
real and perceived realities, the Mercy values can save us. We must al
low om· Mercy values to shape the Catholic identity of our colleges and 
universities. Only then will the promotion of academic freedom-alongside 
respectful dialogue with the Church-finally demonstrate that om· col· 
leges and universities are truly places where faith and reason can flour
ish together. 

Conclusion 

We speak with a profound sense of urgency and believe we rep• 
resent the voices of many of our peers across the country h7. Catholic/ 
Mercy institutions and beyond. The impasses we face at the myriad in
tersections we have attempted to make visible must be both honored 

20 Jamie L. iVf.anson, "As Culture War Rages, What's the Status ofLGBT Rights on Cath
olic Campuses?" Religion. Dispatches, March 30, 2012, http://www.religi.ondispatches 
.org/arcbive/sexandgender/5730/as_culture_war_rages,_what%E2%80%99s_the_status_ 
of_lgbt_rights_on_catholic_campuses. 
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and engaged. We call upon all committed to the flourishing of our Cath
olic and Mercy identities to act. Leadership in our institutions must

facilitate open and honest dialogue within our respective campus com
munities about the political, ecclesial, and theological confilcts we are 
facing. Guidelines and concrete strategies for moving forward, beyond 
the impasses, must be developed in concert with local ordinaries and 
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops. The status quo i,s unacceptable. 
We have an obligation to those who have gone before us in Mercy to 
keep both our heritage and our Catholic identity robust and credible 
amid the conflicting worldviews we share-wbile at the same time we 
vigorously work to create spaces where intellectual exploration and cre
ative expression can flourish. May the combined wisdom of the magiste
rium and the intellectual and spiritual depth within om· college and 
university comm.unities prevail-at the intersection of Catholic and 
Mercy. 



































Catherine McAuley and the Characteristics of 
Mercy Higher Education 

Mary C. Sullivan, R.S.M., Ph.D. 

T
he characteristics of Mercy higher edu
cation as Catherine McAuley would have en
visioned them in the context of the 

educational institutions she created and promoted 
in her day, and as she would, I believe, elaborate 
and slightly adjust these characteristjcs in response 
to the needs and circumstances of today deserve 
the careful discernment you have begun. Creative 
fidelity to the values in the Mercy heritage be
queathed to us by God through Catherine McAuley 
involves both knowing her contextualized philoso
phy and theology of education, as revealed in her 
instructions and practice, and interpreting her 
views in the context of present realities. 

Among Catherine's enduring educational val
ues are, I believe, the following: 

► The dignity to be accorded each student and
educational coworker

► The fundamental necessity of Christian
learning and spiritual development .

► A special concern, in learning and practice,
for those who suffer material poverty

Creative fidelity to the values in 
the Mercy heritage bequeathed 
to us by God through Catherine 
McAuley involves both knowing 
her contextualized philosophy 
and theology of education, as 

revealed in her instructions and 
practice, and interpreting her 
views in the context of present 

realities. 
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► A persistent effort to diminish all sorts of de
bilitating ignorance

► The primacy to be always given to merciful
ness and spiritual consolation

► The demanding effort to "prac;tice what we

teach/preach," i.e., to be ourselves, person
ally and institutionally, insofar as humanly
possible, examples of the Mercy heritage we
claim to promote and transmit

In developing these Mercy values, I will be refer
ring to Catherine McAuley's writings, particularly 
her Rule, her letters, and her "Spirit of the Insti
tute" essay; her own practice as recorded in the 
early annals and biographical manuscripts about 
her; and the recent discussion document of the 
CMHE, "Mercy Higher Education: Culture and 
Characteristics" (Winter 2004). I will attempt to say 
in more concrete . language what Catherine 
McAuley would now mean by the abstract words 
"Mercy mission and values," "Mercy heritage," 
"the tradition of the Sisters of Mercy," and "the 
prevailing values of the Mercy charism." 

In The Fire in These Ashes, Joan Chittister ex
plains the Irish practice of griosach: the domestic 
practice in Ireland of"burying [the] warm coals [of 
the hearth] in ashes at night in order to preserve 
the fire for the cold morning to come" (Chittister 
36).1 Irish people have long had this tradition of 
preserving live coals under beds of ashes at night in 
order to start the new fire the next morning. 

When the House of Mercy on Baggot 
Street-the original -convent of the Sisters of 
Mercy-,-was first occupied, it was still in an unfin
ished state. Catherine herself slept in a dormitory 
room with seven others, including three children. 
The Derry Manuscript tells us that 

The sitting room and oratory was the room fronting 
Herbert St. between the great Hall and the private 
staircase, and was both plainly and scantily fur• 
nished . . . Recreation was held on the great 
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