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Ten years ago, in November of 1989, a commando unit of the Salvadoran armed forces 
entered the campus of the Central American University (UCA) and killed two women colleagues 
and six Jesuit priests.  The tenth anniversary of the UCA massacre offers us a rich opportunity to 
continue our reflection on what a university must be for the 21st century, especially a Christian 
and Catholic university. 
 

The murdered university president, Ignacio Ellacuría, and those who shaped the UCA 
wanted a university at the service of their country.  They argued that this meant the "liberation of 
the poor majorities."  The UCA was to pursue its goal of service to the poor, and to the nation, 
universitariamente, that is, by doing the work proper to a university, not that of a church, a 
political party or some other kind of organization.  A university seeks the truth.  The objective of 
human liberation threw into sharp relief that the UCA was to pursue the truth about la realidad 
nacional, the national reality.  The three instruments, or means, proper to the university in the 
pursuit of this goal were to be the familiar two of teaching and research and the less familiar one 
of proyección social.  This last, social projection, includes all those means by which the 
university projects the truth it discovers directly into the social world outside the campus in order 
to help shape social consciousness. 
 

University personnel carried out proyección social through public speaking and 
appearances in the media, publications, the work of Segundo Montes=s Human Rights Institute, 



University research will have to be directed toward in-depth study of the roots and causes 
of the grave problems of our time . . . . 
The document states that "The Christian spirit of service to others in promoting social 

justice is especially important for each Catholic university and should be shared by professors 
and fomented among students."  The university should help promote the development of the poor 
nations whom Ellacuría called the crucified peoples of the world.1 
 

What I propose to explore here is the difficult issue of educating for justice, especially 
international justice, in these confusing times in which we find ourselves.  We cannot hope to 
photocopy the UCA for the U.S. or elsewhere.  Yet, we need to ask how we can shape our 
universities to respond more faithfully, and universitariamente, to an unjust world, in a manner 
analogous to what the martyrs of the UCA did.  What is the context for higher education today?  
To what world must we respond? 
 
Signs of the Times: The Bad News. 
 

As this new century begins, we find it very hard to say where the world is headed-whether 
economically, politically, socially, culturally or intellectually.  But one thing is certain. 
We are finishing up this century in bad shape.  The U.N.=s 1999 Human Development Report 
informs us that "The income gap between the fifth of the world's people living in the richest 



2UNDP, Human Development Report 1999 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), p. 5. 
 

 
In Central America most of the ferment, and the locus of hope, is in civil society.  Like other 
poor regions, Central America is witness to the steady growth of la sociedad civil: groups of 
neighbors, indigenous and black people, environmental groups, unions, small and medium-





vocations, it is true, but here, silence and inaction amount to a complicity unworthy of our 
deepest Christian and human vocation.}} 

 
These days more people recognize the importance of promoting justice in the university.  

Kosovo, East Timor and the misery of Africa are topics for study in the classroom.  Debates 
over affirmative action, the virtues and vices of the market, U.S. policy in Latin America and 
foreign debt take place in the student cafeteria and the faculty lounge.  A high percentage of 
students engage in service.  Some go to the Dominican Republic or Mexico and come back 



death, the victims will break their hearts.  And that, after all, is the main reason the pilgrims have 



mean the spiritual, cultural and political breakthroughs: the unheard-





Ignatius had a clear sense of the problem, and, although he lacked modern scientific tools, 
I think he was more radical and realistic than most.  According to him, unless our commitments 
and affective inclinations are in order, we are out of touch with reality.  We need to free the 
chains on our imagination and intelligence and overcome institutional barriers which prevent the 
most important questions from getting raised.  This cognitive liberation depends in turn on 
untangling the habits of our heart and ordering our commitments.  In that case, the search for 
truth is more than a matter of evidence, logical rigor and even greater self-consciousness. 

Unless education addresses the way our thinking is grounded in our commitments and 
shored up by the structure of our affectivity, then, for all our rationality, the way we are 
searching for the truth must be challenged on strictly academic grounds.  We will have to doubt 
whether the classroom, cafeteria and faculty lounge debates will advance very far.  Persistent, 
reasonable discourse rarely leads us beyond fundamental philosophical and theological positions 
to question the commitments behind the ideas. 
 

Most of the modern "masters of suspicion" and sociologists of knowledge who posed the 
problem of subconscious bias so trenchantly prescribed more reason and more conscious 
awareness as the solution.  Here, too, I think Ignatius is more realistic and radical.  He not only 
recognized that affectivity and commitment are key to the problem: unlike most others he also 
saw them as key to the solution.  Reality is reasonable, but we are naive if we suppose that 
reason alone can take us to it.  Fortunately, we can count on more than reason to guide us to the 
truth. 

 
Liberating Education.3 
 

The second lesson of the encounter with the victims was this: Genuine education, 
especially for "our tribe," must engage students personally at the level of experience and 
practice, challenging their commitments and value-priorities.  Authentic formation leads to 
wisdom which, we know, involves a kind of knowing that engages the whole person.  The 
encounter of the pilgrims with the poor Central Americans produced in the visitors an 
experiential knowledge, involving intellect, will and the "affections."4  This kind of knowledge 
transforms the person.  This, I think, is the prime analogue of knowing. 
 

Mathematics and natural science require dispassionate observation, free from affective 
interference.  They depend on something approaching pure reason.  This kind of knowledge, 
while indispensable, is insufficient for understanding life.  We cannot grasp life=s meaning by 
analyzing it from a distance (even though we can know aspects 



3At Medellin 31 years ago, the Latin American bishops called for such a liberating 
education.  See the Medellin document entitled "Education." 

 
4As St. Ignatius says in the Spiritual Exercises, "it is not much knowing that fills and 

satisfies the soul, but feeling [sentir] and savoring things internally" [2].  Cf [63, 104, 233, 
etc.]. This verb, sentir, means both feeling and understanding.  Numbers in brackets refer to the 
standard numbering of paragraphs. 





6Cf Ignatius Loyola, Spiritual Exercises, [3 13-336]. 
deciding and acting.7  For Lonergan, the search for truth is nothing less than a matter of self-
transcendence leading to greater personal authenticity.  Lonergan=s cognitive theory takes 
distorting prejudice seriously and also proposes a way to overcome it. 
 

The present perspective leads me to modify this scheme in two ways.  First, we need to 
connect the two ends of Lonergan's chain.  Now we see action and experience linked in a first 
complex step.  Thinking must be shaken up and stimulated by practice (in the end, I will argue, 
by commitment, by love).  Practice generates questions for reflection.  Tying the two ends of 
the 
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It is often said that the university should be impartial.  We do not agree.  The university 
should strive to be free and objective, but objectivity and freedom may demand taking 
sides.  We are freely on the side of the popular majority because they are unjustly 
oppressed and because the truth of the situation lies within them both negatively and 
positively.  Our university as a university has an acknowledged preferential option for the 
poor, and it learns from them in their reality . . . . We take this stand with them in order to 
be able to find the truth of what is happening and the truth that all of us must be seeking 
and building together. 

There are good theoretical reasons to think that such an effort is well grounded 
epistemologically, but in addition, we think there is no alternative in Latin America, in 
the Third World, and elsewhere, for universities and intellectuals who claim to be of 
Christian inspiration.  Our university is of Christian inspiration when it places itself in 
this preferential option for the poor, who in quantitative terms are the greatest humanistic 
challenges facing humankind.9 

 

We can say the same with each one=s search for truth.  Augustine stressed faith- 
commitment as a condition for understanding: crede ut intellegas!  We must also say today, 
especially for our middle-class "tribe," 


