Toward a Vincentian Culture in Higher Education

Niagara University, January 2006 – Presented by Margaret John Kelly DC

First let me express gratitude to you, Fr. Levesque, to the board and to the Niagara community for the privilege of participating in this Founder’s Week. It is a delight to return to Niagara and see many old friends as well as to meet the wonderful new additions to Niagara and to see the greatly enhanced campus and facilities.


Founder’s Week is the time for reflecting on our origins. It gives us a very special opportunity to ask those three very basic questions which each individual but also every institution must ask on a regular basis. Where did we come from; Where are we now? and Where must we go?  These are the questions of existence but also of culture as they probe identity and authenticity. Vincent DePaul frequently reflected in this way about the institutions and congregations he had founded. And so, aware that we are always in process and we have Vincent as our guide, I have titled my reflection this afternoon “Toward a Vincentian Culture in Higher Education”. In that title I am signaling three convictions which will underlie my observations:

First, there is a distinctive Vincentian culture. 

Second that the Vincentian culture is dynamic. It is built on a set of core principles, values and lived experience of almost 400 years, but it can accommodate and respond to differing situations and historical times.

Third, culture is transmitted principally through example and behavior, individual and corporate, rather than through theory and documents. Thus responsibility for passing on the Vincentian culture here at Niagara lies with each member of this community from the youngest freshman to the most seasoned professor and administrator. 

With those three preliminary observations, let me in true academic fashion pose a Vincentian culture question to each of you.   If Vincent de Paul, by some great suspension of all the laws of time, space and reality were to come to Niagara this afternoon, where would he feel most comfortable, most at home? While I have posed this question to various groups innumerable times the response is consistent and predictable.  Immediately the extroverts will call out: “Of course, the church or the chapel because he was a holy, religious man, a saint.” Then there will be a few votes for the classroom because Vincent was a natural teacher and facilitator. Then there will be a few who place Vincent in the student union or the residence halls because he understood how important contact with youth is. Then inevitably some very reflective professor, student, administrator or staff member will with varying words but the same message say: “Wait a minute, Vincent could be comfortable anywhere. He knew who he was and what he needed to be.” Founder’s Week helps us to get in touch with that Vincent, his identity and vision, his wisdom and example, in short – the culture he bequeathed to successive generations.  It invites us to consider our institutional integrity, how we are continuing to speak with his voice, as well as the manner in which that identity is communicated to and perceived by the various publics. Integrity is culture lived faithfully; identity is the culture recognized and appreciated by those outside the culture.

Culture then is the way a group of individuals, a corporate body, an institution values and acts. Culture motivates action and gives an institution a distinctive character and style. An authentic academic culture will permeate the university: policies, recruitment, financial aid, management style, programs, activities, curriculum, research, pedagogy, honors and awards, and of course ambiance. 

Culture is not like a garment which can be taken on or off; it is more like a second skin which grows imperceptibly as values are appropriated and principles are internalized.  In addition to an integrating belief system, a culture offers heroes and heroines who live the values. The Vincentian family has a multitude in its catalog of saints as does this assembly right here this afternoon. A culture also offers stories, rituals and ceremonies, which like this convocation, enflesh the legacy and enliven the tradition. A culture is, in the words of T.S. Eliot, a connector within time: “Time past and time present are both perhaps present in time future and time future contained in time past.”

 It may be helpful to find an image which can stand in for the concept of culture.  Some select DNA as the best image for culture because it is the task of successive generations within the institution to pass down the genetic code to their cultural offspring. Others prefer the image of a spine because culture is to an organization what the spine is to the human body, offering structure and support to the entire mechanism and protecting the central nerve network. Others equate culture with glue holding together the organization and still others describe culture as the oxygen which gives life. Influenced by our technological age, some see culture as the operating system of their computer, supporting and unifying the various functions and hosting a multiplicity of programs.  

Let’s now consider very briefly how a few Vincentian educators around the world have described Vincentian culture in the service of higher education. 


Fr. Robert Maloney, former superior general, sees the culture as marked by a global vision, excellent organization, collaboration, insistence on a conscience for the poor, and high competence in researching and solving issues of poverty.


Fr. Thomas McKenna stresses Vincentian higher education’s great potential for liberation of the human. This freedom cultivates a vision which sees all persons as one family under God.  Borrowing Vincent’s own image of the reversed coin, Fr. McKenna urges that Vincentian education helps students to cultivate a radar for the poor and a realistic, respectful attitude in serving and being served. 


Fr. Greg Banaga, president of Adamson University in the Philippines, has an interesting paradigm borrowed from US political philosophy. For him Vincentian higher education is of the poor, from the poor, with the poor and for the poor.  Education of the poor assures accessibility; education from the poor adopts the perspective of the poor; education with the poor provides proximity to and solidarity with the poor; and education for the poor is transformative of society.

Fr. Dan Pilario, a Vincentian theologian at Adamson University who does theology “from the margins of society”, specifically in this case from the garbage cities near Manila, takes a prophetic view of Vincentian culture in higher education. He says Vincentian education is to make the poor visible and to proclaim the need to be present to and stand with the poor at society’s margins. The experience of hurricane Katrina in New Orleans validates this approach and did indeed bring many to stand with the poor there and across the country. 


Santa Isabella, the Daughter of Charity university in the Philippines, takes an outcomes approach for the individual and the institution. For them, Vincentian education has two foci: first, to form the integrated person, who will build a community of faith oriented to becoming a Church of the poor, and second, to discover new knowledge and new ways of improving the well-being of the socially disadvantaged. Interestingly, in assessing their effectiveness through their graduates, they give priority to happiness and community leadership rather than to “success” measured by prestige, position, or possessions.


Let me also include a statement of one of our Jesuit trained professors. He suggests taking a leaf from the Jesuits’ book where they claim that their universities are “to produce men and women for others”. This professor says Vincentian universities must produce “men and women of justice, builders of peace”. It is helpful to remember Vincent’s words that “Charity embraces Justice” and thus the works of charity and justice are two sides of one coin. He further notes that Vincentian efforts for justice are compassionate not confrontational, gentle not strident, humble not self-righteous, actions not words.  

It is obvious from these samplings, which admittedly have been very distilled for this presentation, and I apologize to the authors for that, that at the core of the Vincentian culture are beliefs about God, the human person, the common good, learning communities, and responsibility for the vulnerable and needy.   This last trait of social responsibility may cause fear in some that this cultural focus on social responsibility will pre-empt academic rigor or subvert the educational enterprise to moral formation. Rather it offers the opportunity for an integral academic focus, gives added value to a quality education and perhaps provides even a competitive advantage. As academics, we need only remember that both Vincent de Paul and Louise de Marillac, despite protestations to the contrary, were at the core brilliant intellectuals as well as creative managers and ingenious organizers.  Their strength was not just in their learning and their skills but the manner in which they brought together members of all levels of society, including the intellectual and social elites despite a highly stratified social system.  

So then, if we can agree that there is a Vincentian culture and that we have the privilege to advance it, what are the specific Vincentian emphases we may want to cultivate in this time and place? What aspects of the tradition or the vision call us in this globalized, technological, politically conflicted, socially divided and increasingly post-human 21st century?

I would like to suggest five themes which I know currently are well in place here at Niagara, two of which are articulated in your mission statement, but the times seem to call for greater emphasis in the totality of the Vincentian educational enterprise around the world.  Vincent liked to offer catalogs in three’s or in five’s, so let me propose five:  Transcendence and Prayer, Integral Development, Stewardship, Imagination, and Community of Service. Because of time constraints, I will very briefly present each one but each deserves a thorough analysis and thoughtful application. 

1.  Transcendence and Prayer. The desire for transcendence and the belief in a personal God is central to Vincentian thinking and acting. The search for transcendence in its many forms must have a privileged place. Prayer needs to be part of the institutional culture because of its many personal benefits, now being documented by science, but also because it contributes greatly to mission-awareness. Vincent offered a clear leadership formula: “Give me persons of prayer and they will be capable of anything.” In the face of personnel shortages the following words of Vincent are very encouraging: “Three can do the work of ten when they are people of prayer.”  “God wants first the heart and then the work.” As both secularism and religious extremism are on the rise, reflections on and experiences in transcendence and shared prayer offer counter-influences. I find it interesting but also somewhat puzzling that prayer is not generally identified as a core value in Catholic institutions.  Perhaps it is assumed that prayer has a central place, but we all know that what is assumed sometimes becomes overlooked, distorted, or even neutralized. 

 
2. Integral Development. Vincentian programs, academic and others, need to advance the wholistic, integral development of students as well as of the entire university community. All of us are in process along the human continuum and life-long development is essential.  “Integral Development”, a term used now in Church social documents, puts forth the need for comprehensive, wholistic, and sustainable advancement within the personal, interpersonal, communal, and global contexts. This Integral development in the words of Archbishop Diarmuid Martin of Dublin involves “investing in the capacities of others so that all benefit”. Doesn’t this echo Vincent in his approach to ministry? Vincent was a people-developer, a program creator, process implementor and a social advocate. A few examples of practical aid with a higher goal! He offered seeds and farming implements to the refugees so they could be independent, opened up literacy classes for young girls to increase their opportunity and perhaps save them from corruption; he introduced craft communities and housing for the elderly to increase their dignity. He refused to cooperate when public officials sought his aid to drive the homeless and derelicts from the streets of Paris because of the policy’s infringement on the right to self-determination. Vincent urged his Vincentians to be humanizers and evangelizers as they brought “glad tidings to the poor” and he urged the Daughters to serve Christ in the poor both corporally and spiritually.  He understood the treachery of developing one’s mind without a correlative development of one’s conscience; caring for the body without caring for the spirit; and the reverse of focusing on the spirit without regard to bodily needs.

3. Stewardship. Stewardship is growing in importance from transparency in business to investing human abilities well. The foundation of the first confraternity of Charity at Chatillon in 1617 is an object lesson in Vincentian stewardship and in collaboration.  Vincent motivated his parishioners at Sunday Mass to help a poor family to such a degree that the family received more help than they could use. Seeing this, Vincent developed an organizational plan which divided the labor for a given period and assured ongoing help for the family. He preached the sermon on Sunday; he wrote the rule on Monday. After seeing the need for structure, Vincent stressed responsibility for both developing and using personal talents and material resources well, not for personal satisfaction or advancement but as “loans” from God to be used for others. The success of his approach is demonstrated in the fact that his original organizations were so solidly built, that they have expanded over almost 400 years, have grown to the point where they embrace the world and have inspired other foundations in Vincent’s spirit. His fiscal stewardship is shown in the creative financing and effective fund-raising he did to assure his works had the requisite resources to sustain them. He also saw that the use of personal talents in service was a life-long obligation. When old and feeble, he simply said, “If I can’t preach every day, I will preach twice a week. If I can’t be heard from a distance, I will speak to the poor in a small group.” He also minced no words when the poor did not receive the goods they had a right to. He saw this as injustice. The historian Mary Purcell relates the story of Vincent’s becoming very annoyed when he discovered that the young handicapped children who needed good nutrition were being served left-overs while the priests and brothers had a better meal.    

4. Imagination. A Vincentian education, concerned as it should be with the poor and working for justice and peace, must encourage and foster imagination. Imagination is the tool and playground of hope as well as of social transformation. It is the stuff of which integral development, wholistic formation is made.  Vincent’s creation of the Daughters of Charity as vowed women who functioned outside the cloister was revolutionary, highly imaginative.  Globalization, poverty, and terrorism call now for creative ideas and reforms in the way Vincent’s imagination allowed him to change the face of France and the Church through leadership and innovative organization. Only a fertile and Christian imagination could have conceived of bridging classes to the advantage of the poor. If higher education is to help to humanize technology and inspire students to create new structures for the eradication of poverty and war and the advancement of justice and peace, cultivation of the imagination has to be a high academic priority. Remember the 9/11 commission reported that a lack of imagination was at the center of our national security problems and our vulnerability to attack. 

5. Community of Service. Vincentian Service, embedded in the culture, needs to be perceived and lived as a personal attitude and developmental method before it is an action.  Service is part of academic life through volunteerism and service learning but it also should extend to leadership and operational styles. Activities for the needy within a Vincentian school are not automatically “Vincentian.” The concept of “servant” emanating from the dignity of the person and the human family is essential as is a developmental goal for acts of service. Too often, service is limited to what is done, lacking a clear delineation of “the why” and “the how” of Vincentian distinctiveness. A professor at DePaul recently cautioned that service in our universities can become “legitimated egoism” when the feel-good, glad I am who I am effect prevails. There is a distinctly Vincentian way of serving through mutuality. Authentic Vincentian service grows out of prayer, is built on respect for the dignity of the human person, cultivates a sense of stewardship of one’s gifts and opportunities, contributes to integral development and approaches issues of poverty and injustice with creativity, humility, imagination, rigor and yes, confidence.  


We now return to where we started affirming the existence of a Vincentian culture; noting that culture is dynamic and can respond to the challenges and opportunities of this time and place; and that culture is learned and transmitted principally through authentic, faithful living.  Let me now conclude with a few lines adapted from a song by Steve Green which I offer as a closing prayer for all of us in the Vincentian family.

We’re pilgrims on a journey on a narrow road.


And those who’ve gone before us still light the way.


May all who come behind us find us faithful;


May the fire of our devotion lead the way;


May the footprints that we leave, lead others to believe;


And the lives we live, inspire others in new ways.


May all who come behind us find us faithful! 

PAGE  
10

