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Letter to Holy Cross Magazine from 3 Alumni

After a decade or so of simmering, open controversy has broken out about the identity and mission of Holy Cross, precipitated by an open letter from four senior alumni (classes of ‘45&’49) last Fall.  Other alumni and some students have found it needful to support the founding of a Holy Cross Cardinal Newman Society, which can be considered at least ironic and at worst either a symptom of something seriously wrong at the college, or of some major misconceptions and misguided zeal on the part of those alumni/students.

Some respondents reacting in opposition to the expressions of concern about HC as it is today assume this is about a bunch of mossy old men who want to see daily Mass and a male-only student body reinstituted, with some discrimination against minorities among students and faculty (racial, religious, sexually oriented, etc.) thrown in for good measure.  This may be a convenient and comfortable way to look at (and dismiss) those who are asking serious questions about the school and its underlying principles and practices, but it is quite erroneous.

This is not about what mildly conservative Catholics oppose, but what they support.  It is not about all the new aspects of the school that have been gained since 1970; it is about some of the classic positive aspects that seem to have been diluted or lost.  It is not about attacking the faculty or students who may not be or act just like their 1970 predecessors; it is about defending the basics of the Catholic Faith and the mission of St Ignatius.

Howard University has the identity of a black college, with a large majority of black students and black faculty, and a clear emphasis in the curriculum on topics related to that community.  This is perfectly fine and perfectly accepted, and they make no apologies for their core mission, nor go out of their way to recruit nonblack students or faculty.  If any faculty member began to teach about racism or slavery in a remotely defensive way, or any student espoused a view defensive of slavery, they would immediately face enormous difficulties.  And no one would expect otherwise.

A Catholic college can and should have the same devotion to its identity and promotion of the values and practices of Catholicism.  This in no way implies discrimination against those of different faith or no faith, or against any race, nationality, sexual orientation or political persuasion.  It does imply that professors will not promote views clearly inimical to Catholic values (racism, bigotry, contrary Theology), that Catholic students will have requirements to take at least one or two courses on Catholic history, tradition, Theology, and the practice of the Faith, and that basic moral standards will be upheld vigorously at the school.  (This would include substantial penalties for cheating and serious misbehavior such as sexual harassment, habitual substance abuse, disrespect to faculty, and of course, any violence.)  It implies that any student at all interested in Catholicism will have ample opportunities to learn about it from those who themselves are knowledgeable, committed adherents.  It implies that the majority of the faculty will be Catholic or at least in sympathy with Catholic values and traditions.  It implies that the drive to bring diversity to the student body will focus at least as much on minority members who are Catholic (Hispanic, Vietnamese, African, etc.) as on those who are not.

It is fully possible to respect the views and needs of minority groups without disrespecting others.  Presenting “The Vagina Monologues” on Ash Wednesday was thoughtless and grossly inconsiderate to those who find parts of the work objectionable.  (Remember, they have the same right to that opinion as those who find the play flawless and on point.)  Inviting a pro-abortion speaker to discuss her views of the Church as part of Women’s Studies at a Catholic college is no less objectionable than a women’s college asking a proponent of involuntary female circumcision to come and speak.  Maybe if we consider conservative Catholics to be a sensitive minority whose views have been unjustly disregarded and apply to them the same consideration society gives to Jews, Muslims, Christian Scientists, etc, it would be easier to make some adjustments for their sake.  Of course, the irony of considering Catholics as a discriminated minority in a Jesuit college might be a bit much.

The goals of providing an excellent education, being nondiscriminating, and promoting diversity to a reasonable extent are highly desirable.  They do not mean that a Catholic college has to dilute its identity to fit in with all other renowned institutions of higher learning.  St Ignatius did not intend to compete one-for-one with Harvard, Yale, Dartmouth, et al, on their terms.  He knew Catholics are called to be “in the world, but not of the world”, and that same principle applies to Catholic colleges; they can be every bit as good academically, if not better, than secular institutions, but they do not have to be, and in fact should definitely not be, indistinguishable from those institutions.

What conservative Catholics are asking is for Holy Cross to not be afraid to be known as a Catholic school run under classic Jesuit principles, not a school “with a Catholic/Jesuit tradition”.  Acknowledging tradition is nice, but fully, publicly incorporating the viewpoint and practices of the religion and the particular mission of St Ignatius into the daily culture of the college takes a lot more than words of acknowledgement.  And it can be done without losing any of the advancements the school has made in appreciating the diversity of people and alternate cultures.

Turning the college a bit more in the direction of the classic Catholic, Jesuit education will take some effort and undoubtedly cause some friction, but that’s true of any worthwhile change.  The benefit to the bulk of the students and eventually to society, which is what Ignatius intended, is more than worth it.  Raising high the Cross should mean a lot more than alumni/ae sending money, it should refer more than anything else to the direct, unapologetic promulgation of the Catholic faith and its deepest values.
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