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Let me just say at the beginning: this was an effort on my part to get clear for myself about 
where we are as a university. It isn't necessarily connected to the seminar, although I learned a 
great deal from the Catholic Intellectual Traditions seminar discussions that we have. 
 
What I was looking for was a framework in terms of which to conceptualize Boston College's 
current situation as a university that has a religious heritage, and has a religious aspiration. The 
title basically states my thesis: “The Faiths of Boston College as a Catholic University: Personal 
or Impersonal?” 
 
Here is my basic structure. Firstly, there is a plurality of religious faiths represented at BC, as 
well as humanistic faiths, and that condition will increase most likely in the years ahead. It's also 
a series of levels of faith within any particular person who is here. Secondly, one way of 
conceiving its Catholic identity is the aspiration to inclusiveness, and to a harmony of faith and 
knowledge, that Catholicism does represent an aspiration to universality. Certainly, the tradition 
is that faith and knowledge are not enemies of one another. Thirdly, the key dividing line in 
terms of developments for us, where we're operating today, is not between the secular and the 
religious, between faith and knowledge, authority and academic freedom, but rather that between 
the personal and the impersonal. Now, that's a strong claim on my part. Finally, John 
Macmurray's philosophy of religions offers one helpful template for understanding religion as 
the realm of the personal, not that all religions necessarily embrace this realm of the personal as 
their own identity, but that understand religion is the realm of the personal, and as the integration 
of the two great forms of intellectual pursuit. On one hand, the arts, concerned with the ends of 
life, and the scientific, concerned with the world's needs. That's a sort of basic structure. 
 
Now, John Macmurray was born in Scotland, and his books are still in print, or several of them 
are still in print. But I believe he's a neglected philosopher and I think he offers a great deal. He 
came along at a time when English philosophy became terribly concerned – obsessed, almost – 
with methodology and language. John Macmurray's vision is much broader. He came back to 
some prominence recently because Tony Blair attributed his perception of government to John 
Macmurray. Actually, there's a new collection of essays of Macmurray's work that has an 
introduction by Tony Blair. One of the lines I love, of John Macmurray, and it's sort of a slogan 
of his philosophy, is that “all meaningful knowledge is for the sake of action, and all meaningful 
action is for the sake of friendship.” He has a very communal sense of the human project. 
 
Now, in terms of my own personal coming to this formulation, this framework, I just thought I'd 
give you some of the areas that have influenced the way I approach him. First is the Catholic 
Intellectual Traditions seminar. One of the things that's not surprising for me, is this terrific 



satisfaction that people have in being at Boston College. That doesn't depend upon its own 
religious identity. People with different religious convictions feel very comfortable at Boston 
College. It surprised me to some extent to discover that people felt this way a long time ago. I 
would have thought that when Boston College was more Jesuit in the numbers of faculty, 
obviously much more Catholic in traditional atmosphere, it would have been more difficult for 
non-Catholics to feel welcome here. But that doesn't seem to have been the case. The strong 
point that has been made by some non-Catholics is that they felt personally welcome. There 
was a personal sensibility at Boston College. There's some feeling today, perhaps, that we have 
to safeguard that sensibility in Boston College’s future, however we describe it. 
 
In thinking about this topic, I was reminded of an incident, a lecture that a trustee gave a number 
of years ago to a group of Jesuits. He mentioned that when he was in his first year, his mother 
died. And he was at the funeral, and he saw all these BC people at the funeral mass. He said, “I 
realized I was in something more than a school.” It's that more that I'm trying to do justice to. At 
that time, of course, it was appearing within a liturgical event, but that was symbolic of a deeper 
relationship that individuals in the school had with students, and somehow our lives were 
connected on a more profound level than what takes place just in the classroom. 
 
Another source for my approach to the question of the Catholic character of Boston College 
comes out of my work in Holocaust studies, which I have been concentrating on in recent years. 
If you do Holocaust studies, or study fascism, it's quite clear that reality doesn't recognize this 
border between the religious and the secular. Fascism is one of the prime examples of how 
interpenetration of the secular and the religious is what motivates people, leads people on. I refer 
to a book by Saul Friedländer (Nazi Germany and the Jews 1939-1945: The Years of 
Extermination). Many scholars and general readers were waiting for this book to appear. He is 
the most distinguished historian on the Holocaust. This second volume of his magisterial work 
came out in 2007. He makes a strong and stark statement at the very end of his book, namely, 
that there's only one plausible interpretation of what happened in the Holocaust. He claims that 
there's this need for some sort of presence of religious or pseudo-religious incentives within a 
system otherwise dominated by thoroughly different dynamics. He was always fascinated by 
how you have this sort of cultic, liturgical politics in fascism, and yet it is wedded to a 
bureaucratic mentality within the same people.  
 
The other dimension of the Holocaust, the Righteous among the Nations Project, is probably 
something you know of. In 1953 Israel established the Yad Vashem institution to try to recognize 
those people who risked their lives or lost their lives trying to save Jewish life. And such risks 
could not have been taken for financial gain. There are some problems with methodological 



the way I teach the Holocaust. What is so clear to me, and I've had other indications of that, is 
the students did not appreciate the capacity of people to stand up to systems, to be personally 
responsible, to be heroic.  
 
Even though the vast majority of people who are recognized by Yad Vashem are Christians, the 
studies that have been done of their explanations for why they rescued Jews, why they risked 
their lives, religion played a very small part in explaining why they did what they did. Which for 
me was surprising. I know some of those who have been recognized by the State of Israel, and 
twelve of them were Jesuits, so they had obvious religious motivation. But they seem to be very 
exceptional. It makes me wonder: at a time when religious Christian formation was widespread, 
and there was a firm Christian identity, what really was that about, if those who come out of that 
background and were heroic don't think that religion played much of a role in justifying what 
they did and encouraged them to do? 
 
A third source for this approach I take is a Jesuit post-modern project . Here I'm not going to go 
into this unless you ask me to. Jesuit Postmodern is a book that came out in 2006. It was an 
edited collection by Frank Clooney, who's now over at Harvard, and it brought together 
conversations among a group of Jesuits who met regularly over the years, talking about how the 
current perception of intellectual life among Jesuits differs from that of the generation before, 
and generations earlier – “classic Jesuit.” We had the “modern Jesuit”, and the modern Jesuit is 
basically those who have empowered this sort of institution in terms of the way it thought about 
itself. You know, a clear appreciation the autonomy of knowledge, of the disciplines and so on. 
Then there are the post-modern Jesuits, who are not the counter-modern Jesuits. The counter-
modern anxiously ask whether the Catholic university, as it has developed, has become too 
secular. But the post-modern Jesuits were pointing out that maybe the stress of modern Jesuits on 
the autonomy of knowledge, and the autonomy of disciplines, perhaps that was a bit naïve too. 
That disciplines are part of a wider culture, and they have interests themselves. There was also 
recognition that modern Jesuits, and the universities that came out of their cooperation, respected 
knowledge very seriously. That search for knowledge wasn't subordinated to other projects, 
moral or religious.  
 
I'm a New York Province Jesuit, which you can probably recognize by my accent. There are a lot 
of us around here. But one thing I recall from the seminary days is, New York Province used to 
throw a dinner. I don't know how many years they did this. But they used to throw a dinner in 
recognition of those Jesuits who wrote articles or books in the course of a year. They put out a 
very nice program, with identification of what had been written. It left a strong impression on 
me, as a young seminarian, that this is a religious ministry – writing and researching. I was very 
impressed, and that has stayed with me. 
 
A fourth source of my approach is a remark that Hannah Arendt made that I've been puzzling 
with over the years, from her essay, “What is Authority?” “But who can deny that faith, too, for 
so many centuries, securely protected by religion, its beliefs and its dogmas, has been gravely 
endangered through what is actually only a crisis of institutional religion?” I found that helpful 
for thinking out a difference between the crises that are afflicting institutional religion, some of 
which or maybe most of which are their own making. This other dimension of faith life that, in 
her perception, was sheltered by many of the dogmas of religion, but maybe perhaps now is 





which he secures the universal intention to maintain the community of action. It will be morality 
of self-control, a power unto itself, limiting its own freedom…” I point that out, because those 
are also modes in which we might think of religion, in terms of the contemplative and the 
pragmatic. 
 
Now, on page 164, he raises the question: “How can a universal mutuality of intentional and 
active relationship be represente




