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This whitepaper has been prepared as a background document for the Canisius College Board of 

Trustees meeting on February 26, 2018 at which the board will discuss the Catholic and Jesuit 

mission of Canisius, the mission and identity challenges before the college and the board, and 

the board’s readiness to play an active role in addressing these challenges going forward. 

   

The Context for Our Discussion of Mission and Identity 

 

 The mission statement of Canisius College contained in the college’s strategic plan, 

Canisius 150: Excellence, Service, Jesuit, states: 

 

Canisius College, a Catholic and Jesuit university, offers outstanding 

undergraduate, graduate and professional programs distinguished by 

transformative learning experiences that engage students in the classroom and 

beyond.  We foster in our students a commitment to excellence, service and 

leadership in a global society. 

 

The mission statement prioritizes the college’s status as a Catholic and Jesuit university. The 

plan includes an explanatory note which states what it means for Canisius to be Catholic and 

Jesuit: 

 

Canisius is an open, welcoming university where our Catholic, Jesuit mission and identity 

are vitally present and operative. It is rooted in the Catholic intellectual tradition’s unity 

of knowledge and the dialogue of faith and reason.  Founded by the Society of Jesus as a 

manifestation of its charism
1
, Canisius espouses the Jesuit principles of human 

                                                 
1
 When we speak of “charism” or Ignatian or Jesuit charism, we mean a unique spiritual gift from the Holy Spirit 

that animates a person’s or group’s work.  In this case, charism means the essential inspiration of the Jesuits.   
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excellence, care for the whole person, social justice, and interreligious dialogue.  Jesuit 

spirituality calls us to seek God in all things and Jesuit education aims to form students 

who become men and women for and with others.  

 

 Prior to 1968, there was no question that Canisius was Catholic and Jesuit. Founded 

originally by a German province of the Society of Jesus, the college employed dozens of Jesuits 

and was governed by a small Jesuit-only board of trustees.  The president of the college served in 

the dual role of rector of the Jesuit community and president of the college and as such, was 

appointed to his office by the Superior General of the Society.  The college offered a curriculum 

rich in Catholic theology and philosophy.  The students were overwhelmingly Catholic and 

Catholic sacramental and devotional life were present on the campus and were mostly mandatory 

for students.  Throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Canisius and most other Catholic universities 

enjoyed a “time of harmonious integration of faith and intellectual life, a “Catholic” revival        

to lead the ever-present battle against secularism.”
2
 

 

 In the 1960’s, however, this period of harmonious integration began to fray.  The impetus 

was the Second Vatican Council and its emphasis on an increasing role for the laity in the 

Church.  Additionally, Catholic universities increasingly became “Americanized,” in the sense 

that the principles of academic freedom and of the free and open pursuit of truth became 

priorities.  These priorities could cause conflicts with the teachings of the Catholic Church. 

Catholic universities looked at prominent universities in the United States - places like the Ivy 

League schools, the University of Chicago and some of the great state universities - and asked 

themselves how they could continue to compete for the best faculty and students.  The funding of 

American higher education was changing as well and issues were raised as to qualification of 

faith-based institutions and their students for federal and state aid.   

 

  

                                                 
2
 See, Gallin, Negotiating Identity: Catholic Higher Education Since 1960 (2000), p. 54. 
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Land O’Lakes and New Thinking about American Catholic Universities   

 

In 1967, leaders in American Catholic higher education gathered at a University of Notre 

Dame retreat center in Land O’Lakes, Wisconsin to discuss the new role and identity of 

American Catholic higher education.  The meeting produced the now-famous document “The 

Nature of the Contemporary Catholic University” which has been acclaimed as a statement of 

independence from the Church by American Catholic colleges and universities.
3
  It represented 

an attempt by leaders in Catholic higher education to place their universities in the mainstream of 

American higher education.  Its opening statement reads: 

 

“To perform its teaching and research functions effectively the Catholic university must 

have a true autonomy and academic freedom in the face of authority of whatever kind, 

lay or clerical, external to the academic community itself.” 

 

To some, the statement was seen as a necessary claim if Catholic colleges and universities were 

to become great academic institutions. To others, it signaled the beginning of the end of Catholic 

higher education and an inevitable road to secularization.
4
  But according to Alice Gallin in 

Negotiating Identity, both sides failed to read the second paragraph of the statement: 

“Distinctively, then, a Catholic university must be an institution, a community of learners or a 

community of scholars, in which Catholicism is perceptibly present and effectively operative.”
5
 

 

 Much has been written about Land O’Lakes and the myriad issues it raised.  It is not 

possible in this short whitepaper to explore all of the issues involved, nor to address in detail the 

corollary issues involving the intersection of canon law and civil law.  The bibliography to this 

whitepaper contains some additional reading on these topics. 

  

 Instead, this whitepaper will focus on the situation at Canisius and what has happened 

over the past 50 years with respect to our status as an American, Catholic, Jesuit university. 

                                                 
3
 Gallin, Negotiating Identity,  56. 

4
 Gallin, Negotiating Identity, 56. 

5
 Gallin, Negotiating Identity, 56. 



4 

 

 

Canisius College and the Transition to Lay Control  

 

 In the late 1960s, American Catholic universities began the process of moving from 

exclusively religious boards of trustees to lay boards of trustees.  This was driven at first by a 

desire of Catholic schools – Canisius included - to qualify for state and federal aid, but this also 

represented a move toward increased independence of the universities from their founding 

congregations and the institutional Church. 

 

 In 1968, Canisius president Fr. James Demske and his administration, working in concert 

with the Jesuit province, began the process of moving the college from a board comprised solely 

of Jesuits to a larger lay-controlled board.  This move was driven by the college’s desire to 

qualify for state and federal aid to the extent possible.
6
  Its charter was amended to increase the 

size of the board to 25 members and Jesuit members were limited to one less than one-third, to 

prevent the Jesuits from having an effective veto power over significant corporate actions 

requiring a two-thirds majority.  The following year, Judge Charles S. Desmond ‘17, the Chief 

Judge of the State of New York, was elected as the first lay chair of the college’s board of 

trustees. 

 

 The move to a lay-controlled board did not change the corporate status of the college.  

The assets of the college remained in The Canisius College of Buffalo, NY, Inc., a New York not 

for profit educational corporation.  What had changed was the Jesuit’s relationship to that 

corporation.  They no longer controlled the board and by extension, the assets and operations of 

the school corporation. 

 

                                                 
6
 The Canisius initiative was part of an effort in New York State to qualify private institutions for state aid.  In 1967, 

Gov. Nelson Rockefeller appointed a Select Commission on the Future of Private and Independent Higher 

Education, chaired by McGeorge Bundy, whose name became associated with the direct aid program that was 

developed as a result of the Commission’s work.  When this move was challenged as a violation of the Blaine 

Amendment in the New York State Constitution (the amendment which prohibits any public funds going for 

sectarian (i.e. religious) purposes), Canisius decided to change its governance structure consistent with what other 

Catholic universities in the United States were doing.  See, Gallin, Negotiating Identity, p. 54 
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 The Jesuit community still resided on the campus, so as part of this transition, it 

separately incorporated as the Canisius Jesuit Community and took legal title to the Loyola Hall 

residence on the campus.  It executed a number of agreements and easements with the college to 

insure parking, access, etc., given that the building was surrounded by college property. 

 

 Canisius was not alone in structuring its approach this way.  Most of the other 28 Jesuit 

colleges and universities in the United States did something similar although a minority 

implemented a two-tier board structure in which a “board of members,” consisting solely of 

Jesuits, retained certain critical corporate powers (disposition of property, fundamental corporate 

changes, and the appointment of the president, among others) and existed over the board of 

trustees, which was responsible for the day-to-day governance of the institution. 

 

 The transfer of control of the college to a lay board introduced a new era of lay-Jesuit 

collaboration at Canisius.  In the intervening 50 years, the college has seen only two presidential 

transitions:  in 1993, the transition from Fr. James Demske to Fr. Vincent Cooke, and in 2010, 

the transition from Fr. Cooke to John Hurley.  In both of these transitions, a search committee 

appointed by the board conducted the search and presented the eventual candidate to the board 

for approval.  In each case, there was substantial consultation with the provincial of the Jesuits’ 

New York Province.
7
 

 

 The relationship between the college’s board of trustees and the Province requires a short 

explanation.  As a New York not for profit corporation, the college is governed by its board 

which selects the chief executive officer.  However, as a Jesuit college, the board must select a 

president who can be “missioned” by the Province to become the leader of a Jesuit college.  Put 

another way, under civil law (i.e., the law of New York State), the president functions as the 

chief executive officer of the school corporation.  In the Jesuit world, which incorporates canon 

law to some extent, the president holds the title of “Director of the Apostolic Work.”
8
  Practically 

                                                 
7
 The consultation with the Provincial generally followed the process laid out in the joint document of the 

Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities and the Jesuit Conference: The Role of the Society of Jesus in the 

Selection of a President for a U.S. Jesuit College or University.  This remains an operative document today. 
8
 The Jesuits sponsor several different types of works – secondary schools, colleges and universities, parishes, and 

retreat houses are the most numerous. 
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speaking, what does this mean?  It means that a president of the college must be acceptable to the 

board and to the Province and must, in some senses, answer to both.   

 

 In 2010, I was the fourth lay person to become the president of a Jesuit college or 

university.  In 2018, there are now 15 lay presidents.  Fortunately, to date there have not been 

any serious conflicts between the president’s role as CEO of the school corporation and his/her 

role as Director of the Work as schools, boards and provinces navigate the initial transition to lay 

leadership.  But, the topic of how boards and provinces will work together to identify future 

leaders of Jesuit colleges and universities remains a topic of conversation. 

 

The Changing Church and American Catholic Universities; Ex Corde Ecclesiae 

 

 While these board transitions were taking place, the Catholic Church in the United States 

began to see sharp declines in the number of vocations to the priesthood and religious life and a 

decline in the number of both baptized and practicing Catholics in the country.  The Jesuits were 

not immune from this.  In 1965-66, for example, Canisius had a faculty that numbered 197, of 

whom 45 were Jesuits.  At the start of the 2017-18 year, the faculty numbered 184, of whom four 

were Jesuits.  In 1965-66, Jesuits held most of the major administrative posts at the college 

including president, vice president for academic affairs, vice president for business and finance, 

dean of the College of Arts & Sciences, and dean of students.  Today, there are no Jesuits 

holding any administrative positions at the college. 

 

 As lay people assumed a larger role in the governance and operation of Catholic colleges 

and universities, questions were raised as to how a school could remain Catholic with a much-

reduced presence of vowed religious on the campus.  These questions and concerns have been 

expressed in many ways: 

 

 Is there a minimum percentage of Catholics that we want on our faculty or within each 

department at the college to insure a Catholic emphasis in the curriculum? 

 What is the percentage of Catholic students at the college and what is their participation 

in Catholic liturgical and sacramental life? 
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 Are there Catholic icons and images present on the campus, primarily crucifixes in the 

classroom, to convey that one is on the campus of a Catholic college? 

 Does the curriculum reflect an emphasis on the exploration of faith and reason and 

Catholic social teaching?  Does the core curriculum emphasize Catholic theology and 

philosophy? 

 How does the institution navigate the intersection of academic freedom and Catholic 

Church teaching? 

 How does the institution address student interest groups that may espouse positions 

inconsistent with Church teaching (LGBQT, pro-choice groups)? 

 How does the institution address awards and honors or speaking invitations for 

individuals who may hold positions contrary to Church teaching? 

 

In the 50 years since Land O’Lakes, these and many other issues have been the subject of 

debate and dialogue in Catholic colleges and universities, among interest groups outside the 

academy, within religious orders, and within the United States Catholic Conference of Bishops 

(USCCB)
9
. 

 

In 1990, St. John Paul II issued the Apostolic Constitution
10

 on Catholic Universities: Ex 

Corde Ecclesiae (From the Heart of the Church).   Ex Corde represented an attempt by the Pope 

to define the essential characteristics of a Catholic university.  It is an incredibly rich and 

inspiring document that remains an aspirational challenge for all of us in Catholic higher 

education.  At Canisius, I have often cited Ex Corde’s statement that Catholic universities spring 

from the “heart of the Church,” are places with “a Christian inspiration,” a place where 

                                                 
9
 The USCCB is the umbrella organization of all Bishops in the United States. 

10
 An Apostolic Constitution is the highest level decree that can be issued by a pope in the Roman Catholic Church.  

By its nature, it is not a prescriptive document but instead is a higher-level discussion of an issue.  In the case of Ex 

Corde, the application to the situation of the American Catholic colleges and universities was developed by the 

USCCB when it developed its norms, or rules for Ex Corde’s application in the United States.  See, The Application 

of Ex Corde Ecclesiae for the United States (Washington, DC, United States Catholic Conference, 2000). 
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Catholicism is “vitally present and operative,” and where integration of knowledge is marked by 

the dialogue between faith and reason.
11

  

 

The application of Ex Corde to American Catholic institutions was a cause for concern in 

2000 when the USCCB published norms, or rules, which created a process by which a professor 

of Catholic theology was required to obtain a mandatum from the local bishop to, in essence, 

allow the faculty member to teach.
12

  This created great concerns about conflicts with academic 

freedom and institutional autonomy.  In most dioceses in the United States, this process has been 

managed as bishops have been generally reluctant to attempt to exert too much control, and both 

bishops and university presidents have found it better to focus on fulfilling the mission of the 

Church in the diocese than wrangle over this issue. That has certainly been the case for Canisius, 

which has enjoyed a warm, supportive and respectful relationship with its bishops throughout its 

history. 

 

A New Emphasis on Mission and Identity at Jesuit Colleges and Universities 2010-2018 

 

 In the eight years I have served as president of Canisius, there has been an increased 

emphasis on the mission and identity of our Jesuit colleges and universities.  The driving force 

for this has been the decline in the number of Jesuits on our campuses and the concern over 

maintaining our Catholic and Jesuit identity in an era of increasing secularization. 

 

At the request of the New York Province and as part of an initiative of the Jesuit 

Conference in the United States to reach understandings with all 28 Jesuit colleges and 

universities, Canisius worked with the college’s Jesuit community and the New York Province to 

                                                 
11

 Allow me to share a brief reflection on the integration of knowledge and faith and reason (understanding that this 

could easily be the world’s longest footnote):  The emphasis on employing both the powers of reason and the gift of 

faith in discerning truth in the world dates back to the writings of St. Augustine.  In the Catholic philosophical 

tradition, scholars have posited that the study of philosophy – which generally concerns itself with human 

knowledge (i.e. what is true, what can we know, and how can we know it) – must be illuminated by theology and 

faith to be fully understood.  In Catholic universities, students are encouraged to search for ultimate truths which 

may be beyond what reason might suggest.  Similarly, they are encouraged to apply the powers of reason to the 

study of theology to reach a better understanding of the faith.  See, Alasdair MacIntyre, God, Philosophy, 

Universities: A Selective History of the Catholic Philosophical Tradition (Rowman & Littlefield, 2009).     
12

 See, The Application of Ex Corde Ecclesiae for the United States (Washington, DC, United States Catholic 

Conference, 2000). 
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develop in 2011 a Statement of Shared Purpose.  The Statement, which was approved by all three 

parties, contains a declaration of intentions by the college’s board of trustees, the Province and 

the Jesuit communities regarding things each would do to insure that Canisius remains Catholic 

and Jesuit. 

 

 In 2011, the presidents of the 28 Jesuit colleges and universities published an excellent 

whitepaper, “The Jesuit, Catholic Mission of U.S. Jesuit Colleges and Universities.” This short, 

22-page essay opens with the bold declaration:  

 

“Being ‘Catholic, Jesuit universities’ is not simply one characteristic among others but is 

our defining character, what makes us to be uniquely what we are.” 

 

The whitepaper was originally created to foster some dialogue between the presidents and the 

Jesuit provincials in the United States about the future of American Jesuit higher education.  That 

discussion resulted in further work to expand the analysis of what it means to be Catholic and 

Jesuit and in 2012, the presidents and provincials jointly produced Some Characteristics of Jesuit 

Colleges and Universities: A Self-Evaluation Instrument.  Some Characteristics identified seven 

essential characteristics of Jesuit colleges and universities and posed a number of questions for 

schools to consider and discuss as part of their ongoing mission and identity initiatives. 

  

 The publication of Some Characteristics prompted further thought on whether a more 

formal process for assessing mission and identity in the Jesuit colleges and universities could be 

developed.  In 2015, the Jesuit Conference in the United States (the umbrella organization for all 

Jesuit works and all of the Jesuit provinces in the United States), in consultation with the 

presidents, developed the Mission Priority Examen Process.  The process involves a school 

preparing a self-study document which assesses how it is living its mission and identity, a visit 

by a team of outside mission and identity consultors, and a report to the school’s Provincial 

about the extent to which the school is faithful to its mission and identity.  The Provincial then 

sends a report to the Superior General of the Jesuits in Rome who reviews the findings and 

decides whether the school should continue to be a sponsored work of the Society of Jesus.  His 
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finding is also shared with the Congregation for Catholic Education in the Vatican so that it has a 

record that the school has been determined by the Jesuits to be Catholic and Jesuit.   

 

We are currently in the third year of this program and Canisius has agreed to be part of 

the fourth-year program.  Work has begun on our self-study and we have scheduled a campus 

visit for our visiting team the week of November 11, 2018.   

 

The Mission Examen process and all of the preliminary work that led to its creation have 

been aimed at defining what a college or university must do and must be in order to be 

considered Jesuit and Catholic.  This recognizes that with a declining Jesuit presence on the 

campus and with the Jesuits having ceded control of its colleges and universities to lay boards, 

the Society of Jesus needs a mechanism to determine whether a school is authentically Jesuit and 

Catholic and therefore worthy of remaining a sponsored work of the Society.  To this point, there 

has been no real question about the Jesuit identity of a college or university as it was presumed 

that if Jesuits were working and living there, they were considered to be the primary animators of 

the mission.  This new process recognizes that a small number of Jesuits may not, in fact, be the 

“primary animators” of the mission and that the Society may need to rely on the university and 

its lay leaders to perform that function. 

 

This should not suggest that the thinking of the Jesuits and the colleges and universities 

has crystallized into a definite set of answers and processes.  What I have presented here is not 

spelled out in a written contract or any code or regulation of the Society. Instead, we have only 

partial answers to emerging questions.  One fact has become clear: the provincials do not have 

sufficient men to cover all of the existing works in the provinces and some difficult choices 

about the assignment of Jesuits and the sponsorship of works will need to be made. 

 

In meetings of the Jesuit college and university board chairs – both nationally and at the 

province level – the chairs have been asking questions about the provinces’ plans for addressing 

these challenges.  In meetings I have attended, the board chairs appear to approach the issue from 

a business perspective.  This, they say, is a question of strategic planning, and their reasoning 

goes something like this: We all agree and accept that our Jesuit identity is very important to 
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who we are.  We accept the fact that boards and lay faculty and staff at our schools need to 

insure that our commitment to our Jesuit identity remains strong.  But, a big part of that identity 

has been the Jesuits themselves and while we understand that provincials have fewer Jesuits to 

assign to our schools, we need some clarity as to what the provincial and Jesuit Conference plan 

is for the staffing and sponsorship of our schools. 

  

The board chairs I have spoken with tend to look at the Jesuit brand identity as somewhat 

like a franchise and the question they are, in essence, asking is, “What must a school do and be to 

retain its Catholic and Jesuit ‘franchise?’”  From this perspective, the Mission Priority Examen 

process could be one way of clarifying the answer to that question. 

 

The Present Challenge for Canisius College and Its Board of Trustees 

 

Having approved a strategic plan and mission statement that commits Canisius to the 

pursuit of its Catholic and Jesuit mission and identity, the college’s board of trustees has a 

fiduciary duty to assure that the college is living its mission.
13

  In order to discharge that duty, 

trustees must develop a deep understanding of what it means to be Catholic and Jesuit so that it 

can be an active, contributing partner with the president, the college community, the Jesuit 

community and the Provincial in the process of animating that mission. 

 

What does it mean to be Catholic?  We are committed to and guided by Ex Corde when it 

comes to our Catholic identity.  At its essence, it means being a university that stands together 

with the Church in the sense that (1) there is a respect for official Church teaching that is 

reflected in the academic and co-curricular life of the campus, and (2) the college does not do 

anything that would undermine Church teaching.  It means a commitment to the essential 

framework of faith and reason as a pathway to truth.  But it does not mean surrendering our 

status as a university, a place where academic freedom and the search for truth are the highest 

                                                 
13

 This is not to suggest that the college’s mission and identity is immutable. Subsequent boards and administrations 

could, I suppose, determine that being a Catholic and Jesuit college is not the college’s mission. But having decided 

that this is our mission, the board has a duty to see that the college pursues that mission.  
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priorities.  We support the work of the institutional Church, but we are not the institutional 

Church. 

 

What does it mean to be Jesuit?  The first chapter of Fr. Jim Martin’s book, The Jesuit 

Guide to (Almost) Everything, contains a good basic summary of the Ignatian charism and the 

history of the Jesuits.  Our Jesuit universities, according to the presidents’ 2011 essay, “are a 

continuation of the Ignatian heritage and of the distinctive tradition of Jesuit education.  This 

means that St. Ignatius, with his charism and his Spiritual Exercises, inspires and gives shape to 

how we educate in a way that seeks God in all things, promotes discernment, and ‘engages the 

world through a careful analysis of context, in dialogue with experience, evaluated through 

reflection, for the sake of action, and with openness, always, to evaluation.”
14

 

 

Contrary to what some believe, there can be no Jesuit without Catholic.  As Jesuit 

universities, we are a unique way of being Catholic but we remain at our core, Catholic. 

 

The Board’s challenge with respect to mission and identity is made more urgent by the 

dwindling number of Jesuits working at the college and in residence at Loyola Hall.  At a 

meeting of the Canisius board in 2017, Fr. Jim Miracky, the provincial assistant for higher 

education for the Jesuits’ Northeast and Maryland provinces presented some statistics on the 

decline in the number of Jesuits in the province and employed at Canisius from 1970 to 2017. 

 

 1970     1990 2010 2017 

Jesuits in New York Province  1572 896  385 525 

Jesuits in Formation 385 94 16 52 

Jesuits Employed at Canisius College 42  24  18 5 

 

During Fr. Cooke’s presidency, the Jesuit community (which included Jesuits employed 

at the college, Canisius High School, the Nativity Miguel School and in other places in Buffalo) 

hit a peak of 37 Jesuits, both active and retired.  Today, in February 2018, the community has 

                                                 
14

 The Jesuit, Catholic Mission of U.S. Jesuit Colleges and Universities (Association of Jesuit Colleges and 

Universities, 2011), p. 4. 
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shrunk to 11 Jesuits, of whom only three are teaching at the college.  The number is likely to 

decrease further this summer.  We are reaching a point where the community and the Province 

will need to decide whether that community can be sustained on the campus in Loyola Hall or 

not.  If the Jesuits move from Loyola Hall to an off-campus location, Canisius would become a 

Jesuit college without a resident Jesuit community and the questions are likely to be: 

 

 Do we as trustees agree that our Jesuit identity is very important to who we (Canisius 

College) are?  Why? 

 Without a Jesuit community to participate/lead the animation of the mission on the 

campus, will the Board, the president, and the faculty and staff be in a position to 

assure the Society that the college remains Jesuit?   

 What will the Board be called upon to do in this case?   

 How prepared do individual trustees feel they are to accept this responsibility?   

 What would they need or want to make them feel better prepared? 

 Since a Jesuit university derives its inspiration from the charism of St. Ignatius and 

his Spiritual Exercises, are trustees willing to commit to a significant and personal 

experience with the Spiritual Exercises as a means of achieving a deeper 

understanding of the dimensions of that mission?  

 Understanding that the board’s most important responsibility is the selection and 

evaluation of the president, how prepared do trustees feel they are to identify, select 

and evaluate a person who could lead the college in animating its Catholic and Jesuit 

mission?  

 

These are challenging questions, to be sure, but we hope that by having an open and 

honest discussion, the board will put itself in a better position to work with the administration, 

faculty and staff of the college to develop a sound plan for insuring the college’s future as a 

Catholic and Jesuit college. 

 

 

 

Dated: February 9, 2018 
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