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Abstract

The Land O’ Lakes Statement set the stage for dramatic changes in the life of 
Catholic colleges and universities. Not least among these changes was the in-
troduction of primarily lay-led boards of trustees. In the 50 years since the 
statement’s publication, these institutions have faced dwindling numbers 
within their sponsoring religious orders, as well as increased fi nancial pres-
sures. This article suggests a framework, inspired by the writings and the spir-
itual legacy of St. Ignatius of Loyola and grounded in the Ignatian concepts of 
discernment and indifference, to assist boards of trustees in keeping mission 
central to their decision-making process.

Among the many changes that the Land O’ Lakes Statement 
effected in Catholic colleges and universities, especially those sponsored 
by religious orders, few have been more impactful than the transfer of 
governance to lay-led boards of trustees that, at least to some degree, 
are independent of their institutions’ sponsoring religious orders. These 
boards, specifi cally those that alone hold fi duciary responsibility for the 
colleges and universities they serve, have the duty of discerning “the 
signs of the times,” to borrow a celebrated phrase from the Second Vatican 
Council. In consultation with all the stakeholders of an institution, 
these same boards are charged with charting the broad outline of a re-
sponse to these signs.1 Though board members should never relish the 
thought of becoming the sorts of “prophets of gloom” whom Pope John 
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XXIII criticized in his opening address at Vatican II, neither should 
they turn a blind eye toward signs of a fomenting crisis threatening the 
very survival of their institutions.2 Such ominous signs abound today.

Institutions of higher learning, especially private colleges and uni-
versities, have been affected by the virtually numberless challenges 
that face students and families as they confront the reality of fi nancing 
postsecondary education: little, if any, growth in family incomes for 
low- to middle-income families; pressure from multiple fronts to reduce the 
size of tuition increases, which already stop many students from even 
beginning to consider private education; a leveling of federal and state 
support for higher education; increased costs from regulatory require-
ments, many of which are quite laudable (e.g., reporting and preventing 
sexual harassment/assault, tracking learning outcomes, providing in-
formation to would-be consumers, broadcasting relevant crime statis-
tics, to say nothing about managing increases in healthcare costs); the 
movement to “free tuition” at public institutions; tuition “discount rates” 
exceeding the fi fty percent mark; and loan indebtedness reaching maxi-
mum capacity. Virtually all Catholic institutions of higher learning 
must negotiate these challenges, as well as others that are particular 
to Catholic education, most notably, the dwindling membership in the 
religious orders sponsoring their schools. These are the signs of the 
times in American Catholic colleges and universities. With several pri-
vate institutions of higher learning having already opted for at least one 
of the three c’s — consolidating, combining, or closing — there is no reason 
to believe that these signs will do anything but grow more foreboding.

There is every reason to believe, however, that boards of trustees 
have the tools they need to respond to these signs in ways that will help 
their institutions fl ourish in the face of, and not succumb to, the real 
challenges besetting higher education today. One such tool is the im-
mense breadth and depth of talent that individual board members have 
amassed in a variety of professional fi elds — chief among them, the 
legal and fi nancial services fi elds. That said, one must be cautious never 
to underestimate the importance of expertise in other relevant fi elds 
(e.g., academics, governance, student development, human resources, 
and enrollment management). These same blessings, though, can become 
curses if a particular board member with professional experience in 
fi eld x, for instance, views all issues that come before the board through 

2 Pope John XXIII, “Gaudet Mater Ecclesia” (Opening Speech of the Second Vatican 
Council, 11 October 1962), in The Documents of Vatican II, ed. Walter M. Abbott, SJ 
(New York: The America Press, 1966), 712.
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the powerful, albeit narrow, lens of x only. A strong senior leadership 
team at a college or university can help board members have a more 
expansive vision of the institution’s life. Occasionally, power dynamics 
can prompt the board to speak when it should listen, and the senior 
leadership team to listen when it should speak. We are convinced that 
the most powerful tool available to a board of trustees at a Catholic col-
lege or university — a tool for both discerning and responding to the 
signs of the times — is the institution’s mission and identity. Far from 
being a boilerplate statement, an institution’s articulation of its mission, 
and how that mission and identity become integrated into all aspects of 
an institution’s life, supply a board of trustees and a college or univer-
sity’s senior leadership team with the basic decision-making framework 
that they will need to govern effectively.

Board orientation is an important starting point for formation of 
new board members. These members might be graduates of the institu-
tion or not, and they may come from different faith traditions. As part of 
the selection process of new board members, it is assumed that institu-
tions would not only discuss the expertise that the individual board 
member would bring to the board, but also would ensure that the indi-
vidual embraces the mission of the institution and understands how 
that mission should inform the work of the board. A discussion of the 
member’s expertise and his/her understanding of the mission should 
lie at the heart of the opening session of any board orientation, and it 
should be frequently revisited throughout the member’s tenure on the 
board. It is too easy to retreat to one’s area of professional expertise 
when diffi cult issues arise. But with a perspective grounded in the 
mission of the institution, board members are likely to take a more 
holistic approach when addressing problems. 

A thorough orientation of new trustees that provides the frame-
work for board service can fade or even disappear when fi nancial reali-
ties come to the fore. Reciting the mission statement does not make up 
for an enrollment shortfall that creates a four-year budget defi cit. Em-
bracing an institution’s unique identity does not lower skyrocketing dis-
count rates. Ensuring the seamless integration of an institution’s 
mission and identity does not yield a clear answer on whether to invest 
a portion of the endowment in one fund over another. The same holds 
for the lower numbers of religious present in a Catholic college or uni-
versity: Mission, identity, and the integration of the two into a school’s 
life do not magically produce more Benedictines, Franciscans, Dominicans, 
or Jesuits. How does a board get from what is often the 30,000-foot 
view of mission integration, to what is always the 30-inch view of 
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the fi nancial and staffi ng challenges confronting a Catholic college or 
university and its students? This is the question we are answering and 
we do so from the perspective of board members — one a layperson, one 
a member of a religious order. Because our board experience has come 
from colleges and universities sponsored by the Society of Jesus (i.e., 
the Jesuits), our instinct is to turn not to a particular institution’s mis-
sion statement, distinguishing identity, or way of integrating mission 
and identity into its life. Rather, we look for guidance to the Society of 
Jesus as a whole, and to the Society’s founder, St. Ignatius of Loyola 
(1491-1556), in particular. In fact, we have tried to imagine what it 
would look like to invite Ignatius to attend a board of trustees meeting 
today, not to hear Ignatius speak about the sixteenth century, but to 
hear him speak about the twenty-fi rst century. If Ignatius were to sit 
with the board of trustees of a Catholic college or university and that 
board were to engage him in conversation about the most pressing 
issues before them, how would he respond?

While we are viewing these issues through the lens of Ignatian 
teaching, the thought process can be applied by any Catholic institution 
by using either the framework of the religious order that informs the 
mission statement of the institution, or resources from Catholicism that 
are not particular to any religious order. We assume that all Catholic 
institutions have a mission statement that provides overarching guid-
ance on how the board and leadership of the school should address is-
sues facing it. Therefore the exercise outlined in this paper is as relevant 
for any Catholic institution as it is for institutions sponsored by the 
Jesuits. What is more, the exercise could draw support from the rele-
vant documents produced by the Catholic Church and, if applicable, 
from those that arose in the religious order sponsoring the institution.

Cognizant that this thought experiment could not possibly address 
every urgent question facing boards of trustees at Catholic institutions 
of higher learning, we selected what we believe to be three questions 
that are both serious and likely being discussed among the members of 
such boards right now. Perhaps, at a given school, a question that we do 
not address is the most signifi cant one in play for a board at this mo-
ment. Perhaps one or more of our three questions is peripheral or even 
irrelevant. Nevertheless, we believe that at least some, if not all, of these 
questions will resonate with a majority of boards of trustees at Catholic 
colleges and universities in the United States. Moreover, we believe 
that, even though we have articulated the responses to questions in a 
deliberately Ignatian/Jesuit key, the responses will speak to institutions 
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beyond the twenty-eight U.S. colleges and universities that are mem-
bers of the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities (AJCU).

We approach each of the following questions in three steps: (1) by 
fl eshing out the problem that gives rise to the question itself; (2) by 
turning to Ignatian and Jesuit resources to offer a mission-based way of 
answering the question; and (3) by presenting an example from our 
experience to demonstrate, in concrete terms, what a mission-based 
answer to the question could look like.

Question 1: How do an institution’s board of trustees and senior leader-
ship team preserve the importance of mission integration amid today’s 
diffi cult questions and decisions concerning fi nancial sustainability?

The Problem

Financial sustainability is one of the most pressing issues facing 
all colleges and universities today. The issues highlighted in the intro-
duction, from lack of federal and state support to rising tuitions and 
tuition discounting, loan indebtedness, and regulatory costs are severely 
and adversely impacting these institutions. This much is so clear, and so 
well-documented, it hardly requires proving here. Still, it is vital to 
acknowledge a series of stunning facts:

• In its most recent study, the National Association of College and Uni-
versity Business Offi cers (NACUBO) found that the average tuition 
discount, or “discount rate” — the percentage of tuition not paid by 
the student and family — rose to 49.1 percent for incoming fi rst-year 
students and 44.2 percent overall for undergraduate students.3 In 
2005, these numbers were 38 percent and 34.3 percent, respectively.

• Among fi rst-year students in this study, 88 percent received institu-
tional scholarships/grants, which covered 56.3 percent of tuition and 
fees. On average, only 11 percent of institutional grant aid is funded 
by institutional endowments. This means that, if a college or uni-
versity charges an annual tuition of $30,000, 88 percent of students 
at that institution received a scholarship/grant of approximately 
$17,000, but only $1,900 of that award came from the institution’s 

3 2016 NACUBO Tuition Discounting Study (Washington, DC: NACUBO, 2017), 
May 15, 2017, https://www.nacubo.org/Press-Releases/2017/Private-College-Tuition-
Discounts-Hit-Historic-Highs-Again. Admittedly, this study considers only 411 schools, 
but it is, quite clearly, the benchmark document in higher education for these data.
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endowment. The remaining $15,100 is strictly a reduction in cash 
received by the institution, or in essence, a “sales discount.”

• Virtually all Catholic colleges and universities see as part of their 
mission the importance of educating students from low-income fami-
lies. In fact, the federal government asks all institutions of higher 
learning to report on the percentage of Pell Grant recipients (a federal 
program directed to low-income families) enrolled at their institu-
tions. One-third of undergraduate dependent students received a Pell 
Grant in the 2011-2012 academic year. Adjusted for infl ation, the 
median family income of these recipients was $26,100, an amount 
that requires signifi cant institutional grants in order for students to 
attend these institutions.4 

These three points present in sharp relief three of the more serious 
pressures on the fi nancial stability of Catholic colleges and universities: 
ever-rising discount rates; escalating bidding wars that aim to attract 
students; and a noble, even Gospel-inspired desire to be of service to 
those in greatest need. Each of these, however, costs money; thus, the 
problem: How can the board of trustees help a college or university 
maintain a budget surplus, while still attracting promising students, 
including students from low-income families?

The Resources

In order to help college and university boards of trustees and se-
nior leadership teams navigate this question, we envision St. Ignatius 
responding with more questions, not marching orders. Admittedly, this 
could be a frustrating way of proceeding but we fi nd it a natural move 
to imagine the author of the Spiritual Exercises — with that text’s 
emphasis on the importance of the Examen — asking boards to engage 
in a process of discernment, grounded in asking questions rather than 
in issuing commands. Questions create space for more thoughtful deci-
sion making; commands narrow that space. Consequently, we envision 
Ignatius presenting to boards two sets of questions, each with a particular 
goal in mind.

The fi rst set of questions acknowledges that many members of 
boards of trustees, perhaps even a majority of members, come to board 
work during or after successful careers in the legal or fi nancial services 

4 National Center for Education Statistics, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 2016).
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industries. Models of management and corporate board oversight in 
these fi elds often differ substantially from the models of shared gover-
nance between administration and faculty that are present in most col-
leges and universities. Thus, this fi rst set of questions is geared toward 
helping board members in particular appreciate that the corporate 
boardroom and the university boardroom are not identical spaces.

The transition from one model to the other can be a diffi cult one; it 
reminded us of the transition that St. Ignatius himself had to undergo 
as he spent time in his family home in Loyola healing from wounds suf-
fered in battle at Pamplona in 1521. He wanted to spend his time read-
ing about knights actively serving their lords, which was the life Ignatius 
had been living and intended to resume living once he was physically 
capable of doing so. The only books available to him, however, were 
about Jesus Christ and the saints. Before long, he began to see a connec-
tion between being a knight in the service of an earthly ruler, and one 
in the service of Christ. Without intending to equate university board 
work with service to Christ, and corporate board work to be service to 
something lesser, we see the following two questions as central:

• What knowledge and experience do individual board members bring 
to the work of governance?

• Is it possible to separate that knowledge and experience, at least to 
some degree, from typical ways of proceeding in the legal and fi nancial 
services industries?

Once trustees and administrators alike recognize the uniqueness of 
their endeavor in higher education, Ignatius would recommend to them 
a third question, this one to help them address the diffi cult issues that 
will be put before them, including, but not limited to, questions 
of fi nancial sustainability. We think the resource Ignatius would turn 
to here would be the “Principle and Foundation” from his Spiritual 
Exercises. 

• Just as the Principle and Foundation begins by declaring, “Human 
beings are created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and 
by means of doing this to save their souls,” how would the board and 
the senior leadership complete this sentence: “This college/university 
exists in order to…”?5

5 St. Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises, trans. G.E. Ganss, SJ (Chicago: Loyola 
Press, 1992), §23.
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One of the central concepts in the Principle and Foundation is 
indifference: acknowledging that a variety of means could help one 
arrive at a desired end, and — to the extent one is capable of doing this — 
preferring no one means over the others before engaging in a serious 
discernment about which means is best. James Martin, SJ, outlines a 
model for doing just this in his book, The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Every-
thing. In the chapter titled, “What Should I Do?” Martin provides guid-
ance on how to carry out this process of discernment, the “term applied 
to decision-making practices outlined by Ignatius in the Spiritual 
Exercises.”6 Discernment, as Martin observes, necessitates a process, 
something inherent in decision making in institutions of higher educa-
tion. Ignatius asks the person to be “indifferent,” approaching the decision-
making process freely. This is an approach to decision making different 
from coming to it from the standpoint of the individual’s area of exper-
tise. It would require board committees to be open to a process that is 
mission-focused and to view the decision-making process through this 
lens. How indifferent are the board and the senior leadership to the 
variety of ways that the college or university could realize its goal(s)? 
Are there new means, new pathways, that the board and the senior 
leadership have not seriously evaluated?

The Example

These competing demands on fi nancial and personnel resources, as 
well as on an institution’s facilities, will require boards to think holisti-
cally with an eye to not only the short-term but also the long-term via-
bility of the college. It would be easy to suggest solutions such as 
educating fewer low-income students, freezing faculty/administrative/
staff salaries, or cutting benefi ts. But these are mission-contradicting 
measures, not mission-neutral ones. J.A. Appleyard, SJ, and Howard 
Gray, SJ, identify three models of education that have informed conver-
sation within Catholic colleges and universities since the publication of 
the Land O’ Lakes Statement: the Control Model, which is centered on 
the offi cial representatives of the Jesuit province; the Professional 
Model, which would apply to the segmented view of committees of 
boards; and the Mission Model of education, which is what we are urging 
in this article. This third model “asks the fundamental question: How do 

6 James Martin, SJ, The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: A Spirituality for Real 
Life (New York: Harper Collins, 2010), 305.
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faith and learning mutually challenge and enrich one another?”7 While 
Appleyard and Gray applied these three models to the educational mis-
sion of institutions, we believe they should also be applied to the evolu-
tion of lay-led boards of trustees. Boards have moved from being directed 
by priests, sisters, and other religious to being led by laypeople with 
specifi c professional expertise. In order to maintain the animating 
charism of these institutions, it now becomes critical that boards inte-
grate mission within the context of professional expertise. This would 
result in a more robust mission-centered discussion around issues of 
fi nancial sustainability. In a 1995 General Congregation (a worldwide 
meeting of representatives of every province of the Society of Jesus), the 
Society stated, “We recognize that universities remain crucial institu-
tional settings in society. For the poor they serve as major channels for 
social advancement.”8 This holistic approach requires more thoughtful 
solutions, embedded within the context of the mission of the institution. 
The processes of discernment and indifference create a decision-making 
environment that supports this holistic approach. 

Appleyard and Gray give concrete examples of how the Mission 
Model manifests itself on college and university campuses. They iden-
tify the importance of centers or institutes “whose aim is to situate Ig-
natian spirituality squarely in the middle of the institutional culture.”9 
The responsibilities of such centers or institutes would include orienta-
tion of new trustees to their role in an institution animated by this 
spirituality. We have seen this work well as new members join the board 
of trustees at Le Moyne College, the Jesuit college of Syracuse, New 
York. During board orientation we ask new board members to describe 
how their experience of Jesuit education — either as students, benefac-
tors, or parents of students — has affected their personal and profes-
sional lives. Their responses are riveting: These experiences are what 
compel them to return to the campus and what inculcate in them a de-
sire to give of their time and treasure to an educational institution that 
has so meaningfully shaped their lives. 

For some members, the connection to mission might be more obvi-
ous. For others, the board orientation serves to bring all members into 

7 J.A. Appleyard, SJ, and Howard Gray, SJ, “Tracking the Mission and Identity Ques-
tion,” in Conversations 18 (fall 2000).

8 The Thirty-Fourth General Congregation of the Society of Jesus, “Decree 17: Jesu-
its and University Life,” in Jesuit Life & Mission Today: The Decrees & Accompanying 
Documents of the 31st-35th General Congregations of the Society of Jesus, ed. J. Padberg 
(St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 2009), §2.

9 Appleyard and Gray, “Tracking the Mission and Identity Question.”
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the central purpose of the institution and into their role in making sure 
that all board decisions are informed by this mission. 

While some or all members may have come with this broad desire 
to be mindful of mission, existing board members assign them to par-
ticular committees where their expertise is most needed. This is where 
the disconnect can occur. When they move from the broad view of the 
board member role to the more focused view of the committee role, do 
we provide them with a mission-driven decision-making framework 
that will result in the holistic process described above? Have we inte-
grated mission into the responsibilities of each committee and provided 
that “mission-driven” framework to work through committee issues? 
The diffi cult fi nancial issues facing institutions require that there be a 
discernment process grounded in the mission of the institution, a pro-
cess that provides this needed framework. 

Question 2: As the sponsoring religious order of an institution shrinks 
in size, either at the institution itself or in its broader membership, (how) 
can the charism of the order continue to be an animating force?

The Problem

Religious orders sponsoring institutions of higher learning in the 
United States have shrunk dramatically in size since the signing of the 
Land O’ Lakes Statement in 1967. The Center for Applied Research in 
the Apostolate (CARA) shows just how steep a decline in membership 
these religious orders have experienced. In 1965, for instance, just two 
years prior to the publication of the Statement, the number of religious 
priests, brothers, and sisters in the United States totaled approximately 
215,000 people; by 2017 that number is down to about 61,000, a de-
crease of more than 70 percent.10 Even acknowledging that not all of 
those religious, either then or now, worked at a college or university, the 
decrease remains stunning. The number of Catholic colleges and uni-
versities in the United States, however, has not decreased at the same 
rate. In 1967, there were 305 Catholic colleges and universities in the 
country, compared with 225 in 2017, a decrease of just over 25 percent.11 
Finally, the number of students in Catholic colleges and universities in 

10 Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, “Frequently Requested Church 
Statistics,” which can be accessed at http://cara.georgetown.edu/frequently-requested-
church-statistics/. 

11 Ibid.
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the United States has trended in precisely the opposite direction: 
Approximately 410,000 students were enrolled in such universities in 
1965, while nearly 765,000 students were enrolled in 2017, an increase 
of more than 85 percent.12 The summary is simple: Compared with 
1965, the number of Catholic colleges and universities has today de-
creased slightly, and the number of students at these institutions has 
increased as dramatically as the number of religious staffi ng these in-
stitutions has decreased. Facing these realities, boards do well to ask 
how the charism of a founding religious order can continue to be an 
animating force in the life of the college or university, especially in light 
of the fact that few, if any, members of that religious order will be 
present to assist them.

The Resources

The fi nal sentence of the Land O’ Lakes Statement reads, “The 
Catholic university of the future will be a true modern university but 
specifi cally Catholic in profound and creative ways for the service of 
society and the people of God.”13 In other words, the Catholic university 
must be authentically a university and authentically Catholic. If we 
apply this conclusion to universities sponsored by religious orders such 
as the Society of Jesus, then we know that a Jesuit university must be 
authentically a university, authentically Catholic, and authentically 
Jesuit. The question that the above statistics ask, ultimately, is how a 
Jesuit university can continue to remain Jesuit in the face of declining 
numbers of Jesuits present at that university. To that question, Ignatius 
might add some of his own.

Though quite obviously not written by Ignatius himself, Decree 17 
of the Jesuits’ 34th General Congregation (GC 34), published in 1995, 
gives us an outline of what Ignatian questions posed to boards of trust-
ees might look like. The foundation of those questions, perhaps mirror-
ing the Land O’ Lakes Statement itself, is the decree’s conviction, “[W]e 
need consciously to be on guard that both the noun ‘university’ and the 
adjective ‘Jesuit’ always remain fully honored.”14 The decree then 

12 Ibid.
13 “Land O’ Lakes Statement: The Nature of the Contemporary Catholic University,” 

in American Catholic Higher Education: Essential Documents, 1967-1990, ed. Alice 
Gallin (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 1992), §10.

14 GC 34, Decree 17, §5.
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proceeds to list several characteristics that fl esh out the adjective “Jesuit,” 
characteristics that we now phrase in the form of questions:

• Does “the university act in harmony with the demands of the service 
of faith and promotion of justice,” as articulated by the Society of Jesus 
since the 1970s?15

• Does the institution engage in “periodic evaluation and accountability 
to the Society… in order to judge whether or not its dynamics are 
being developed in line with the Jesuit mission”?16

• Does the institution “promote interdisciplinary work [in] a spirit 
of cooperation and dialogue among specialists within the university 
itself and with those of other universities”?17

• Is the institution “outstanding in its human, social, spiritual, and 
moral formation”?18

• Does the institution show proper “pastoral attention to its students and 
to the different groups of people who work in it or are related to it”?19

To these questions, we would add one more of our own:

• Are appropriate institutional personnel being trained to understand 
and appreciate the spiritual patrimony of St. Ignatius, including, but 
not limited to, the Spiritual Exercises, in one form or another?

As we indicated above, we believe that these particular questions will 
be relevant to a broad range of Catholic colleges and universities, not 
only those sponsored by religious orders, and, a fortiori, not only those 
sponsored by the Jesuits. If other religious orders have documents sim-
ilar to Decree 17 of GC 34, we would recommend plugging those charac-
teristics into the above questions. If a Catholic college or university has 
sponsorship from a diocese or another entity, those same questions, 
pitched in a way that is not specifi c to a religious order’s charism and 
history, ought still to be helpful. 

The Example

Colleges and universities sponsored by the Society of Jesus have 
been grappling with the question of declining numbers of Jesuits since 
the Land O’ Lakes Statement was written. Consequently, many creative 

15 Ibid., §7.
16 Ibid., §9.
17 Ibid., §10.
18 Ibid., §11.
19 Ibid.
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approaches have been developed across a variety of institutions to 
address this concern. Appleyard and Gray discussed a number of these 
approaches, including Boston College’s Jesuit Institute, which was 
established in 1989 to engage faculty in a discussion of the intersection 
of religious faith and contemporary culture. Another instance would be 
“Shared Visions,” a series of videos produced by Saint Louis University 
and its Institute of Jesuit Sources. These productions are used as a 
means of introducing faculty and staff to Jesuit education.20 Most Jesuit 
institutions have established offi ces to oversee Jesuit aspects of institu-
tional mission.

More recently, at the request of the Very Reverend Adolfo Nicolas, 
SJ, the former Superior General of the Society of Jesus, the AJCU and 
the Jesuit provincials of the United States produced a document, Some 
Characteristics of Jesuit College and Universities: A Self-Assessment 
Instrument.21 The purpose of this document is to serve as a guide for 
members of the AJCU in reviewing their institution’s commitment to its 
Jesuit, Catholic identity, and as a means of supporting self-improvement. 
This document identifi es seven characteristics for self-study: leader-
ship’s commitment to mission; academic life that refl ects the Jesuit 
Catholic mission; a Jesuit campus culture that is Catholic, diverse, and 
inclusive; service; service to the local church; Jesuit presence; and integ-
rity.

In preparation for a Middle States Accreditation visit, the presi-
dent of Le Moyne College, Dr. Linda LeMura, volunteered the college to 
be among the fi rst schools to participate in the institutional Examen 
self-study. This process of discernment focuses on evaluating how the 
Jesuit mission is being integrated across all aspects of the college or 
university. This process was outlined in GC 34, Decree 17: “In order for 
an institution to call itself Jesuit, periodic evaluation and accountability 
to the Society are necessary in order to judge whether or not its dynamics 
are being developed in line with the Jesuit mission.”22

The trustees of Le Moyne College have also evolved in their ap-
proach to mission and identity: establishing a Mission and Identity 
Committee on the board; analyzing how mission affects the work of the 

20 Appleyard and Gray, “Tracking the Mission and Identity Question.”
21 Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, Some Characteristics of Jesuit College 

and Universities: A Self-Assessment Instrument (2012). This document can be accessed 
at https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55d1dd88e4b0dee65a6594f0/t/56043648e4b0e
ddafbc448b4/1443116616873/Characteristics+FINAL+Dec+20122.pdf.

22 GC 34, Decree 17, §9.
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board, including retreats as part of board meetings; scheduling board 
pilgrimages to Spain and Italy to “walk in the footsteps of St. Ignatius”; 
and considering a more recent proposal to explicitly integrate mission 
and identity within every board committee. The Mission and Identity 
Committee will be entering into discernment about the ways in which 
the committee can be of service to the rest of the trustees and the col-
lege going forward. Building upon ideas generated by Xavier University, 
one proposal would have all new board members join the Mission and 
Identity Committee in order to have extended refl ection on mission-
related matters across the college. After two years on this committee, 
these board members would lead communal refl ection and discernment 
on other board committees. For example, they would pose questions to 
members of the Finance Committee regarding the process of discern-
ment around fi nancial sustainability, asking that committee to hold in 
balance the importance that Jesuits place upon both faith and justice, 
and educating the poor as a means of attaining economic equality. One 
small change that the Le Moyne board made for the upcoming academic 
year was to begin the day of committee meetings with Mass, rather 
than having Mass at the end of the day, to put all board members in the 
mindset of the purpose and mission of Jesuit education and to have that 
mindset inform their decision-making process throughout the day. This 
mirrors the practice of St. Ignatius, who used to celebrate the Eucharist 
each morning in Rome before beginning the work of writing a given part 
of the Society’s Constitutions. Unless mission is central to the work of 
board committees, an institution risks making decisions that are unte-
thered from the institution’s most core convictions.

Question 3: In an age when collaboration among educational institu-
tions is fast becoming the norm, what implications are there for the mis-
sion and identity of Catholic colleges and universities when they partner 
with other institutions of higher learning, particularly when those part-
ner institutions are of a vastly different size or when they have a differ-
ent (or no) religious affi liation?

The Problem

All colleges and universities are facing the challenges of how to 
maintain the quality of education at their institutions and how to navi-
gate the challenges of the unsustainability of the current higher educa-
tion model. This will require collaboration with other Catholic colleges 
and universities, as well as with private and secular universities be-
yond the Catholic world. Identifying these opportunities, while at the 
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same time remaining faithful to the mission of one’s own institution, 
will require discernment and attention to the mission. Calls for collabo-
ration are coming from within the religious orders and beyond. GC 34 
noted, for instance, the importance of inter-university collaboration 
among Jesuit colleges and universities, which will be necessary for 
the survival of many of these institutions.23 Beyond Jesuit and other 
Catholic colleges and universities, there is also a call for collaboration. 
A report by Parthenon–EY Education Practice describes three eras in 
higher education: growth during the period 1968-90, technology during 
1990-2010, and collaboration from 2010 through the present.24 The de-
clining number of high school graduates, coupled with the issues noted 
earlier around declining federal and state support and low or no growth 
in income for low- to middle-income families, EY argues for a new strategy 
for these schools: collaboration across institutions. This requires identi-
fying opportunities for collaboration, something that requires careful 
discernment. How should this discernment proceed in such a way that 
the mission is not sacrifi ced in order to allow an institution to survive?

The Resources

The concept of collaboration — bringing together diverse entities 
to achieve a common purpose without needing the entities to lose what-
ever makes them distinct — is something with which Ignatius was fa-
miliar and, indeed, something he endorsed. For instance, in the fi nal 
part of his Spiritual Exercises, the “Rules for Thinking, Judging, and 
Feeling with the Church,” when Ignatius advises Jesuits on how they 
ought to react to different theological currents affecting the Church in 
his day, he writes, “We ought to praise both positive theology and scho-
lastic theology.”25 The specifi cs of what counts as positive and what 
counts as scholastic theology are, for our purposes, irrelevant. What 
matters is that Ignatius suggests that the former helps “to stir up our 
affections toward loving and serving God our Lord in all things,” while 
the latter enables us “to defi ne and explain for our times the matters 
necessary for our salvation, and also to refute and expose all the errors 

23 Cf., GC 34, Decree 17, §10.
24 Parthenon–EY Education Practice, Strength in Numbers: Strategies for Collaborat-

ing in a New Era for Higher Education. This report can be accessed at http://cdn.ey.com/
parthenon/pdf/perspectives/P-EY_Strength-in-Numbers-Collaboration-Strategies_
Paper_Final_082016.pdf. 

25 The Spiritual Exercises, §363.
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and fallacies.”26 Both types of theology, if they were relied upon for what 
they did best, could be of assistance to Jesuits in formation as well as 
those engaged in full-time ministry. Given that Ignatius, in the Consti-
tutions of the Society of Jesus, sees universities sponsored by the Soci-
ety to be places “in which public classes are held for the improvement in 
learning and in living both of [Jesuits] and even more of those outside 
the Society,” it follows that, if collaboration with other universities en-
hances that learning and living, Ignatius would support it.27 And as we 
have seen already, Decree 17 of GC 34 explicitly encourages such col-
laboration.

But how should this collaboration unfold? As boards of trustees try 
to answer this overarching question, we think Ignatius would pose to 
them these more particular questions:

• What does this college or university, i.e., the institution for which 
this board has fi duciary responsibility, do well, with respect to its 
students’ learning and living?

• What are the areas of learning and living in which this college or 
university most needs improvement?

• Given the possibility of partnering with institution x, what does x do 
well?

• Does anything that x does well match up with something that this 
college or university needs to improve?

• In which areas of learning and living does x need improvement?
• Do any of the areas in which x needs improvement match up with 

what this college or university does well?
• Does partnering with x endanger any of the characteristics of the 

adjective “Jesuit”?

The Example

Any number of different collaborations could result from carefully 
answering these questions. One already exists between Le Moyne Col-
lege and Syracuse University.

On the surface, the two schools are vastly different: Le Moyne, 
founded in 1946, is a Catholic and Jesuit master’s-level institution that 
has 2,500 full-time undergraduates enrolled in 47 different programs of 

26 Ibid.
27 St. Ignatius of Loyola, The Constitutions of the Society of Jesus and their Comple-

mentary Norms (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996), §440.
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study, as well as 650 graduate students in nine different programs. Syr-
acuse, founded in 1870, has Methodist roots, though now it is a private 
Research I university, and it boasts nearly 15,000 undergraduates 
spread across more than 200 majors and 100 minors, as well as 5,000 
graduate students, studying in more than 200 advanced programs 
within the university’s thirteen schools and colleges. These differences, 
however, provide the condition for the possibility of fruitful collabora-
tion.

Recently, the two schools announced a partnership that will estab-
lish two new initiatives, one in the fi eld of management and informa-
tion systems, which will benefi t graduate students at Le Moyne’s 
Madden School of Business and Syracuse’s School of Information Stud-
ies, or iSchool. The second will support an early admission program to 
Syracuse’s College of Law for extraordinary Le Moyne undergraduates. 
The fi rst partnership takes some of the things that Syracuse’s iSchool 
does well — data science and information security management — and 
joins them with some of the things that Le Moyne’s Madden School does 
well — health information systems and enterprise systems. The second 
partnership takes the form of a “3+3” program: Presuming a student 
maintains a certain GPA and meets other requirements, an undergrad-
uate who completes three years at Le Moyne is guaranteed a seat in 
Syracuse’s law school, where, three years later, he or she will be awarded 
a J.D.

Many colleges and universities in this country have partnerships 
similar to these. It is important to acknowledge that, so long as these 
partnerships help increase the quality of the learning and the depth of 
living of students at each college or university, they contribute to the 
mission of the Catholic, and in this instance, Catholic and Jesuit insti-
tution. Clearly, this is not the only mission-related factor to consider, 
but so long as such partnerships are targeted, they not only fail to 
threaten the mission and identity of the Catholic university, they con-
tribute to it.

***

Catholic colleges and universities will be facing more challenging 
times ahead as they grapple with mission and questions of fi nancial 
sustainability. Often, the two may be in confl ict with one another. Solv-
ing them as separate and distinct goals will prove harmful to one or the 
other. It is a process of discernment, grounded in a self-examination, 
that will require boards and the leadership team of the institution to 
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take a holistic approach to plotting the path ahead for these institu-
tions. This way of proceeding will require board members to be indiffer-
ent as they enter into the decision-making process and to be aware of 
the effect of these critical decisions on all stakeholders. While this dis-
cernment process will be challenging on many levels, the resulting stra-
tegic goals and objectives will be grounded in the mission of the 
institution. St. Ignatius has provided these institutions with insights 
into this process and has shown the importance of asking the right 
questions as they move forward. The process will require an orientation 
both for new board members and for the leadership team if they are to 
use this framework for the critical decisions that must be made in the 
years to come.


