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Faith and Dialogue: Identity of Jesuit Schools 

In the short time for this presentation, I can only sketch all that might be entailed in any discussion 
about the relation of Faith and Dialogue in the life and mission of the Jesuit school.  My purpose, 
therefore, is not to present a carefully worked out thesis but to present possibilities for discussion, 
reflection, and critique. At first, these may seem a bit removed from the daily experience of teaching 
and school administration, but central to my reflections is the reality of the school itself. Each day, in 
every class, at every level, dialogue is taking place. It is in the school that we are introduced to 
dialogue, its process, and its content. It is the school where we first encounter its possibilities and its 
challenges. Throughout our lives, we will be in dialogue with the narratives—both positive and 
negative, creative and destructive—that we received at school. For this reason, teaching and 
learning, the whole miracle of education, its wonder and its risk needs to be conscious of its 
dialogical nature and what Jesuit identity brings to this and how it is disclosed in the whole life of the 
school and the college.  
 
The centrality of dialogue in the school is recognised in, The Identity of the Catholic School for a 
Culture of Dialogue (Jan. 2022), issued by the then Congregation for Education. Although it 
recognised that formal and informal education today takes place in multicultural and multireligious 
environments, the Instruction is also concerned that there should be no erosion of catholic identity.1 
It reminds us that every school participates in the mission and the witness of the Church. From this 
perspective, while our educational enterprises must always have a creative responsiveness to their 
circumstances, they have a responsibility to the Church. ‘Identity’ is not at our absolute disposal but 
is received and accepted from the community of faith. Christian identity also entails the 
commitment to witness to Christ, the salvific offer of God’s love available to all in Christ and realised 
in the fullness of the life of the community.2 While I think that the concerns of the Instruction are 
legitimate and it comes as an important reminder of the essential mission of the school, I will argue 
that the way in which the Church understands the practice of dialogue – itself a mission – and the 
practice of the Society can offer us a way of understanding that dialogue does not necessarily 
threaten identity, it deepens, clarifies and strengthens it but not in a defensive way. This enables the 
dialogue that comes in and through our faith, to resist manipulation and colonisation by other forces 
that may be based on fear, political and cultural agendas which thrive on divisions which they can 
exploit. 
 
In order to open up this reflection, I will first briefly outline the Church’s understanding of the 
centrality of dialogue, especially its four circles, and what this means for faith.  I will then do the 
same for the Society’s understanding of dialogue as an expression—indeed, a necessary part—of 
faith, and how this is rooted in Vatican II.  Finally, I will attempt to demonstrate how these two 
sources can be employed in opening up the dialogical nature of the four Universal Apostolic 
Preferences of the Society and how they might shape our educational mission.  
 
From the outset, it would indicate a very significant omission. The normal discourses around 
‘dialogue’ presume non-artificial entities in which we are in some sort of mutual and reciprocal 
communication and knowledge transfer at multiple levels. However, today we are all aware, 
especially as educators of the impact of AI and the web, this vast space of exchange in which ‘virtual’ 
can me more powerful than ‘truth’, ‘fact’, or reality. Recently, experts in AI innovation and 
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2 Ibid. §28-30 
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development, have alerted us to the enormous power of AI and its potential threat to humanity. The 
digital constitutes a major ‘dialogical’ space which poses as many problems as it presents 
opportunities.  In the treatment that follows you will see that ‘dialogue’ and the ‘dialogical’ 
dimensions to human existence and interaction, as well as those between cultures and religions, is 
shaped towards what constitutes and expresses the human and humanity. In this respect it also 
carries and implicit ethical relationship or at least the expectation of one. Whether this can and 
should be applied to the digital realm of our interactions is, I think, very much at the beginning. As 
educators and parents we are well aware of the power of the digital technologies that are ceasing to 
be tools and becoming extensions of the self.  So, with this large discussion pending, we can begin to 
lay out some grounding features.   
 
 
1: Some Preliminary Considerations on Identity and Dialogue3  
 
Before we begin to think about faith and dialogue and their relationship to the identity of Jesuit 
schools, I think there is an important preliminary consideration which is central for every educational 
enterprise: the relationship between dialogue and identity. 
 
A: Already, dialogue presupposes a relationship in which ‘I’ identify some ‘other’ with whom I wish 
to communicate in some way. By the logic of communication, it also entails my understanding that 
the ‘other’ is receptive. They have the capacity to ‘dialogue’, to receive my communication and to 
understand, or at least have the intention or desire to understand it. This applies whether the 
communication is successful or not. Identifying and engaging with obstacles and distortions is as 
much part of the work of dialogue and the expression of identity as working with successful 
moments.  
 
Dialogue presumes meaning and has the capacity to create and shape it. This ‘dialogue’ need not 
only happen in language, but it can also take place through symbols and gestures; it can be 
performative as well as spoken. It will thus entail a learning for recognition and expression in 
multiple forms. Like ‘identity’, dialogue is not only something we engage in, but also something 
which we inhabit, for only in this way can we really learn and comprehend. We might even go so far 
as to say that human existence has a ‘dialogical structure’. It is a relationship that is lived in process. 
There are at least two basic dimensions of relationship between identity and dialogue which it 
becomes important to recognise. Whether constructed positively or negatively, identity is given and 
comes to self-awareness in dialogue: identity is received before it becomes expressed, indeed, the 
two ‘moments’ are integral to each other. At its most elementary, although we come into the world 
as a baby already equipped for interaction, it is only when we are addressed by others and the 
circumstances of our environment that we begin to become a self-aware ‘I’. Out of that growing 
awareness, we discover our agency and our capacity to interact, changing and re-shaping both 
ourselves and our situation. For these reasons, ‘address’ and ‘reception’ become such important 
factors in all our lives.  
 
B: Dialogue has an intentional quality which gives form and direction to the communication and thus 
implicates all parties. I think it is worth considering that dialogue has many different ways of taking 
place. It must, therefore, entail some commitment to time. This also suggests some sequencing of 
the communication which, in the course of the ‘dialogue’, can deepen, change, take on new 

 
3 The major features which I single out here can be found in the influential works of influential dialogic 

philosophers, especially Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig on the Jewish side and Ferdinand Eber on the 

Catholic side. Much of their personalist dialogic ‘I-Thou’ is also at work in Rahner’s early work, Hearers of the 

Word, and Hans Urs von Balthasar’s magisterial works—especially in Theo-drama and Theo-Logic—are in 

conversation with them all, as well as the German philosopher, Ferdinand Ulrich.  
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meanings. Even when the purpose of the dialogue is defined and agreed, it can still change, and so 
dialogue is never quite as closed or controllable as we might wish. On the one hand, this is often a 
reason for engaging in a dialogue as it can open up new possibilities or uncover other levels of 
meaning. These, in turn, can make us recognise or reshape our own sense of ‘self’ or the ‘role’ we 
have been asked to perform.  In this way, too, dialogue opens up the possibilities of a genuine 
collaboration. Necessarily, it is  a mutual activity even when it is negative; it is a process which has 
the power to change our perception of the other, or others, with whom we are engaged. Yet, 
because there is always this element of unknowability, the process of ‘dialogue’ itself can be 
inherently precarious or unstable. We must not idealise it. We know that all communication can 
break down, meet with resistance or rejection, or be distorted and deliberately misunderstood. I 
would argue that in these cases, especially when there is a deliberate intention of entering into a 
dialogue in ‘bad faith’, there is no dialogue as such for there is no real intention of being open and 
receptive to the ‘other’. This should serve to alert us to the power differentials in any dialogue. Does 
the decision to enter into a dialogue confer an equality on the other? Does it require an adjustment 
of power where there are asymmetries. Am I or the group which I represent prepared for this and 
willing to make whatever adjustments are necessary so that the dialogue can be as fruitful as 
possible? Therefore, even before we enter into the relationship, we are already being examined as 
to our availability. In this sense, our identities and our prejudices become exposed. We can see, 
therefore, that in the very process of dialogue, there is always some sort of disclosure of identity.  
 
C: Dialogue: the process of discovery and freedom. To be human is to be in some sort of 
communicative relationship with others, with the whole created world, and also to be in a 
relationship with spiritual realities. In every culture, there is some sense of an invisible communion: 
the ancestors, the saints, the natural world in its transcendental reality. This is a deep and multi-
level dialogical relationship in which we come to know and express ourselves. When we reflect on 
this, we begin to see that identity itself is mediated. Even when we enter into a dialogue with 
ourselves, we make ourselves an object so that we can process meaning: social or personal.   
 
Perhaps there is one exception to this. Advanced Western cultures, while wanting to stress 
community and relationality, also seem to me to have deeper counter-cultures of alienation. We 
become disconnected from our ‘ancestors’ and we live with a deracinated sense of self which can 
appear to be a sort of freedom and self-determination but, in fact, create an ‘insubstantial identity’.  
‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on,’ says Prospero in The Tempest (Act IV.sc1) and we 
immediately recognise the truth of our finite and transitory existence which it expresses. But if we 
ask, ‘whose dreams’ are made on us, the truth becomes a darker one for the ‘self’. We not only 
recognise the transitoriness of our existence, but that it is also open to being shaped, defined, and 
manipulated by other forces. Identity is expressed in the narratives we carry and in which we 
believe. These are inherited from our culture and our families, our friends and our enemies. They 
can become the ‘anchors’ for good or for bad in terms of our identity.  This is another level of the 
complex dynamic of dialogues which carries on internally in each one of us, as well as externally in 
each community and culture. Although ‘external’, they become interiorised, and they are created 
and shaped to serve national and cultural interests. Often, it is these narratives which determine the 
possibilities and the problems of the dialogues in which we are constantly engaged and through 
which our identity is formed. As we have seen in our first preliminary point of address and reception, 
we are not mere passive recipients; we are also actors and agents in the transmission and creation 
of these identity determinates. A recent insightful and accessible examination of this is The West: A 
New History of an Old Idea by Naoise MacSweeney.4 As well as exposing how the conventional idea 
of ‘Western Civilisation’ and its Greco-Roman origins has been constructed, she also alerts us to 
other versions of cultural origins which run counter to this, especially the ‘new grand narrative’ 
promoted by China and its partners. This introduces a notion of ‘parallel cultures’ which ‘cannot 

 
4 Naoíse MacSweeney, The West: A New History of an Old Idea, London: WH Allen, 2023.  
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blend or merge, inherit or transfer elements.’ If this is the dominant political and cultural orthodoxy, 
there will be little room for effective dialogue because it locks us into a grand monologue in which all 
narratives and discourses, personal as well as national, must speak their parts from an approved 
script. One obvious gap in MacSweeney’s otherwise astute and stimulating analysis is the absence of 
religion: a strange absence given that religion is such a significant force in cultural memory, identity 
and transmission. It may be that MacSweeney is also operating out of her own secular narrative 
which systematically either plays up the violent nature of religion or practises a methodological 
erasure. Both can suit its agenda. There is no doubt that it is often co-opted into the service of socio-
political narratives, but religion—especially Christian revelation—can also demonstrate a prophetic 
freedom which is both critical and generative. The dialogue which springs from faith—indeed, is 
required by it—will operate in the whole field of human life and culture. To be true to itself and the 
revelation entrusted to it, I think it always needs to conduct two inter-related dialogical processes: 
as it engages in a dialogue with ‘the other’, it will also be in dialogue with itself. Through the 
dialogue with the other, it will constantly be deepening and testing, purifying and developing its own 
self-understanding which it will then bring to its dialogue with ‘the other’ and vice versa. It needs to 
do this not only as a requirement of its own search for and mediation of truth, but so that it can also 
free itself from its entanglements with false and distorting influences and presences.  
 
D: Dialogue, identity and choice.  We choose those with whom we wish to dialogue and those whom 
we wish to exclude. This can be done by imposing narrative identities which in turn shape the 
possibilities and the consequences of the dialogue or its failure. We can see this in how societies 
engage in the process of ‘othering’ persons, classes and cultures and impose an identity through a 
narrative.  
 
Strategies of exclusion and inclusion: In the most pernicious way, the ‘other’—even when resisting 
this imposition—can absorb it, so it becomes internalised. This is why one of the central questions 
which we need to ask personally, as well as culturally and theologically, is who is narrating us? What 
are the narratives and their histories and effects that we carry and with which we continue to be in 
dialogue, consciously and unconsciously, throughout our lives?  Identities can be formed through the 
narrative dialogues of exclusion (not-I) and inclusion (one of us). If this is the principal mechanism 
and our dialogue embeds it rather than helps us to move beyond it, then dialogue is not a liberative 
exercise but one that is an exercise of power in which all participants become entrapped. The ‘self’ 
in these strategies risks becoming an impoverished ‘self’ because it only attains its sense of self 
through being ‘a not you’ or ‘a not them’. 
 
Equally, the construction of identity through the narratives of inclusion can be just as impoverishing 
for the same reason. Clearly, identity and dialogue do presuppose difference and distinction, but if 
the dialogue is to be liberative and creative, it must move beyond or find other ways of establishing 
identity in a positive relation which avoids the traps of exclusion and inclusion. I believe this can only 
be done when identity itself is grounded in a stronger narrative that liberates identity from the 
threat of losing its particularity or uniqueness. If this can be found, then identity has the freedom to 
realise a deeper, creative dialogue.  
 
This has a therapeutic potential to heal from the negative and limiting ‘dialogues’, both internal and 
external, and to resist and deconstruct those that aim at subjection and instrumentalization rather 
than opening new participative possibilities. In terms of the Christian faith, this is the ‘dialogue of 
salvation’ which St Paul VI marked out as the way of the Church in his encyclical Ecclesiam Suam 
(1964) and was influential for Vatican II. It is against this general mapping of some of the central 
questions in ‘dialogue’ and ‘identity’ that I want to situate the life and practice of faith, especially 
the nature of Jesuit identity which emerges in and through the dialogue which faith initiates and 
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through which it discloses itself.   
 
2: Dialogue, Faith, Identity: The Church’s Mission and the Society’s Work 
 
The Church:  The experience of dialogue is central to the Church’s self-understanding. It is grounded 
in the experience which we find in the whole of scripture, that God is in dialogue with us and, 
indeed, the whole of creation. The Church, gathered and moved in prayer and in liturgy and the 
praxis of her life, is in constant dialogue with Christ, ever attentive to the will of the Father and the 
life-giving mystery of the Trinity. This dialogical dynamic of the Church’s life also entails her 
relationship with all humanity and creation. 
 
Through the very process of dialogue, the Church, like every person, becomes aware of her own 
identity as rooted in being addressed. This is the first grace of God’s grace and mercy, for in 
addressing us, God is also choosing us. It is neither a random nor accidental act on God’s part: it is 
the Word that is spoken in the person of Christ that calls us into life in the Holy Spirit. In that 
address, the Church is called into being from all the nations of the world. This is the ‘gathering’ of 
the Holy Spirit, for every address needs a response. It needs first to be heard and then to discern 
which is the best way of responding in the life that address brings about. It is out of its constant act 
of listening—not only with the understanding but with the heart and will—that the capacity for 
responsible and truthful witness become possible.5 This is why the Church always enters any 
dialogue through attentive listening and the humility of acceptance and reception. It always sees 
itself in the moment of Mary’s annunciation, for it is in that moment of dialogue that Mary not only 
receives her mission but her identity.  
 
Ecclesiam Suam and Vatican II: Although the Catholic Church is still in the process of appropriating 
and developing the fruits of Vatican II, there can be no doubt that the Council committed the Church 
to dialogue as an integral part of her mission. Ormond Rush identifies it as one of the hermeneutical 
principles running through its documents and its pastoral-relational understanding of its mission.6 
With ‘dialogue’, the Council took up the central theme of the encyclical Ecclesiam Suam, with which 
Pope Paul VI set out the programme of his papacy. Both the encyclical and Council represent a 
fundamental shift in the Church’s self-understanding and identity, especially in relation to the 
world—the secular and the atheist—as well other religions and Christian churches.  
 
Without compromising its own unique identity and mission to proclaim and witness to the reality of 
Jesus Christ and the universality of the salvific grace he brings to the whole of humanity; the Church 
eschews identity through the process of ‘othering’. Instead of the dialectics of condemnation and 
opposition, in which it establishes itself as ‘not of the world’, it enters into a dialogue in which 
difference is certainly recognised but becomes the basis of a creative encounter.7 The Church is 
always distinguished from the world because she belongs to Christ but she is distinguished precisely 
so that she may more deeply enter into relationship with the world to tend its woundedness with 
the ointment of salvation.  
 
The dialectics of opposition and ‘otherness’ is transformed into a dialogue of ‘spiritual contact’, of 
mutual respect, openness to learn and recognise what is good in the other.8 It becomes a source of 

 
5 Cf. Dei Verbum and especially the significance of the liturgy of the word in the Eucharist and the liturgy of the 

Hours. This ‘listening’ is always accompanied by prayer. Cf. Dei Verbum §25. Cf. also Sacrosanctum 

Concilium on the place of scripture in worship in which Christ is also present §7.  
6 Ormond Rush, The Vision of Vatican II: Its Fundamental Principles, Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2019, 

pp. 14-16. Cf. also the index for the way in which it runs through the various documents.  
7 GS § 40-43. 
8 Ecc S §81-83 



 6 

reconciliation and renewal. Indeed, in the case of the world, there is also a recognition that the 
Church can also learn.9   
 
Ecclesiam Suam sets out four concentric circles of what it calls the ‘dialogue of salvation’ in which 
this dialogue takes place:  
 
(1) with the world or all of humanity, even when hostile to Christianity,  
 
(2) other monotheistic faiths (Judaism and Islam) and other religions,  
 
(3) other Christians, and finally  
 
(4) within the Church itself.10  
 
I think two things are important here: (a) The dialogue that is proposed is one that is open and 
honest – dialogue calls for ‘parrhesia’ on all sides. There is no attempt to diminish the content or 
claims of the Church’s faith in order to make dialogue easier. In fact, such a strategy would only 
make it more difficult because it would not be transparent and risks misleading the other partner in 
the dialogue.11 (b) This is liberating for all engaged in the process of dialogue because it means that 
differences can be properly acknowledged and their significance understood without being 
exploited, either to establish a superiority of one over the other or legitimating violence (intellectual 
or actual) against the other. Real learning and appreciation can occur. Such an approach comes out 
of a strong sense of identity which can be deepened and clarified in the process of dialogue rather 
than starting from the defensiveness or fear. ‘Not-I’ ceases to be a threat and becomes a point of 
encounter.12  
 
Dispositions for dialogue. Ecclesiam Suam also sets out the dispositions with which dialogue is 
engaged ‘nothing other than love, which is ardent and sincere. Neither limited, self-seeking nor 
coercive. Free to respond or reject, open to all…patient and persevering.’13 These dispositions 
cannot be dismissed as idealised applications of spiritual principles. Again, we can identify two 
important consequences that flow from them:  
 
(a) The Church implicitly repudiates its own history of coercion and violence. It recognises that such 
acts are, in fact, against its own identity. The way in which power is used in such strategies follows 
the logic of the world rather than the wisdom of the cross. So, in reclaiming the values or 
dispositions with which to enter into dialogue, the Church reclaims and recovers its own true 
identity. Here we can see that when dialogue has the right disposition, which flows from the graced 
life of the community, it is redemptive. It confirms identity and discloses its depths. The Church is 
liberated because it lives more deeply from the freedom of faith (Gal. 5)  given in the gift of the Holy 
Spirit, (Rom. 5.5), for it recognises that it cannot secure its own identity or existence. This surely is 
the greatest freedom of all – that our whole being, existence and purpose is given, sustained, 
redeemed and ordered to the glory of God.  In this sense, to be the ‘anawim’ – those who are 
completely dependent upon God is not a limitation or subjection ( contra the self-founding 
narratives of contemporary notions of autonomy and freedom) but the greatest liberation and 
restoration to the communion of all created things. This is the ‘new’ reality, the gracious gift, that 

 
9 GS §44 ff.  
10 Ecc S §97-113.  
11 Ecc S §107 
12 This opens the way to dialogues of reconciliation and fraternity.  
13 Ecc S §70-74 
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the Church is in the world by her very existence, and it rest only with the Triune God and the 
continuous gift of the Holy Spirit indwelling in the whole People of God.  
 
(b) Through ‘the eyes of faith’, the Church sees that same Spirit at work in all creation and in the 
hearts of all women and men. Therefore, in the process of dialogue, the Church comes to discover 
the depth of its own faith and the paradox in which it comes to rejoice that the more it goes into the 
world, the more it discovers the grace of its own reality. Again, in the beautiful paradox which marks 
the reality of grace, it also discovers that the good dwells in the other. In so doing, it helps the world 
(the other) come to a better and deeper understanding of itself—this is the power to bring things to 
life, to find what was lost or hidden, and to remove the accretions of false narratives—in the process 
of this open dialogue marked by humility, honesty, gentleness, patience and trust, all the marks of 
‘charity’, so that what has made us blind to each other is slowly removed. The other no longer seems 
a threat or an enemy but a friend, a necessary part of coming to be and to know my own truth which 
needs their truth.14 In this dialogue, ‘conversion is not the immediate object.’15 In a sense, the grace 
of conversion comes out of our conversion to the dignity, need and grace of the other. If using 
Augustine’s image of sin as an ‘incurvatus’, a turning in, this dialogue is a turning out to the other. In 
that turn, there is also a turning to God in the other, for in a remarkable insight of Gaudium et Spes:  
 

All this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose hearts grace 
works in an unseen way. For, since Christ died for all men, and since the ultimate vocation of 
man is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the Holy Spirit in a manner known 
only to God offers to every man the possibility of being associated with this paschal 
mystery.16 
 

The theme of dialogue set out by Paul VI can be found running through the documents which deal 
with each dimension of the circle of dialogue. The most direct use is made in Gaudium et Spes, 
which takes up the concentric circles of Ecclesiam Suam but reverses their order.17 So, dialogue 
becomes intrinsic to the very life of the Church and her mission. We may observe here in passing 
that that dialogue within the Church itself is now being realised through the synodal process. If it is 
to realise its full potential, that dialogue within the Church will also need to be characterised by the 
same dispositions which Paul VI set out.  
 
3. The Society: Dialogue as Mission 
 
One way of seeing those dialogue dispositions emphasised in Ecclesiam Suam is in terms of the 
Society’s ‘way of proceeding’. All of these modes of encounter are already present in the Exercises. 
We can see them not only in the dispositions with which the director is to assist the one making the 
Exercises, but especially in the qualities with which we experience God dealing with us, particularly 
in the First and Second Week and our desire to model ourselves on Christ’s way of ‘dialogue’ with 
people, especially in the dispositions of the third mode of humility. The whole way in which the 
Society understands itself in mission is dialogical, whether it is in the ‘ministries of the word’ or in 
the value the early Society placed on ‘spiritual conversation’. Indeed, the whole missionary approach 
of the Society was precisely to start from where the other was and to find God already present 

 
14 Cf. how these insights of Ecclesiam Suam and Gaudium et Spes are developed in Fratelli Tutti, especially in 

the pedagogy of fraternal care which is sketched there, starting with the reality of violence and need and the 

response of care (The Parable of the Good Samaritan), then the healing and restoration of relationships through 

care of the ‘other’ in the migrant and refugee but rooted in the healing of language, especially political language, 

so that it nourishes truth and fraternity rather than lies and division.  
15 Ecc S §79 
16 GS §22.  
17 GS. §44 ff. for hwo the whole dynamic of dialogue works out in the mission of the Church and each Christian 

cf. §23 ff; 40ff; 90 ff.  
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there. There is a joyous discovery of new cultures, new lands and other faiths and desire to enter 
into dialogue with them. The Society has never been afraid of ‘the other’, but rather has always 
wanted to accept the opportunity that the other provides to engage in this dialogue of salvation. To 
be sure, there has also been a tension between the cultural narratives and identities that we all 
come with, and the great subversive narrative of the Gospel and the way in which it is captured in 
the Exercises – the narrative of the God who is always ‘semper maior’ and who labours and works in 
all things. This is why the work of dialogue is also the work of liberative conversion, even from the 
prejudices of one’s own culture. That is always an unfinished work because we are always in the 
midst of a deeper movement into the Risen Christ, an openness to all things and all humanity in Him. 
It is also a deep act of faith in the truth of Christ and the nature of that truth as it makes itself known 
in our encounters. This is finely expressed in Dignitatis Humanae (‘The Right to Religious Freedom’): 
‘The truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its own truth, as it makes its entrance into the 
mind at once quietly and with power.’18  The best example of this is surely Christ’s encounter with 
the Samaritan woman at the well.19 
 
In its Congregations and decrees since Vatican II, we can see the Society’s absolute commitment to 
dialogue in all of the dimensions set out in Ecclesiam Suam and Vatican II, especially Gaudium et 
Spes. This can be seen in the Complimentary Norms Accompanying Part VII of the Constitutions on 
Mission. These set out the nature and range of the Society’s mission in all the different fields of its 
life and apostolates – identity discloses itself in action! Second on the list is dialogue ‘born of respect 
for people’. In terms of our theme, it is worth considering this norm, which originates from GC34 d 4 
no 23: 

 
2. A dialogue, born of respect, for people, especially the poor, in which we share their 
cultural and spiritual values, and offer our own cultural and spiritual resources, in order to 
build up a communion of peoples instructed by God’s Word, and enlivened by the Spirit as a 
Pentecost. In such a dialogue, we come into contact with the activity of God in the lives of 
other men and women, and we try to enable people to become aware of God’s presence in 
their culture. This dialogue is also necessary in the so-called ‘post-Christian cultures’, based 
upon a sharing of life, a shared commitment to action for human development and 
liberation, a sharing of values and the sharing of human experience….20 

 
What is significant here, as with Vatican II, is the theological vision which informs the whole nature 
of dialogue. It looks upon the whole of humanity as the privileged place of encounter with Christ, 
whatever the cultural or religious circumstances. This is not a totalising narrative which makes 
everyone and everything a sort of hidden Christian or a Christian in potentia.  Of course, other 
religions can make a similar claim, but I would suggest that this  is different. As Gaudium et Spes 
holds, all dialogue is founded on the dignity of each person. So the Society  recognises in every 
human person the imago dei, the vocation which belongs to the very essence of being human and is 
articulated in the Principle and Foundation, namely, that whoever we are or whatever culture has 
shaped us, our primary identity is grounded in our relationship with God and our destiny to life in 
God which becomes visible in Christ. The Society of Jesus cannot enter into dialogue from any other 
premise or through any other vantage point. Explicitly or implicitly, all our works are predicated 
upon this principle. That means that every person in our schools and colleges can only be 

 
18 DH §1 
19 Jn 4:4-30. Note here how for John, ‘truth’ is the person of Christ. What becomes manifest in the dialogue, 

beyond the cultural and religious boundaries and narratives, is the disclosure of his person and the disclosure of 

the woman, even to herself.  
20 The Constitutions of the Society of Jesus and Their Complementary Norms: A Complete English Translation 

of the Official Latin Texts, Saint Louis, 1996. Jesuit Primary Sources, in English Translations. CN, Constitutions 

Part VII pp.273. 
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understood and engaged in the great work of education as a person (body and soul) who has a 
supernatural destiny. They have a right to know who they are and the dignity to which they are 
called, the life for which they were created. Dialogue provides access to this truth, and it continues 
to unfold throughout a life.  
 
Irrespective of being a Christian, this is the dignity which all possess, and it is not dependent upon a 
political system or philosophy or a concession by some human authority. Moreover, in Christ, that 
understanding cannot be dismissed as the product of human understanding or a Western humanist 
fashion. Christ claims this narrative as God’s own narrative which cannot be claimed by any other or 
subsumed into some grand historical narrative to suit a particular culture. It is greater than all these, 
and it calls them all into question. This is the ultimate source of the dialogue, which is liberating. It is 
God who, in Christ, has entered into dialogue with every woman and man in history, whatever their 
historical moment or culture. There is a sense that Christ and the Holy Spirit are constantly at work 
liberating Christianity itself, for it must always be in dialogue with its Lord.  This is the ‘humanism’ 
which also has the power to expose and challenge all that imprisons the human spirit, diminishes the 
value of the person and refuses the shackles of violence as a means of achieving its end, no matter 
how attractive. The Cross means that Christianity can never enter into dialogue with the world or 
other religions in disguise. It is always exposed but it enters that dialogue only in truth. This is both 
its poverty and its strength.  
 
4: The Universal Apostolic Preferences (UAPs)  
 
There is much more that we could explore here, but perhaps it is time to briefly indicate how this 
‘dialogue’ touched into the UAPs. In this way, we can see that, in all our institutions, dialogue is the 
continuous formation of identity which does not rely on those of impoverishment but is grounded in 
the great dialogue of faith itself: God’s dialogue with every person in the depths of their souls and 
hearts. In many ways, the UAPs are the ‘sites’ of dialogue and encounter. In these sites, we not only 
meet ‘the other’, but we also meet ourselves, for in that dialogue, our identity too comes to the 
surface. Above all, we meet God ‘labouring and working’ in the world in the greatest dialogue of 
salvation in which we are called to participate.  
 
UAP 1: Requires dialogue with all faiths and with those who reject or deny God’s very existence. It 
requires it because it is rooted in the dynamic: 
 
(a) That to be human is to be searching for God in some form or other. Every person desires God, 
just as they desire and long for the fullness of life and happiness. All religion is an expression of this 
desire. All attempts to suppress it, politically, intellectually, can only end in starving the soul to 
death, the imprisonment of the human person in systems that can offer nothing that nourishes the 
soul, and the commitment to a life beyond the self that it brings which is life-giving. If this is the 
case, we should ask what sort of vacuum in human life does the absence of God leave? What fills 
this vacuum?  What empty promises and ideologies? What insatiable desires and illusions?   
 
(b) But what god/God or whose god/God?  This is an invitation to dialogue which recognises that we 
are all united in the search (the search for God is the search for ourselves and our common 
humanity). It also recognises that we can help each other in this search, and in doing so discover that 
faith does not make us enemies but fellow searchers – pilgrims on the road. Such dialogue also helps 
us liberate ourselves from the narratives and the histories that have prevented this discovery. From 
that starting point, in UAP 1, the Spiritual Exercises are proposed as a voyage of discovery, in 
addition to drawing us more closely to the poor and marginalised (UAP 2) because it is to them that 
gospel of the Kingdom is first addressed (Matt. 5:1-12) and they are the ones with whom Christ 
identifies himself (Matt. 25). UAP 1 makes visible those whom society and history make invisible, 
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because they are present in the crucified Christ (Metz’s ‘dangerous memory’)21. The dialogue of faith 
insists that their voices are present in all forms of dialogue. The first UAP also provides our access to 
the deep dialogue with creation (UAP 4) and necessarily includes this, as creation itself bears witness 
to the grace that creation is and points the way to our ‘Creator and Lord’. In this, it forms the basis 
of a dialogue with other faith traditions and the deep search for understanding that characterises 
the scientific world.  
 
The God we encounter in the Spiritual Exercises is the God who is not afraid to be in dialogue with 
us, who is already in love with us and comes to us where we are. In this, the experience of the 
Exercises opens into the experience of God in the Hebrew Scriptures and in the New Testament. This 
is the God who wants nothing more than to be found and is prepared to take the most difficult way 
to find us. This is the God who comes in search of us in our classrooms and assembly halls, in our 
sports stadiums and our laboratories, in our meetings, in our libraries and computers – opening our 
hearts and minds, building our communities, and never limiting them. The God that UAP 1 directs us 
to is the God who helps us grow in discernment, in true wisdom, so that we can never be in doubt 
about our dignity and value. We can find the best way of being ourselves, serving each other and the 
whole of creation. Above all, we discover our freedom in knowing our purpose and ultimate destiny: 
‘to know, love, and serve God and to be happy with God forever.’22  
 
UAP 2:  The dialogue which opens us first to hear and to see the other, especially those who have 
been dehumanised through poverty and exclusion. To hear their voice, their truth, their cry. 
Dialogue is making room for the other and honouring their dignity through walking with them and 
treating them as their dignity requires of us. In them, we are in dialogue with the Christ who has 
been violated. In dialogue, we take their truth into ourselves and become ministers of reconciliation 
and advocates for justice – dialogue moves from listening and speaking to action, the binding up of 
broken bodies and broken souls so that humanity can be whole again.  
 

UAP 3: In our educational works, we are especially privileged not only to be in dialogue with 
young people but to help them find their voice and place and agency in the dialogue of society 
and systems. It is a transformative dialogue, for they must claim it as their future, the society for 
which they long. Hope is more than utopia, which is always a deception. Hope is our dialogue with 
the future out of the faith that gives us vision and courage and perseverance. Our dialogue with 
hope is our dialogue with what may be hard but is never impossible. It is the promise that God has 
placed in our hearts and confirmed in the Risen Christ. Hope is a dangerous grace, for it can imagine 
and see beyond the things that block our vision to what can and what must be: the future that is 
already the Kingdom growing and calling us. Hope refuses to be trapped in fatalism or despair and 
that makes it dangerous because it cannot be manufactured or controlled; it is already the life of 
grace in each of us and we see it alive in the hope that belongs to all life and keeps us young. Hope is 
the breath of the Spirit in us, which speaks of God’s Kingdom coming.  
 
UAP 4: UAP 4 and 1 are intimately connected. One of the most common ways in which Ignatius 
invites us to experience and know God is as our ‘creator and Lord.’ In the Ignatian world, creation 
and salvation are not separated.23 When the dialogue with creation breaks down or is silenced, our 

 
21 Metz, Johann Baptist. Faith in History and Society : Toward a Practical Fundamental Theology. New York: 

Seabury, 1980. also "Communicating a Dangerous Memory." Lonergan Workshop 6.9999 (1987): 37-53. 

Morrill, Bruce T. Anamnesis as Dangerous Memory : Political and Liturgical Theology in Dialogue. 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical, 2000.  
22 This is a foundational truth of the Christian Catechism, and it is also the Principle and Foundation of the Sp. 

Exx.  
23 Cf. Concordancia Ignaciana, esp. pp 275 ff. n.b. especially how often the combination occurs in the 

Constitutions.  
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soul begins to suffer. It begins to become weary and dry up, for it is cut off from the home which 
God made for us. We find ourselves numb and deaf and in exile from the whole celebration of life. 
How we exploit, disfigure and exhaust nature and all life replacing dialogue with violence.24 It is the 
violence of insisting first and only of ourselves. We do violence to ourselves. Our greed and refusal 
to listen to the cry of the earth leaves us only the illusions that our technology alone will save us or 
maybe it will allow the rich and the powerful to escape the planet they have wasted to find another 
planet to exploit.25 In UAP 4, we are asked to honestly face the reality of ‘ecological sin’ as part of 
the reality of sin in which we are entangled as reflected in Week One of the Spiritual Exercises.26 
 
The dialogue to which creation summons us is first a dialogue that awakens us to ourselves, our 
need of repentance and conversion, our need to cherish creation and tend it, not abuse it, for 
creation is part of our own salvation.27 When we come home to it, we come home to ourselves and 
to the wonder that God has given us in all that God has made. Here, Christian understanding 
introduces something profound into our relationship with creation. Creation is an expression of 
God’s love in the goodness with which it is endowed by its very act of being.28 In it, we first come to 
perceive that goodness itself is gift, or self-diffusive.29 That, too, is the goodness which is life-giving 
and necessarily creates the ‘communio’ of creation in which and through which we all live and on 
which we depend. In the awareness that we are in this ‘communio’ (cf. The Contemplatio ad 
Amorem), we enter into a communicative-contemplative relationship with all created things. This is 
a dialogical polyphony in which creation reveals itself to be a sacramental reality of life.30 It is a mark 
of the life of grace in us, that the dynamic power of goodness is manifest, so that we become ‘fonts’ 
of goodness, of its generosity which is life-giving, to each other and all creation. In such a way, we 
begin to sanctify creation and, in doing so, we come to find ourselves as ‘co-creators’ with God. In 
this way, the goodness and the abundance that creation itself wants to bestow—that creation has 
been ordered in God’s goodness to bestow—is set free from the futility to which our alienation and 
violent exploitation have brought it (Rom. 8:20). Creation itself enters into the resurrected life of the 
Kingdom.  
 
All creation asks of us is to respect, to nurture and cherish, to love all things and put them before 
ourselves. Then we will have found ourselves again and dialogue will become praise.31 When that 
happens, we will know that our educational apostolate will have attained its purpose.  

 
24 Cf. the analysis of Laudato Si; also how education involves ecology, Instruction §32 ff.  
25 In Islamic Spirituality, the whole of creation is a continual conversation or communication of the Divine 

goodness – love. The mystics use the analogy of a ‘guest house’ (our Common Home) whose owner is also an 

artist, and, like all guest houses, there are rules which are observed for the benefit of all. Cf. Zeki 

Sarıtoprak, Islamic Spirituality: Theology and Practice for the Modern World, London; New York: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2018: p185. 
26 On the nature of ‘ecological sin’, cf. The Amazon: New Paths for The Church and for an Integral Ecology, 

The Final Document, Oct. 2019, §82. Also Leonardo Boff and Phillip Berryman. Cry of the Earth, Cry of the 

Poor, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1997. Ecology and Justice. Pp.99-116.  
27 Cf. Sp. Exx § 60 and the outpouring of gratitude for creation which still continues to sustain and uphold us in 

our sinfulness. Also the Contemplatio §230 ff.; 189.5.  
28 Aquinas ST 1.32. 1 ad 3.   
29 Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles, Book 1: God, c. 37. (Trans. A. C. Pegis, New York, Hanover House 1955). 

For a detailed discussion, cf. Bernhard-Thomas Blankenhorn, "The Good as Self-diffusive in Thomas 

Aquinas", Angelicum 79.4 (2002): 803-37.  
30 For approaches to this cf. Christie, Douglas E. The Blue Sapphire of the Mind : Notes for a Contemplative 

Ecology. New York ; Oxford: Oxford UP, 2013. Chryssavgis, John. Creation as Sacrament. London: 

Bloomsbury, 2019. Still urgent and relevant cf. Ruether, Rosemary Radford. Gaia & God : An Ecofeminist 

Theology of Earth Healing. London: SCM, 1993.  A compressive series of essays cf. Azetsop, J., Conversi P  

(eds),  Rome:  GBP (Pontificia Università Gregoriana), 2022.  
31 The same theme recurs in Islamic spirituality of creation and likewise in evident in the Jewish scriptures 

especially the psalms. Cf. Sarıtoprak, Zeki. Islamic Spirituality : Theology and Practice for the Modern World. 

London ; New York, 2018. P.182.  
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I hope that in these brief reflections I have been able to show that dialogue is intrinsic to life. It 
requires us to listen to the life that is always addressing us and to learn new languages. Above all, I 
hope that I have demonstrated that faith brings something new to dialogue. In all our many 
dialogues, we come to recognise the one who first called us out of nothing and enters into dialogue 
with us by speaking our name. In that moment, we are given ourselves and invited to take the 
journey into life in Jesus Christ.  
 
 
James Hanvey SJ  
Rome, 24th  May 2023 

 


