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Critical Self-Reflection and Social Justice as Lasallian Mission
Jack Downey, PhD1

Amidst all the myriad very real, pressing, and important challenges that face contemporary 
Lasallian higher education – including but not limited to questions of financial stability paired 
with our mission to serve the economically distressed, general shifts in the tone of higher 
education to a more professionalized model of education (which seems to bode ill for the liberal 
arts),2 questions of “market saturation” that are threatening many smaller and mid-sized 
universities, and balancing our root Lasallian and Catholic identities with an embrace of 
pluralism – I’d like to offer something more vague, and potentially less approachable for 
consideration as a challenge or provocation (although I don’t assume that this is something new), 
possibly more salient in the face of what appears to be an increasingly dystopian political reality: 
that a pressing task of Lasallian educators is to convince our students that the world is actually 
much worse than they already think it is, without thereby plunging them into reflexive denial, 
abject despair, or nihilistic apathy – or at least not leave them there.   

Our students, like ourselves, have been raised in cultures in which colonialism, racism, sexism, 
classism, bigotry, and greed (etc.) are default settings.3 As Judith Butler writes, we have all been 
socialized through forms of psychological violence that discipline us into certain ways of being 
in the world, which we naturally pass on to those around us – our children, our friends, our 
students: 

We are at least partially formed through violence. We are given genders or social 
categories, against our will, and these categories confer intelligibility or 
recognizability, which means that they also communicate what the social risks of 
unintelligibility or partial intelligibility might be. But even if this is true, and I think it 
is, it should still be possible to claim that a certain crucial breakage can take place 
between the violence by which we are formed and the violence with which, once 
formed, we conduct ourselves. Indeed, it may be that precisely because one is formed 
through violence, the responsibility not to repeat the violence of one’s formation is all 
the more pressing and important. We may well be formed within a matrix of power, 
but that does not mean we need loyalty or automatically reconstitute that matrix 
throughout the course of our lives.4 

Insofar as we do not actively push back against these forms of violence, we ourselves participate 
in them. We may even reinforce them while earnestly working to combat structures of injustice.5  
As the philosopher George Yancy tells us, that we may be antiracists does not mean that we are 
nevertheless not ourselves also simultaneously racist.6 The pernicious side of the taken-for-
grantedness of certain forms of subjectivity is the objectification and marginalization of others 
that are “deviant.” These norms have been baked into the DNA of our culture, and we have 
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internalized them by the simple fact that we exist – but we may still serve our communities by 
holding up a mirror to the myriad subtle permutations of oppression that seep throughout our 
culturally-accepted norms.   

Hate crimes, mass incarceration, rape culture, xenophobic legislation and vigilantism, labor 
exploitation, persistent threats to indigenous sovereignty, loss of biodiversity, the consolidation 
of wealth in the hands of a few . . . all of this (and much more) occur under the gaze of an 
apocalyptic climate forecast that some have concluded is already irreparable – what the 
theologian Elizabeth Johnson has called the “wasting” of creation.7 In many ways, the world is 
much worse than we know. But, by and large, we are resilient people, and even following 
horrific incidences of violence, we quickly return to business as usual, more or less un-phased.  
Some of this might be a practical necessity just to retain the ability to function. However, 
perhaps we have become too adept at insulating ourselves from suffering, especially when we 
find ourselves removed from the frontlines, rendering engagement somewhat optional.   

Three mechanisms for the project of cognitive dissonance management come to mind, which 
mitigate the confrontation between our aspirational reality and our actual conditions: ignorance, 
forgetting, and scapegoating. We unknowingly (perhaps because we are insufficiently curious) 
perpetuate inequality, reset and get back to “normal,” or isolate particularly “savage” exemplars 
of violence. This allows us to gloss over difficult questions of personal culpability. A blanket of 
denial insulates us against the daunting perils of real solidarity with suffering communities, with 
its attendant maximalist ethical demands, to collectively reinforce social apathy.8 

An enduring obstacle in the fight for equality is that we have become so “well-adjusted to 
injustice” that it appears to us as morally neutral.9 The nature of structural sin is that it is largely 
invisible to our gaze – even if we may feel the brunt of a particular form of oppression – 
precisely because it has become too normalized. It is just the way things are.10 It may only be in 
particular events of intensification that the injustices that persist in the background of our 
everyday lives are surfaced in such a way that they draw sustained attention. Sadly, we are given 
too many opportunities of this sort. But we are durably buoyant people, and those points of 
intensification quickly seem to recede far into the background of our collective consciousness.  

The easy thing to do during these flashpoints of violence is to distance ourselves from the 
perpetrators – framing them as anomalous acts of singular “evil” individuals, who seem strange 
to us, almost alien in their cruelty – unrecognizable, unintelligible, “senseless.”11 Or the 
perpetrators become monstrous ambassadors of “cultures of death.”12 Our horror reinforces our 
self-identity as “just,” positioning us in righteous opposition in a “clash of civilizations” 
narrative – a process that has become more deeply cemented in recent years. We deploy well-
travelled conceptual armor that taps into longstanding recognizable essentializing binaries that 
distance from the horror we instinctively feel – repulsion – in the encounter with violence, 
concluding that “savage” subjects earn their own dehumanization because they have behaved 
inhumanely. 

By dissociating ourselves from subjects of evil acts, we insulate ourselves from any serious 
consideration of how we might participate in structures of sin. But our reflexive aversion to these 
acts – which offer an opportunity for critical reflection on less cinematic, but more pervasive 
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injustices in which we all participate – often serve to mask the more banal forms of evil that 
often fly below our radar precisely because they are so ingrained into our daily lives, and 
implicate us in ways that scandalize our vision of ourselves as “just.”13   
 
The Catholic social justice tradition, Alcoholics Anonymous, and any number of Christian 
revivalists concur with the screenwriting phenomenon Aaron Sorkin that the “first step in solving 
any problem is recognizing there is one.”14 Pope Francis’ “environmental” encyclical Laudato Si 
might be instructive here, as a framework of social repentance and radical transformation – 
taking its cue from the Passion narrative, which has long been a kind of melodic blueprint for 
Christian conversion. Francis follows this arc (as do the Ignatian Exercises that formed Francis), 
which serves as a helpful tool for the type of reflection that current events demand – with its 
sober (and daunting) recollection of the current environmental prognosis as the starting point for 
any consideration of a future that is more than a dystopian fantasy. Francis ends with hope for 
the future, but that hope is contingent upon a haunting reality check that fully experiences the 
desolation of despair.   
 
Justice work need not be the sole purview of any one discipline, but rather might be [more] 
complexly woven throughout our curricula. There is no shortage of opportunities for “contrast 
experiences” which immerse our students in the realities of social and environmental 
inequality.15 When these moments arise, our natural inclination may be to rapidly pivot toward 
hope – but I think it is worth interrogating whether that instinct does our students a disservice, 
and conditions them against “tarrying” [a Yancy term] with the reality of suffering.16 Perhaps we 
do this out of personal discomfort, or a protective impulse – we may be worried that we are 
telling our privileged [in the context of whatever issue we are confronting] that they are “bad.”  
Perhaps we are ourselves implicated in the issue. But good intentions or personal morality do not 
trump the cultural substrata that undergird these issues, and gives them shape.17 Part of existing 
with privilege is the recognition that while we may not be individually responsible for building 
the systems of injustice in which we find ourselves entangled, we may nevertheless benefit from 
them, and thereby bear some responsibility. Although some personal guilt may be involved, 
broader cultural forces are at play. 
 
Justice is not just about being polite, and not about thinking of ourselves as “good.” The 
presumption that we can examine violence without some hard self-examination misses an 
opportunity. This does not, of course, minimize the horror that we feel when tragedies occur, or 
when we study incidences of cruelty – but we err if we ignore the more difficult task: that we 
may not be as innocent as we like to think. Simply declaring ourselves to be antiracist does not 
thereby mean that we are, in fact, antiracist. The declaration does not necessarily enact what it is 
intended to signify. And even if we are ourselves directly impacted by racism, that does not 
mean that we have not also internalized it and been formed by it. Yancy notes that oftentimes our 
antiracism – this could be expanded to other fields of resistance – risks a kind of accidental 
narcissism, and may be more about confirming ourselves as the moral than about actually 
hearing and amplifying marginalized voices and interrogating our own behavior – and thereby 
instrumentalizing oppressed communities into our own project of self-affirmation and 
“colorblind” magical thinking, which, even if motivated by ostensibly well-intentioned 
sentiments, nevertheless betrays an insular self-centeredness. 
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We are all – in our own specificity – simultaneously both subjects and objects of a swirling 
matrix of structural injustices. Our students have all experienced some degree of oppression in 
their lives, whether they are fully conscious of this or not, and at least one of our tasks is to honor 
those experiences, and attempt to think through how apparently discrete forms of injustice may 
be interwoven beneath their surface expressions. Recent debates about university “safe spaces” 
and “call out” culture acknowledged, the truth is that many of our students often do not feel safe 
in our classrooms or campuses.18 We do not have to travel to remote developing countries to find 
injustice. We do not – although we most certainly should – even need to leave campus. In order 
to have honest conversations about injustice in our world, we necessarily must confront those 
injustices in our local communities, on our campuses, in our classrooms – and this demands that 
we as educators expose some of our own vulnerability, and acknowledge our own personal 
responsibility for perpetuating violence. Our Lasallian traditions of association and siblinghood 
thankfully offer helpful resources for managing these challenging considerations responsibly that 
avoid infantilizing our students, and encouraging them to take responsibility for their own 
interior formation with a vision towards their own liberation and that of those most impacted by 
structures of injustice.19 

 
The fact that our experience of privilege and marginalization are deeply intertwined – 
“everything is connected” is the constant refrain of Laudato Si – is more than an ecological 
proposition, but also holds some promise for the future. It is the ground for mutual identification, 
an expanded sense of kinship that may be expressed in solidaritous action with others. Analyses 
of structural privilege are not just about guilt and shame, but may be animating tools that 
encourage us to wield that privilege responsibly in a manner that chooses love for one another 
over love of self – or rather sees self-love as intrinsically bound together with the other. This 
employs a different form of discipline – not the violence that strips away individuality, but rather 
a kind of socially committed asceticism, which honors the demands of ongoing collective 
conversion to paths of liberation. In this sense, we are potential energy, yet to be fully actualized 
[at best]. Pope Francis consoles us: 
 

Yet all is not lost. Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also capable of 
rising above themselves, choosing again what is good, and making a new start, 
despite their mental and social conditioning. We are able to take an honest look at 
ourselves, to acknowledge our deep dissatisfaction, and to embark on new paths to 
authentic freedom. No system can completely suppress our openness to what is good, 
true and beautiful, or our God-given ability to respond to his grace at work deep in 
our hearts. I appeal to everyone throughout the world not to forget this dignity, which 
is ours. No one has the right to take it from us.20   

 
This reflection has focused on some rather grim propositions, but I hope it has taken seriously 
the gravity of the position we find ourselves in and the necessity for radical (and perpetual) 
personal and collective conversion as a pretext to any sort of optimism we might have about the 
future. Although our students are largely – in the balance of a lifespan – still quite young, they 
are adults (old enough to be conscripted into military service and executed in thirty-two states 
across the country – if not all old enough to legally purchase a six-pack of Budweiser [rebranded 
for this recent election season as “America”]). We do them and future generations no good 
service if they leave our schools with a bursting academic resume, a job offer or two in hand, and 
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little more than the belief that a life well-lived consists of being polite, voting, and occasionally 
volunteering for a good cause. These all rank in the “necessary-but-not-sufficient” category for a 
vision of the future that includes any measure of fidelity to creation’s flourishing. There is hope, 
but that hope rests on our capacity to gaze openly at the depths and vertigo-inducing complexity 
of the suffering that surrounds us, and act upon that, while remaining open to correction and 
adjustment. Rhetoric about social justice, “service,” and prayers for victims that abound in higher 
education (and our culture more broadly) are not necessarily hollow – but only ring true if they 
are supported by real commitments toward self-reflection that moves toward concrete action.  
This is a mammoth undertaking, but it seems that our tradition and a sober assessment of the 
socio-ecological context of our work obligate us toward this type of labor.   
 
A final thought: These are not just abstractions, and it is not just a matter of curriculum – 
although I certainly think that is part of it. At our schools, there are more immediate steps we can 
take. Some of that has to do with pedagogical training for our teachers, which I realize is a 
daunting task; smaller classes and more flexible curricula that allow us to be creative, respond 
with greater agility to contemporary developments, and move away from reliance on “banking” 
models of education.21 But it also has to do with questions of hiring (both faculty and 
administrators), how we interact with our neighboring communities, how departmental funding 
is prioritized, and the environmental footprint of our campuses. Those who have been in the 
business longer than I (which is most people) will probably note that these are tectonic issues, so 
I’m not being flippant about the task at hand. But they seem to me to be important, urgent, issues 
that face us and also ones that sync nicely with my understanding of the Lasallian charism. In 
this spirit, I’d like to offer this reflection as food for thought, and appreciate your consideration 
and any responses or wisdom that might be shared at our seminar. 
 
Questions for Consideration 
 

1. How do we incorporate justice throughout the curricula at our institution? 
 

2. What do we do at our institution to make students feel safe on campus and in the 
classroom? What else do we need to do? 
 

3. What pedagogical training do faculty need to be creative, respond with greater agility to 
contemporary developments, and move away from reliance on “banking” models of 
education? 
 

4. How do we interact with our neighboring communities? How is departmental funding 
prioritized? How are we addressing the environment footprint on our campus? 
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