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At the outset, a word of thanks to Dom Moacyr José Vitti, University 
Grand Chancellor, Brother Davide Petri, FMS, Chair of the University Board as well as its members, Brother Clemente Ivo Juliatto, FMS, Rector, Deans of Departments, faculties, students and all associated with the Pontifical Catholic University of Parana for their thoughtfulness in conferring this degree honoris causa; I accept it in my name and that of the Marist community and shall always treasure the membership it gives me in the family that makes up this fine institution, an institution for which I have always had great respect and admiration. Thank  you again.
In my remarks this evening I want to say a few words about university education. The opportunity for learning at this level was once restricted to but a few; now, thankfully, it is more widely available. Having educated citizens is a blessing for any country that believes in the dignity of the human person and the rights of all; having an educated community of believers is a similar blessing for any Church that values the primacy of conscience and sees grace as a gift given out of God’s love for the person and charism as a gift given out of God’s love for the Church. 

More to the point, however, a university that is Pontifical and Catholic has a longer history than one that is Pontifical and Catholic and also Marist. This evening, therefore, I want to take some time to say a brief word about all three: a University, a Catholic University, and a Catholic university in the Marist tradition. 

During the weeks surrounding the inauguration of Barak Obama, journalists and social commentators alike speculated about the impact of a presidency that had yet to begin. Among those weighing in with an opinion was Nicholas Lemann, writing in the January 29th, 2009 edition of the New Yorker magazine. His topic was presidential greatness. However, since no record was yet in hand with which to judge Mr. Obama, Lemann had to content himself with a review of those presidents of the United States who had already completed their service to the nation. 

Not surprisingly, the author concluded that national leaders whom future generations judge as having this elusive quality of greatness share some of the same traits and habits. In but one example, more often than not they create institutions and organizations that continue to carry out their policies and programs long after their presidency has disappeared from the scene. 

With the fiftieth anniversary of the Pontifical Catholic University of Parana on the horizon, I must confess that Mr. Lemann’s article made me think of much more than the nature of visionary and effective leadership in national government. Yes, in light of the events of these days, I could not help but ask myself what it was that made a university great? For surely, there have been in the course of human history and are today institutions of higher learning that stand out as being exceptional among the many existing centers for tertiary education. 

Universities number among the world’s most enduring institutions and the presence of one is a precious gift to any community. These institutions are not professional schools, nor seminaries, nor simply sights for job training—though at times they may resemble each of these forms—but instead are communities of people who have been entrusted with the task of teaching young people to dream, to move beyond what they know and to imagine what might be possible, even though at first it may appear impossible. 

For a university is meant to widen and not to narrow the perspective of all who have the good fortune to be part of its fabric. It opens a window on the world for students and faculty alike and welcomes fresh perspectives, innovation, even the unconventional. Yes, we must never succumb to making ideas safe for students; rather those entrusted with the mission of a university must make students safe for ideas. And that is done by encouraging curiosity, critical thinking, rigorous evaluation. 
Ultimately, however, the work of a university is about the formation of a person and those values needed for a lifetime. The mission of any center for higher learning, therefore, is an affair of the heart and not solely of mind and hand. And that is why any university that is great has resisted the temptation to prepare people solely for careers while at the same time failing to prepare them for life.

We are living in a world that is increasingly international and multicultural, a world in which tremendous shifts in populations are taking place, a world where, for example, the vast majority of Roman Catholics will soon live in the southern and not the northern hemisphere. Great universities, it would seem to me, ask themselves: are we preparing our students for the world that is emerging, and more importantly are we preparing them to take their rightful place in the task of shaping this new world. 

It is for this reason that the Catholic dimension of this University, and others that may strive to be like it, is so important. Any great Catholic university gives to its students the gift of a “Catholic imagination.” True evangelization is not solely about passing on tenets of faith, codes of behavior, knowledge of Church documents. Effective evangelization consists of passing on a certain culture, and a way of looking at the world that can trace its roots to the Word of God. Genuine evangelization is about changing hearts and not just minds.  
The principles of the Catholic faith have never been complicated, though at times we may appear to make them so. Essentially we are called to love God and to love one another as we would love ourselves. Jesus Christ instructed the people of his day to feed the hungry, find housing for the homeless, clothing for those who had none.  This way of living is often better taught by action than by word. 
It would seem to me, therefore, that a great Catholic university merits that name not only because of the quality and renown of its theology faculty, important as that may be, but also because of the evident role that faith plays in shaping the behavior of all who call the place their own. 

Finally, the Marist dimension. It starts with Marcellin Champagnat, a man who quite simply was in love with God. That fact made all the difference in his life. Marcellin did not set out to establish a network of schools but rather to transform the hearts of the young. However, he did see education as providing the best means for achieving the goal that he had in mind. 

The charism that came into our world through Marcellin was a gift to the Church, and not solely to the Marist community. Pope Paul VI reminded us time and again that a charism is nothing more and nothing less than the fruit of the Holy Spirit. In any institution that bears the name Marist today, therefore, we must ask ourselves this question: do you and I really believe that the Spirit of God who was so alive and active in Marcellin Champagnat longs to live and breathe in you and me today. 

The beginnings of his project were rather modest, but then they often are whenever any of us have an idea that stands outside the mainstream. He started with an old house, and two rather uneducated young men who had but some understanding of what he had in mind. But Marcellin Champagnat also had a dream, the dream of telling poor children and young people just how much God loved each of them. And today this dream has grown to encompass 79 countries throughout the world and to involve tens of thousands of brothers and laymen and women in the lives of approximately 500,000 young people each year.  
Marcellin thought the best way of realizing this dream was to be in the midst of the young, as their older brother and sister. Love was at the heart of his method of education and he believed firmly that children learned best if they were cared for first. 

His was a style of educating that was foreign to the customs of the day, but one that understood something about the future. For Marcellin Champagnat always considered the future when seeking solutions and not solely the past. 
He preached a love of work, though would have opposed the activism that appears to be growing in so many parts of our world today, an activism that erodes human dignity and destroys the structures necessary for faith, family life and friendship, thought and creativity. 

He also had a heart for the poor and believed that God had set aside this work for his Marist followers. “Look out for the child upon whom the sun has not shone brightly,” he advised his early brothers. In today’s world, a university in the Marist tradition continues Marcellin’s work with the poor. At its best it is the conscience of the nation always reminding the wider society of its obligation to care for and be part of the lives of those on the margins, those who have so much less than others in society.  

Finally, Marcellin Champagnat saw that Mary of Nazareth’s greatness lay in the fact that she was a disciple of Jesus and not solely in the fact that she was his mother. And so he encouraged all of us to take her as our model. 

But we must never forget that Mary was a woman of this earth.  Like you and me, she searched and was uncertain, experienced joy and disappointment, had her share of happiness but also of anxiety and frustration. Living in an occupied country where the rulers showed shocking cruelty to those who challenged them, she undoubtedly knew the experience of fear and had a need for faith and hope. Like most of the women of her day she probably could not read or write. 
Saint Thérèse of Lisieux remarked more than once that she loved Mary not because she received exceptional privileges but rather because she lived and suffered as we all do in the dark night of faith.

Mary walked this pilgrimage of life before us—with all its joy and sorrows, hopes and disappointments. Knowing that fact, Marcellin recommended her as a model of how to live one’s life as a Christian. He realized, as she did, that our life as Christians can be captured in these few words, “To love God and to make God known and loved.” 

So, what makes a university great, a university that is Pontifical and Catholic and also Marist, a university such as the Pontifical Catholic University of Parana? The fact that in word and by deed it teaches its students how to dream, to dream large dreams about changing our world, and changing it because of the Good News of Jesus Christ. 
A great Pontifical Catholic University in the Marist tradition, one such as your own, is dedicated to rigorous scholarship and the development of the human person, it also sees faith as being an important element in those efforts. It gives a special place to the poor in its midst, and encourages all who make up its community to model themselves on Mary and her ways of living. 

And finally a Pontifical Catholic university in the Marist tradition, like the Pontifical Catholic University of Parana, makes room for the surprising presence of the Spirit of God, and gives that Spirit a place to live and breathe today.  The choices that students make in determining the future direction of their lives are ultimately up to them, but a great Pontifical, Catholic university in the Marist tradition does not hesitate to present them with the challenges necessary to make choices that will made a difference in our world, a difference that will be for the betterment of all. Thank you. 









� Cited in E. Johnson, Dangerous Memories, p. 24. 
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