THE SPIRITUAL DIRECTOR OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
by Rev. Dr. Don Antonio Griera, Professor at the Conciliar Seminary of Barcelona,

and Don Raimundo Paniker, of the Secretariat of the University Apostolate


The university student is an integral part of a sui generis social group. He is neither a worker nor an employer, and neither does he form part of the group of men who make up the liberal professions. It is a mistake to equate the university student with the student at a teacher-training school, the high school student, or the student at a technical or commercial school.


If the university student forms a separate group socially, he also deserves special consideration from the religious perspective. He is neither a congregant nor an activist in Catholic Action; from the Middle Ages to our own time, the university student has been considered a sui generis element from the religious perspective, a kind of novice to whom a great spiritual mission will be entrusted tomorrow. The leader of tomorrow needs a very particular kind of spiritual development ...


He evokes the memory of his student days at the University of Halle, in a Protestant environment hostile to Catholicism, where the small group of Catholic students frequently welcomed the spiritual director of Catholic organizations in Germany, Dr. Carl Sonnenschein, and later in 1910-1911 at the University of Zurich, where an eminent priest had just been called to be entrusted with the spiritual direction of the university youth:

Monsignor de Mathis, a great writer, was an extremely refined priest, pleasant in his manner, and extremely distinguished. He kept open house and visiting hours for students. Every Thursday, a small group of us gathered at his house after dinner; we drank tea, he told us marvelous things about his travels in the East, one of us spoke on a topic indicated in advance, and around midnight, that international troupe retired to their homes, after saying the litanies and receiving the benediction with the Sacrament in his private oratory. On Sundays, we attended mass at this oratory, he directed our consciences, we took Communion, and later on, we attended the lecture he gave at the parish church. He was our spiritual father and our comrade, with whom we shared an interest in the ideals of Science, the religious life, and Culture.


Here we have in summary the work of the spiritual director of university students.


In contrast, our student is a kind of Wandering Jew. No one concerns himself about his spiritual life, no one solves for him the serious problems that concern him, in the spiritual arena, in matters of vocation, and even in the economic sphere ...

He alludes to the dangers that large cities pose to students who do not find decent residences.

The university student who comes from outside, and the one from the city as well, needs a young and winning university spiritual director who concerns himself with his spiritual formation.


Whatever the country, the spiritual director of university students has an office with visiting hours in his house, resolves the spiritual and even the economic conflicts of his directees, hears their confessions every morning and evening, celebrates mass exclusively for the students on Sundays and feast days, and if the university does not have a designated preacher, gives the homily, which, since it is directed to the student youth, should have a special tone and content.

The University Preacher


When I was a young student, all the universities in the Reich had their preacher, or preachers if the university had a Catholic and a Protestant theology faculty.


One of the most eminent professors in the theology faculty of Halle am Saale was the university preacher; Harnach held this position at the University of Berlin; Professor Faulhaber held this position before becoming bishop and cardinal of Munich; the eminent researcher and expert on Saint Augustine, Prelate Mausbach, held this position; and so did Scherl, if memory serves, at the University of Würzburg, and Karl Adam at the University of Tübingen.

We have in Barcelona one or another church, not used today for worship, that could become a university church, where the students’ spiritual director could pursue his activity, where a great theologian and preacher could expound the Church’s doctrine clearly.

Appendix


After Reverend Dr. Griera’s communication, it only remains for me as a student — and to some degree as their representative — to endorse his suggestions and, at most, given the importance of the topic, to underline some of the points already touched on, treating them “from the inside” — one might say — that is, as a university student.

There is no need to emphasize the position of prime importance that the mission and personality of a spiritual director of university students occupies for the harmony between science and life — a harmony that can only be fully consummated by way of religion.


Even if I neither can — since I lack the authority — nor should get into the specifics of the director’s own mission, I can say what a student would desire to find in him.


The student desires, asks for, demands someone who understands him even better than he understands himself, someone who knows and shares his concerns — which may indeed perhaps be small ones, but the moment that they are called that, a barrier springs up between the student and this director, who by this alone becomes an inhabitant of a terrain other than that of the university — someone, in sum, who is strong enough and at the same time near enough to be able to have a decisive influence on his environment.

He requires a personality — and in the end, he requires this in order to carry out any endeavor — he requires a priestly soul that is that of a spiritual counselor, a Seelsorger
 (that is, one who concerns himself with souls) for university students, someone who is their guide, someone who infuses the religious ideal into the scientific ideal that burns more or less purely in every student heart, in a word, someone who understands and who feels that the concept of a student is found at the intersection of the concepts of ‘young person’ and ‘intellectual,’ stripping this word of whatever harmonious or unharmonious connotations may accompany it.

It is not that the counselor of university souls has to exercise a monopoly of influence over the students; his mission is broad enough that there are no grounds to fear interference of any kind. There are many students for whom this university priest would be their first spiritual director, whether in the strict sense or in the looser sense of the term. In addition, even for those students who already possess a strong and good orientation — note that I am not speaking about religious instruction, but about orientation, about an orientation of my life in accordance with a transcendent motive, in accordance with a religious motive (even if one that is sometimes compatible with my egotism and purely private aims) — for those, then, who possess this religious orientation, contact with the university priest, even if it is only very superficial, will likewise provide a sense, an awareness of their condition as students, of their responsibility as such, of their solidarity with others, that they would not acquire if each one established the foundation for his individual piety without any interaction with university life. And the negative influence on professional life of this individualistic piety, often poorly understood, is decisive. The mere fact of knowing that there is a spiritual director at the university is one of those implicit suppositions that conditions the environment. Bismarck would call it an imponderable.

The sense of Christian brotherhood born from awareness of the community of ideals gathered around the director of university students is another of the factors that are inexplicable on a numerical basis and nevertheless of great importance precisely for post-university life.


I have at hand concrete information, some from personal experience and some gathered from student testimony, about the action of these priests today.


I leave aside a description of life in some Eastern universities where the religious spirit is the one that guides and gives meaning to all scholarly activity, even the most positivist, as at the Central Hindou College,
 for example.


I cannot repeat the activities that Dr. Griera has already described with the tints of reality, and neither can I go on at length describing the impression made on a foreign student, who perhaps has not yet mastered the language of the country, when he finds in the university handbook, alongside the names of the professors, that of a Catholic spiritual director whom he knows, without misgivings of any kind, will be able to orient him in all matters, even those that are purely bureaucratic or purely scholarly.

It is necessary to take each country’s particular conditions into account in order to understand what the external functions of a director should be, in addition to his characteristic internal ones. It is not a matter of giving information or of uselessly multiplying existing activities.


I remember the deep impression made on me by the Saint Vincent de Paul lectures at the University of Bonn. There, Christianity was being lived and practiced, not just theorized about.


How often it is the priest’s hand that gives direct help in economic straits or even provides one of the scholarships that in some places he has at his disposition! Spiritual father is the appropriate term, more than director.


I believe that, without needing to present a concrete plan that can be carried out hic et nunc,
 what has been said may give rise to a series of suggestions that there is no reason to spell out right now, since they fall more under the purview of an executive committee prepared to give to life’s greatest ideal, the religious ideal, the place that corresponds to it, without disharmonies of any kind, among those values that are our actions’ goals.

To conclude, permit me to underline explicitly the importance of “decent and comfortable” Catholic residences, without going into further detail about this, and the very particular mission of the spiritual counselor as university preacher.


The university should be something more than a bureaucratic degree factory — I am not saying that this is what our universities are — it is necessary, if we want to avoid last century’s dualism — science and public life on one side, and on the other, religion in the sacred and invulnerable precinct of the individual conscience — that the university itself be the one to form its students for life, and not with a view toward the exclusive and one-sided practice of a profession. When the university has a preacher from whom it respectfully hears a word full of the spirit of Christ, then the university has acknowledged the primacy of the spiritual, of the supernatural over the intellectual, and the environment is a Christian one. The suggestion to restore our university chapels cannot be clearer.

Much has been said about the fertility of ideas, but little attention has been paid to the fact that what this fertility consists in is that an idea is capable of becoming identified with a man, and then it is called an ideal, and from that moment it is the force of personality — höchstes Glück der Menschenkinder
 (Goethe) — that imposes itself, and it is by way of this vital force that the idea triumphs.


Let us be not only hearers, but rather those who bring about the Kingdom of God on earth.

� Translator’s note: German, ‘pastor,’ but literally ‘soul-carer.’


� Translator’s note: “Central Hindou College” is in English, with this spelling, in the original.


� Translator’s note: Latin, ‘here and now.’


� Translator’s note: German, ‘highest happiness of the children of men.’ Glück is misspelled in the original as Glüch.





