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Introduction 

 

 It is a great privilege for me to speak at this important congress, which brings together 

scholars from different countries. I welcome this opportunity to thank the organizers and in 

particular, Professor Michael Kirwan and Dr. Whittle, for the opportunity to provide some 

reflections on Catholic Universities, which are at the service of knowledge, especially in light of 

recent documents from the Magisterium of the Church. I will not conceal that I am particularly 

grateful for this invitation, which has given me the opportunity to return after fourteen years and 

with much excitement to the city where I was lucky enough to spend a year of study, as a visiting 

student, at the Faculty of Law of the University of Westminster. I would like to point out that given 

the limited time available, I will be unable to treat the topic of my presentation. For a more detailed 

discussion on the subject, one can refer back to the publication of the proceedings I was assigned. I 

shall try, instead, to share with you some guidelines on the educational teaching of the Church.  

 

As can be seen from the title of this international congress, two stages worthy of mention, as 

well as the subject of several celebrated events in the current year: the fiftieth anniversary of 

Gravissimum Educationis (hereinafter referred to as GE) and the twenty fifth from the promulgation 

of Ex Corde Ecclesiae (hereinafter ECE). Moreover, the issue is closely connected with the work at 

the Universal Church level, which the Congregation for Catholic Education has carried out and 

which saw last year its publication Instrumentum Laboris "Educating today and tomorrow – A 

Renewing Passion". Among the many events we have to remember the recent Symposium 

promoted by the Congregation in collaboration with UNESCO, held on 3 and 4 June at the 

headquarters in Paris, where Cardinal Parolin did not fail to emphasize that culture and education 

have never been considered by the Catholic Church as mere tools for evangelism, but rather real 
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human dimensions with a high (and only) intrinsic value. No one, in fact, cannot help but recall how 

the Church has always made its mark on the history of education and culture over the centuries, in 

accordance with the Gospel message “Euntes docete omnes gentes” (Mt 28: 19-20). 

 

It is not easy to chronologically mark to the birth of the Catholic university, even though 

ideally it can be traced back the origin of the Alexandrian School (Didaskaleion), which was erected 

in the 2
nd

 century A.D., with the aim to confront the culture of the time and to counter the pervasive 

challenge of Gnosticism. Soon thereafter, and especially in Europe, monasteries and convents were 

transformed into cultural circles. We think, for example, of the qualified commitment to the 

preservation and restoration of manuscripts dating back to Greek and Latin philosophers and orators 

whose initiative was to create centers for the transmission of knowledge held by the many 

monasteries and convents as a result of events, such as the fall of the Western Roman Empire. 

Without the contribution of “teachers” like St. Benedict, St. Bernard, St. Anselm and St. Dominic, 

the numerous European communities at the service of culture creating workshops of civilizations, 

which have contributed not only to the growth and development of our continent, as well as a solid 

humanistic culture that has always characterized Europe, would not have developed. Testimony to 

this are the first universities, which arose thanks to the work of the Church and its temporal power, 

especially during the medieval period. Throughout the ages, this commitment was not lessened 

despite the obstacles and adversity stemming from states; hindrances which have not always 

favored the establishment of universities, academies of higher education or study centers promoted 

by the Church, were not any less absent. Let us think, for example, the many religious orders and 

congregations (male and female) whose charisma have allowed to found and build schools and 

universities in different continents, thereby providing the possibility of easier access to education, 

even to those who belonging to lower social classes. Today there are 1,861 Catholic universities and 

institutes of higher learning in five continents; the record is held by the United States of America 

and then by Europe. In Italy, there are three Catholic universities (with a total university population 

of about fifty thousand students). They are chronologically: the Catholic University of the Sacred 

Heart in Milan (1921); the LUMSA University in Rome (1939) and the European University, also 

in Rome (2005). 

 

The Catholic Universities according to the Code of Canon Law 

 

 The Catholic universities are governed by the current Code of Canon Law (CIC) in Book III, 

Chapter II, entitled: The Teaching function of the Church. Compared to the Pio-Benedictine Code 
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of 1917 (Codex), there is a distinction worth mentioning as to the building of universities, which are 

approved or recognized by the ecclesiastical authority. The CIC distinguishes the ecclesiastical ones 

(can. 815-821) from the Catholic ones (can. 807-814), although the Apostolic Constitution 

Sapientia Christiana (1979) considers the ecclesiastical universities as academic institutions within 

in Catholic universities (Preface III). In fact, even today, and in many cases, ecclesiastical faculties 

are an integral part of Catholic universities as expressly required by the constitution ECE, which I 

shall focus on later. In this regard, canon 820 of the CIC mentions that, as far as possible and 

convenient in regard to teaching, professors of the ecclesiastical universities are not to refrain from 

having establishing contacts, creating partnerships or agreements with other centers (including 

government universities), both in order to better respond in qualified terms in the scientific and 

social fields, thereby favoring a mutual cooperation in the shared investigation and research. In the 

Codex, normative references to Catholic and ecclesiastical universities were in Book III (De rebus), 

Title XXIII, entitled De Scholis; particularly in canons 1375, 1376, 1379 and 1380. Canon 807, 

which opens up the 2
nd

 chapter of Book III of the CIC, is entitled The Catholic universities and 

other institutions of Higher Learning. It establishes a principle of public ecclesiastical law present 

in other books of the Code (as for example, Books V, VI and VII). This principle is based the idea 

that the Church, independent from the concession on the part of (civil) authorities, holds the native 

right to establish and administer universities with the aim of contributing to the culture and to 

promote the development and growth of each person. The Church, in fact, in the exercise of the 

munus docendi explicitly claims this innate and proper right to found and establish universities and 

colleges, under the principle that Catholic universities are born within the Church and constitute 

institutions promote scientific activities and higher culture enlightened by the faith. 

  

 The distinction made by the legislator to Catholic and ecclesiastical universities responds 

to its aims. The first is to primarily explore and deepen the profane sciences, though can. 811 of the 

CIC determines that the legitimate ecclesiastical authority is to take care of establishing a faculty, 

an institute or at least a chair of theology; the latter, however, to contribute to the deepening of the 

sacred science. As can be seen from canon 808 of the CIC, the expression Catholic University 

maintains within itself a legal status clearly detailed and defined. It stipulates, that: “Even if it is in 

fact Catholic, no university is to bear the title or name of Catholic university without the consent of 

competent ecclesiastical authority”. The reason for this explicit clarification is found in the fact that 

the Catholic university, defined as such, must respect and guarantee a special bond with the 

Apostolic See and the Episcopal Conferences. The Catholicity of a university is a privilege to be 

recognized not only to the individual (or founder) that promotes a university institution, but to the 
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entire academic community made up of people who institutionally identify with the universal 

principles and values behind Catholic teaching and doctrine. A special mention to the teaching staff 

is present in the canon 810 of the CIC where two basic requirements considered as inseparable for 

the appointment of teachers. The canon appropriately uses the term of scientific and pedagogical 

suitability together with the integrity of doctrine and probity of life. Without a harmonious 

combination of these two requirements, we run the risk of undermining the intent, which is at the 

base of a Catholic institution: to be at the service of truth and knowledge, always in fidelity to 

Tradition and the Magisterium. 

 

The Conciliar Declaration Gravissimum educationis 

 

 The GE statement, approved unanimously by the Vatican Council Fathers on 28 October 

1965, confirmed the traditional principles of the Catholic Church teaching in the style of Divine 

Illius Magistri (promulgated on 31 December 1929 by Pope Pius XII). Among the substantial points 

we recall that while in this last document the first subject of education is every baptized person, in 

the GE document the subject of education is any person holds this fundamental right, which we can 

elaborate to receiving whatever help needed in order to develop the capacity so as to achieve his 

natural and supernatural objectives. The educational dimension becomes a necessary and essential 

means for the development of every human person. This sets straight the obsolete approach that saw 

education as a tool to be reserved only to young people. GE, in fact, highlights in an 

incontrovertibly manner the educational process embraces the entire existential dimension (n. 1), 

although in a way to be calibrated according to the individual stages of life. The reference about the 

right to education, which is recognized to every man, regardless of sex, race or age is also accepted 

in many international treaties, as for example the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 

(art . 26 ) and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child of 1989 (art . 28 ). This convention has 

been ratified by 195 States and sees the Holy See among the first subjects of international law to 

have supported it in the name of the best interest of the child, a principle of full and responsible 

acceptance, which is found in the secular Magisterium of the Church. 

  

 GE, after repeating the most solemn obligation that rests with each parent by virtue of 

having given life to their children and to educate them (n. 3), echoes in the formula canon 226, par. 

2 of the CIC, which reminds all people of good will that the family be the first and irreplaceable 

“school of social virtues, which all society is in need of.” The family, in fact, happens to be the 

most important chair in which all its members, and not just children, are called to form and to 
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contribute in the building of values that are not the prerogative of a culture or of a religion, but are 

irreplaceable pillars to refer to in view of a mature and responsible inclusion in the social and 

ecclesial community.  

   

 The theme of Catholic universities is present in n. 10 (of GE), entitled high schools. In the 

four sections that make up this number, GE reaffirms right from the start, that the Church take up 

with great attention and care of all schools of higher grade, whether universities or faculties and, 

Catholic ones in particular. It also recommends that there be, within the different ecclesiastical 

regions, equitable distribution of Catholic universities responding effectively to social needs in the 

various cultural realities. The key issue is to reiterate such attention, which is repeatedly crystallized 

in GE and in numerous subsequent magisterial pronouncements, a religious and human significant 

meaning, which is at the heart of our reflection. The recommendation that Catholic universities 

must never cease to inquire the deeper truths that belong to the human being, in order to bring about 

an encounter between faith and reason, is a basis and a foundation of the Conciliar declaration. In 

fact, only a wise and mature combination of these two forms of learning will enable the promotion 

of the formation of men and women to enhance their performance as best possible before the 

challenging tasks of society in their witness of their faith and values, as well as in the not so easy 

face of unexpected challenges that will be called for. Finally, one cannot ignore the upgrading of the 

various specializations in Catholic universities, especially those dedicated to the care of institutions 

and research centers dedicated to the progress of science. 

 

The Apostolic Constitution Ex corde Ecclesiae and Recent Magisterium on the Universities 

 

 As mentioned in the opening section, the second stage of our discussion coincides with a 

very important moment for the academic world and culture (and not only Catholic) that could be 

defined as a starting point – and not merely as a point of arrival – the commitment of Church on the 

subject of higher education. The promulgation of the ECE was in 1990 by the express wish of Pope 

John Paul II. I omit here the many speeches delivered by him to the world of culture, universities 

and students he met in his many apostolic trips during the twenty-seven years of his pontificate. 

Everyone knows the commitment and personal care that John Paul has reserved for academic and 

cultural during the years as a young priest. He taught ethics at the Catholic University of Lublin and 

right from the start of his ministry as the Successor of Peter he never ceased to reiterate that the 

University should identify itself with a workshop of culture in order for it to be understood as a 

privileged place of encounter and dialogue. His hope was based with the desire that Catholic 
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universities would train eminent men who would able, through their knowledge, to exercise 

demanding functions in society. In this way, a human and Christian witness could be given in the 

service of the common good. 

 

In both parts that make up the constitution ECE we find many of the teachings of Pope John 

Paul II, especially in the first part, which is dedicated to the identity and mission of the Catholic 

University. The second part, composed of eleven articles, mainly focuses on general and legal 

norms of juridical nature. According to the orientation of this Congress, I think it is more interesting 

to focus on the first part of this document. The pope emphasizes from the title that the Catholic 

university was founded in the heart of the Church, which has from there developed over the 

centuries. It also points out how the university, without fear and animated by courage, should put 

itself at the forefront of engaging all avenues of knowledge in order to reach that Sapienza 

(knowledge) which is able to guide and enlighten the world (n . 4). In its vocation, the “Universitas 

magistrorum et scholarium” is divided into three fundamental but unified values dedicated to 

research, teaching and training of students sharing, even with other universities, the joy of and for 

the truth – an Augustinian matrix  that belongs to every field of human knowledge (n . 1) . 

  

The mission of a Catholic university cannot be anything other than a mission of service to 

the Truth (n. 33) whose research cannot be exhausted in an exclusively technical business. Rather, it 

must take into account, at the cost of a methodological collapse, that “inner tension which the 

Christian tradition and theological reflection have always interpreted and understood,” (n. 5) as 

research that leads towards on high. The task of the university professor, is certainly not easy, for it 

should consist in its final analysis of being a true master of wisdom, as well as one who is proven in 

the field of science, thereby demonstrating to learners a continuous intellectual humility and a 

strong spirit of charity (n . 4). Pope John Paul II reiterates, to the students and professors of the 

Catholic University, the importance of contributing with intellectual honesty to the numerous 

scientific advances, so rapid and, at times not easy to understand, in the cultural context 

characterized by swift developments in science and technology. The required asked of each 

university for a Catholic institution coincides with an obligation that is not only academic but also 

moral and ethical (n. 7). This, in particular, in light of the fact that no biased or self-interest political 

will is to hinder the objective search for truth. The pope, in the Introduction of the constitution 

ECE, recalls how these measures based on the Conciliar teaching and principles contained in the 

CIC, which can be a guide to all Catholic institutions of higher learning in its carrying out the 

essential mission at the service of man and the Church (n. 11). 
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As mentioned above, the second part of the ECE entitled “General Norms,” consists of 

eleven articles, which crystallize, among other things, the principles in Book III of the CIC: On the 

Teaching Function of the Church, which we have already had occasion to dwell upon. 

  

Benedict XVI, in perfect continuity with his predecessor, emphasizes how the service of 

truth is the higher element and the beating heart of the university. He tells us, in his speech at the 

Catholic University in Washington DC (17 April 2008), that the educational and academic 

institutions are to be at the cutting edge of challenges which characterize the present time, without 

diminishing, of course, the precious and valid contributions that enrich the social and civil 

community, in which it is called to work. Here I would like to recall how Cardinal Ratzinger, then 

Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 1999, received an honorary degree in 

law, conferred by the University LUMSA of Rome. On that occasion, he had stressed the 

commitment to defend every truth, even in what appears to be the smallest, for it must necessarily 

coincide with an “authentic social work” in the service of all mankind.  

  

Among the many statements of the Pope-Emeritus, we cannot forget the speech given in 

September 2006 at the University of Regensburg, which was subject to partisan manipulation by 

some who see the ideological fundamentalism as the only way to progress. Benedict XVI noted how 

“all specializations at times make it difficult to communicate with each other,” linking this 

fragmentation with the relativism of today. In his homily during the celebration of the Mass “Pro 

eligendo Romano Pontifice” (For the Election of a Roman Pontiff) in 2005, he did not hesitate to 

define and condemn this notion as a “dictatorship.” The arduous task of the university, in particular 

that of a Catholic university, should therefore coincide with an inevitable expansion of reason 

placing at the vertex of every human act not just science, but the wisdom that is able to explore, 

learn and transmit . 

 

In his two years of his pontificate, Pope Francis he has offered numerous reflections and 

indications on the mission of the university as, for example in the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii 

gaudium where the he strongly recommends developing, primarily, the social dimension of 

education in schools. He sets apart the universities with a special mention calling them “privileged 

areas to think about and develop in an interdisciplinary and integrated evangelization.” (n. 134). In 

the economy of this present reflection, we cannot help not avoid mentioning the speech given by 

Francis to the world of culture on September 22 of 2013, for his pastoral visit to Cagliari. Beginning 

with the gospel passage of the disciples of Emmaus, the Bishop of Rome, with the profoundness 
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that characterizes his declarations, exposes the contents of the parable highlighting three aspects 

related to the role of the university. First, the pope speaks of “the university as a place of 

discernment,” stressing that this is the essential place of wisdom for the formation and discernment 

that fosters hope, especially among young people. Subsequently he focuses on the idea of 

universities seen as “a place where the culture of proximity is elaborated.” Everyone knows how the 

Pontiff has at heart the culture of proximity and encounter. And it is within a community delegated 

to the human and cultural growth that must triumph over the culture of dialogue, which is opposed 

to discrimination of differences. It enriches itself the valuing diversity of the other which should not 

be approached with a reservation but with an ulterior motive for further growth and knowledge. The 

third and final element is the idea of the university as a place “formation towards solidarity” 

recalling how this value should not be construed as a monopoly of a few, but as a pillar for all 

humanity. The culture of the meeting, forged in solidarity, should therefore be the prerogative of all 

universities which, in the onerous task of training young people, can only encourage a unified 

sharing and embracement.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 From the analysis carried out, albeit in summary, what has emerged with the recent 

Magisterium of the Church on education is in perfect continuity with what the teachings of the 

Second Vatican Council have suggested education and, in particular, on the importance of Catholic 

universities in its progress on science and knowledge. There are many challenges for teachers and 

students who freely choose to teach or to form within the Catholic universities, with the noble 

intention of contributing to the design of solutions to “encourage the growth of the earthly city.” 

Instrumentum Laboris of the Congregation for Catholic Education has listed some. One which 

cannot be dismissed is the internationalization of university studies, which requires continuous 

efforts (and not just economic) for a healthy debate aimed at encouraging further attraction even to 

students of foreign countries. Let us also think, of the great concerns which accompany entire 

generations of young people on the topic of placement, with the relative need to promote a real 

rapprochement between universities and the world of labor. Or one can think of the challenge, not 

always easy, due to the lack of funds and economic resources which force, too often, many 

institutions of undisputed prestige, to resize its provisions of training or, at worst, the suppression of 

affiliated institutions or centers linked, thereby unfortunately suffocating the dreams of many young 

people who are about to embark on a university career.  
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I add other challenges and urgencies due to the historical moment in which we live, 

characterized as it is known, with abrupt changes and changing values dictated too often by partisan 

interests. I think, however, that an institution which boasts of having the title of Catholic University 

can never be exempt from addressing challenges, even the most inaccessible, present and future. 

Failure to do so would betray the ultimate value of a Catholic institution: be at the forefront or even 

in adverse moments. In this game there is not only the future of many generations but the future of 

the whole society, too. Only by embracing this challenging and rewarding demand can we help 

build a societas made up of men and women are who are experts in humanity. Now I would like to 

close with the words of Agostino Gemelli, founder of the Catholic University of Milan, where I had 

the privilege of being formed: “The University should be a focus of scientific activity, a true 

workshop where teachers and students collaborate together in the research of new truths and to 

review issues already discussed. In this manner, the student is educated in the spirit of critique and, 

that which further brings about, that which our university has to offer, the spirit of research.” 
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