CARDONER AT CREIGHTON UNIVERSITY: A PROPOSAL FOR SUSTAINING THE THEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF VOCATION

The Vision of Cardoner at Creighton

The Creighton University mission statement indicates, “Creighton exists for students and learning.  Members of the Creighton community are challenged to reflect on transcendent values, including their relationship with God, in an atmosphere of freedom of inquiry, belief and religious worship.” Thanks to generous funding from Lilly Endowment Inc., Cardoner at Creighton began in 2003 with the goal of assisting Creighton in the continued realization of our mission statement.  As approved by the Cardoner Advisory Board, the unitive goal of Cardoner is to lay the foundation for a campus culture of vocation-as-calling as integrated with Creighton’s Catholic and Jesuit identity.  Cardoner has made significant progress towards this goal.  It is our hope that with the continued generosity of Lilly Endowment Inc., Creighton will fully integrate its vocational programs into the university by the 2011-2012 academic year.  


Cardoner at Creighton is based on the Jesuit values and Ignatian spirituality formed by St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus.  The very name “Cardoner” derives from the personal journey of St. Ignatius; it was beside the River Cardoner that St. Ignatius experienced a “brilliant enlightenment” so strong that if he were to gather all the enlightenments of his life, “they would not, in his judgment, be as great as what he experienced on that occasion” (Autobiography of Saint Ignatius of Loyola).  St. Ignatius later developed the Spiritual Exercises based on insights he was able to put into practice after his Cardoner experience.  “The structure of these exercises has the purpose of leading a person to true spiritual freedom.  We grow into this freedom by gradually bringing an order of values into our lives so that we find at the moment of choice or decision, we are not swayed by any disordered love” (Spiritual Exercise 21, as translated by David L. Fleming, S.J. in Draw Me Into Your Friendship).  The Spiritual Exercises, including the spiritual practices of the Examen, the Method of Discernment, Repetitio, and Contemplatio form the basis for the theological exploration of vocation fostered by Cardoner (and other divisions) at Creighton University.


In Creighton’s initial proposal to Lilly Endowment, Inc. the theology of vocation to be used by Cardoner was provided by Professor Michael Lawler.  Cardoner continues to apply this model to our theological exploration of vocation in our work with students, faculty, staff, and alumni.  Our exploration of vocation-as-calling focuses on three distinct components:  the response of an individual in relationship with God, the response of an individual in relationship with one's community, and the tensive relationship between individual fulfillment and personal sacrifice for the good of one’s community. 

First, in focusing on our relationship with God, we emphasize that God initiates relationship with us.  We respond to God’s invitation to learn who we are as His beloved and how we might fully live our individual lives.  To focus on vocation-as-calling is to respond to God’s loving invitation.  Creighton’s identity as Catholic and Jesuit focuses on being men and women for and with others, which is obviously related to Cardoner’s second theme of vocation-as-calling as being tied to relationship with others.  Beyond the idea that we can only live out our vocations within the context of others, Cardoner emphasizes that we come to know our very selves only within the context of community with other human beings.  We do not know that we are smart, good at soccer, adapt at mathematics etc. unless we are told this by others or can directly compare ourselves to others.  Definitely, we are created by God, but we only learn about this creation of self through God’s grace working in and through other human beings.  The final component of vocation-as-calling emphasized by Cardoner at Creighton deals with the tension we feel as we actively live out our calls.  The popular media advises us on “balancing” our life’s calls.  However, these approaches assume you can find The Answer and effectively eliminate any tension between self-sacrifice and self-fulfillment.  As Christians, we disagree.  Instead, we believe this tension is intrinsic to the human condition. “You made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they rest in you” (St. Augustine, Confessions 1, 1).  We always yearn for more, to become more, to be more.  Although counter-cultural, Cardoner and Creighton University advocate that in order to live our callings, we do not seek to eliminate tension but to welcome it and even stoke its flame in our lives.  
