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Latinas/os within the history of the Roman Catholic Church in the
Americas.?*

Another very important point to underscore is that these movements
for racial and ethnic identity and empowerment for communities of
color oceurred post-Vatican II where the institutional church for some
was going through an “identity crisis” and found itself in a season of
“demoralization and collapse rather than renewal or revitalization.”
What in the past was seen as a cohesive institution that fostered ethnic
and class collectivity, after 1965, the American Catholic Church had
experienced some critical changes in relation to racial and ethnic iden-
tity and solidarity. According to Philip Gleason, the “collapse” of the
Catholic Church was heightened as a result of the stress placed on
expressions of “unity and integral Catholicism” between the 1920s
through the 1950s. 2°

Ethnic Studies: Instilling a Vocation of Space

The history of Ethnic Studies in higher education takes us back ap-
proximately forty years when for the first time in American history
cohorts of students of color gained entrée into universities. Students
were seeking answers to questions having to do with racial and ethnic
identity that university faculty and administrators were unwilling and/
or unable to answer. It revolutionized higher education for students of
color, especially African American and Chicana/Chicano students, who
sought to systematically document and analyze their individual and
collective histories that were absent in existing university textbooks or
archival holdings. In response, numerous ethnic studies programs and
departments began to spring up throughout the academy with the fin-
est doctoral programs located in the University of California system at
San Diego and Berkeley, and the University of Southern California.

The history of Ethnic Studies in Catholic Higher education has yet to
be written; yet one thing is for certain, Ethnic Studies is necessary for
Roman Catholic higher education in order for it to continue in its his-
toric mission. The Catholic university must create a vocation of space

24 See: Alberto Lopez Pulido and Santos C. Vega. “The Lord Requires Justice: Lessons
on Leadership from the African American Church for Mexican American Catholics.”
Latino Religions and Civic Activism in the United Stales. Gaston Espinosa, Virgil
Elizondo, Jesse Miranda (eds.) (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).

25 Philip Gleason. “In Search of Unity: American Catholic Thought 1920-1960”. The
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for those “latter-day ethnics” that include the outsiders and the throw-
aways in the eyes of the dominant culture, but who now comprise the
majority of the church. Ethnic Studies provides us with a useful model
for universities to follow. It includes: 1) the recruitment and retention
of a diverse faculty. 2) The creation and institutionalization of curricu-
lum that focuses on diversity issues; and 3) recruitment and retention
of a diverse student body. What follows is a discussion as to how ethnic
studies strive to live by these mandates and how this work is in concert
with the vision and practices of Catholic social teaching.

Ethnic Studies, Catholic Social Teaching and
Inherent Dignity

Catholic social teaching (CST) represents a body of teaching on social,
economic, political, and cultural matters. It is driven by the conviction
that God is at work in human history. It requires a great deal of dis-
cernment seeking to read the “signs of the times” at work to heal and
redeem human history through our active participation. In relation to
the systematic and intellectual analysis of race and difference, CST,
grounded in biblical revelation, evokes the belief that an inherent dig-
nity exists in the human person because all people are created in God’s
image and likeness.?® Qur human dignity and unique social worth in
each person exist as a result of our existence and is not dependent upon
social conditions of race, class, gender, or sexuality. It is our responsi-
bility as committed Catholics and Christians to strive toward the sup-
port and respect of full and authentic human development as we col-
lectively strive toward the common-good.?” The Pontifical Commission
“TLustitia et Pax” instructs us that all forms of social and cultural dis-
crimination in basic personal rights on the grounds of sex, race, color,
social condition, language or religion is deemed incompatible with God’s
design and must be eradicated.?® As plainly stated in the U.S. Catholic
Bishops Pastoral Letter on Racism, racism is a sin that “violates the
fundamental human dignity of those called to be children of the same
Father . . . and makes racial characteristics the determining factor for
the exercise of human rights.”®® It requires us to work toward estab-
lishing structures of justice and grace that supports and facilitates
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