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For academic year 2019-2020 
the Office of the Provost 
requested information for an 
audit of University centers and 
institutes in lieu of an annual 
report. What follows is the 
information shared with the 
Office of the Provost.



The mission and programming of 
the Center for Social Concerns

The Center for Social Concerns is a University 

Institute committed to enacting Catholic social tra-

dition through community engaged research, teach-

ing, and learning. 

The center’s mission is to enact Catholic social 
tradition (CST), a long and developing tradition of 

reflection on the question of what makes for a just 

society. With the publication of Rerum Novarum in 

1891 the Church began to articulate its social teach-

ing in papal, conciliar, and episcopal documents that 

continue to this day. The center is the University’s 

largest institute dedicated to teaching, research, and 

programming grounded in CST.

Community-based learning and research are a vital 

part of the University’s self-understanding, and they 

have long been the pedagogical foundation of the 

center. Notre Dame’s mission statement includes the 

goal to cultivate in its students “a disciplined sensi-

bility to the poverty, injustice, and oppression that 

burden the lives of so many.” 



The center was created in order to con-
tribute to this goal, and by combining 
CST and community-based learning and 
research it continues to develop and find 
new ways to do so.

Center courses and programming culti-
vate in students a concern for social jus-
tice by facilitating personal and communal 
encounters with people and communities 
that face social challenges. They seek to 
educate students with regard to social 
issues as they give them opportunities to 
live with those challenges in the commu-
nities where they occur; they pose chal-
lenging questions such as the relationship 
between poverty and privilege; and they 
offer the moral and spiritual orientation 
of Catholic social tradition to be able to 
make proper judgments according to 
compelling criteria oriented toward the 
common good.

Encounters with those who are suffering 
are uniquely powerful and self-implicating 
in the learning process for most students. 
Meeting suffering face-to-face with the 
right preparation allows an engagement 
with otherness, or what Roger Bergman 

describes as the “cognitive disequilib-
rium and personal crisis necessary for 
the construction of a moral rationality 
that transcends social convention.” Plac-
ing personal encounters within broader 
social, historical, and cultural frameworks 
facilitates deeper understanding of issues 
and prevents the sense of paralysis that 
many feel when confronted with suffering. 
The center’s programs are based on the 
belief that “reflected experience” teaches 
in ways that classroom learning cannot. 



Course and programming 
highlights for 2019-2020

Every year the center selects an annual theme from Catholic 
social tradition to serve as a focus for programming and courses, 
and to start conversation about important social justice topics on 
campus and in the local community. The theme for academic year 
2019-20 was Act Justly, which focused on understanding and con-
fronting racial injustice in the U.S. 

The Annual Rev. Bernie Clark, C.S.C. Lecture

“Act Justly: Healing Racism through Faith,” Rev. Maurice Henry 
Sands, executive director of the Black and Indian Mission Office in 
Washington, D.C. The lecture explored the issue of racism against 
Native Americans from historical, personal, and theological per-
spectives. 



Act Justly: Racial Justice in America

A spring break immersion trip to sites of the civil rights movement 
across the southern U.S. Forty-five students, faculty, and staff par-
ticipated in this immersion course, which met five times in the class-
room to discuss important texts of the civil rights movement of the 
1950s and 60s. The 45 participants then traveled through Tennessee, 
Mississippi, and Alabama to historically important sites, monuments, 
and museums of the movement. 

Retracing the Route of Freedom

The University’s strategic content team traveled with the Act Justly 
seminar and created a multimedia feature story titled Retracing the 
Route of Freedom for the University website. Three students who 
participated in the seminar did a Signs of the Time podcast called 
Racial Justice and the American Civil Rights Movement, in which they 
reflected on their experience of the immersion.



Signs of the Times Podcast episodes on racial justice

Five more of the 17 podcast episodes the center produced this year also ad-
dressed the topic of racial justice from various perspectives: Healing Racism 
Through Faith, with Fr. Henry Sands; Human Dignity, Belonging, and Caring for 
Others, with student Shelene Baiyee; Practicing Presence in Neglected Neigh-
borhoods, with “Pastah J,” Jonathan Brooks; The Color of Compromise, with ND 
alumnus, Jemar Tisby; and Realities of Race, with student Nick Ottone.



Resilience and Response to COVID-19

In March, the Coronavirus pandemic hit the U.S., the University ceased 
in-person classes, and the center adopted numerous measures to continue 
spring courses and address the health crisis from the perspectives offered by 
Catholic social tradition. It produced a series of podcasts and blog posts on 
the topic of resilience in the hope that such content would be of immediate 
use to its various constituencies. The series featured four podcasts: Hope as 
the Countervirus to Despair, with St. Mary’s student Annie Maguire; Finding 
Resilience in the Era of COVID-19, with Clemens Sedmak, prof. of social eth-
ics, Keough School of Global Affairs; Perspectives on COVID-19 and the Com-
mon Good, with Margie Pfeil, assoc. teaching professor, Theology, Bernard 
Nahlen, director, Eck Institute for Global Health, Mark Fox, Deputy Health Of-
ficial, St. Joseph County, and Brigid Kelly, spokesperson and communications 
director for the United Food and Commercial Workers Local 700 (recorded 
from a Zoom panel discussion).

Poverty Studies Interdisciplinary Minor

The center has been administering and coordinating the Catholic Social 
Tradition Minor and the Poverty Studies Interdisciplinary Minor (PSIM) since 
each was created, but under the auspices of the College of Arts and Letters. 
This past semester, with the upcoming retirement of Dr. Jennifer Warlick, the 
PSIM Director, the center worked with Dean Sarah Mustillo to have the 
Poverty Studies Minor become totally housed under the Center for 
Social Concerns.



Professional Development 

The center worked on leadership skill building while its Executive Director 
was out on leave by having the leadership team go through ADKAR change 
management training. Following that training, the whole center staff re-
ceive training from a professional consultant on the Five Behaviors of a 
Cohesive Team. 

Community Impact

A primary goal for the center deriving from year three of its strategic plan 
was community impact. Over the past year two new community engage-
ment staff were hired, David Lassen and Lulama Moyo, which will help 
to increase our work in this area. The center took a lead in engaging lo-
cal community non-profit leaders during the pandemic, including having 
weekly Zoom forums to discuss emerging topics. Three key goals have 
been  to articulate the value of experiential learning, provide an ethical 
framework for this type of education, and assess student and faculty 
interest moving forward.

Lulama Moyo, M.A. Assistant director, 

Community-Engaged Learning Program

Dave Lassen, Ph.D., Director, Community-

Engaged Learning Program




