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“But a book has two advantages over a tweet. First, the person who 
wrote it thought about it a lot more carefully. The book is the result 
of his solitude, his attempt to think for himself.

Second, most books are old. This is not a disadvantage: this is 
precisely what makes them valuable. They stand against the 
conventional wisdom of today simply because they’re not from 
today. Even if they merely reflect the conventional wisdom of their 
own day, they say something different from what you hear all the 
time. But the great books, the ones you find on a syllabus, the 
ones people have continued to read, don’t reflect the conventional 
wisdom of their day. They say things that have the permanent 
power to disrupt our habits of thought.” [2]

Cultivating habits of thought. That’s what coming to BC is offering 
you. Some habits can and should be digital, connected, and even 
multi-tasked. But sometimes we all need the habit of opening a 
good book, diving in, and leaving the din of our contemporary 
moment, temporarily, behind.



St. Ignatius understood that our lives are in motion, that we are living 

stories. A great deal of our spiritual health lies in our ability to see the 

story-ness of our existence. And not only do we learn to see our lives as 

meaningful sequences of events, and ourselves as the main characters 

who become transformed, but we learn to recognize another major 

character in our lifelong story. God has always been in our story, and as 

our eyes are opened and we see where God’s love, peace, power, wisdom, 

and grace intersected our personal sequence of events, we begin to 

embrace our lives as sacred story—lovely, grace-filled story  



personal, moral, and religious formation, and to the discernment of 
God’s action in all aspects of the student’s experience. The pursuit 
of the greater glory of God remains rooted in a worldview that God 
can be encountered in all creation and through all human activity, 
especially in the search for truth in every discipline, in the desire to 
learn, and in the call to live justly together.”

From The Catholic Intellectual Tradition: A Conversation at  

Boston College

A WAY tO APPrOAcH tHE TEXt 
Jesuit theologian and author Walter J. Burghardt, S.J. describes 
contemplation as a long, loving look at the real. In Born to Run, 
Bruce Springsteen shares how over his lifetime he has taken a long, 
loving look at the real things in his life – his family, his faith, his 
work, his relationships, his music – and how that reflection has 
influenced the way he has continued to engage in the world around 
him. Through his candor about the lessons learned on his journey, 
Springsteen encourages his readers to develop the same principles 
of contemplation and action.

As you enter into this Jesuit, Catholic University, we will ask each 
of you to engage in conversation, to live together, and to share 
your life with one another. As members of the Class of 2024, your 
conversation will include this book which invites you to consider the 
importance of reflection on your experiences and your story and how 
that reflection informs how you engage with the world around you.

The early Jesuits struggled to describe what they called “our way of 

proceeding.” Their distinctive spirituality can be seen as a three-part 

process. It begins with paying attention to experience, moves to reflecting 

on its meaning, and ends in deciding how to act. Jesuit education, 

then, can be described in terms of three key movements: being attentive, 
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being reflective, and being loving. It results in the kind of good decision-

making that St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus, 

called discernment. Discernment enables each of us to seek the greater 

good before us. Having this deep interior knowledge of the heart is to 

communicate with God and trust that the hand of God is at work 

fortifying and directing us in our lives. One of the many goals of a  

Jesuit education is to produce men and women for whom discernment  

is a habit.

We can think of discernment as the lifelong process of exploring 

our experience, reflecting upon its meaning, and living in a way 

that translates this meaning into action that creates a harmonious 

community for us all. We can also think of this process as something that 

we focus on with special intensity at particular moments in our lives, 

for example, during the four years of college or when we have to make 

important decisions. When we discern, we want to do so freely and with 

a sense of what God is calling us to do. 

Through the practice of discerning, we grow in our ability to imagine 

how we are going to live our lives and discover our vocations. The 

novelist and theologian Frederick Buechner describes vocation as “the 

place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.” When 

we arrive at this place of convergence, we understand the fit between 

who we are and what the world needs of us; St. Ignatius urges us to be 

unafraid to live with the consequences of this realization and to respond 

with generosity and magnanimity, because this is the way that we can 

love as God loves. (from A Pocket Guide to Jesuit Education)

From the very beginning, the goal of Jesuit education has been to 
form men and women for others. To cultivate this formation, St. 
Ignatius and his companions translated their distinctive spirituality 
into an educational vision by describing it as a three-part process. It 
begins with paying attention to experience, moves to reflecting on 
the meaning of experience, and ends in deciding how to act moving 
forward. Jesuit education, then, can be described in terms of three 
key movements: Be attentive, be reflective, be loving.
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Being attentive is largely about us and how God is working in us 



As part of this formation, St. Ignatius and his companions 
established guiding principles to cultivate a reflective practice 
among their students which is integrated with the way we live in 
the world. These same reflective principles of contemplation and 
action provide the framework for today’s Boston College experience. 

As you read Born to Run



In reflecting back on his life’s journey, Springsteen talks about his 
search for his identity – from his experience of family, faith, work, 
relationships – and how he discovered much of his identity through 
his music, “When the world is at its best, when we are at our best, 
when life feels fullest” (p. 236). He writes that his music became 



Attentive to the systemic racism that exists in our country and our 
community, and reflecting on how the University can respond to 
the issue and its root causes, Boston College has committed to 
developing initiatives for listening, dialogue, healing, reconciliation, 
and understanding, including establishing The Boston College 
Forum on Racial Justice in America and a number of programs 
through University Mission and Ministry. In a letter to the Boston 
College community in early June, University President William 
P. Leahy, S.J., wrote, “The current anger, division, and alienation 
result from long-term, systemic causes, and they call for resolution 
of underlying issues through immediate and sustained action,” and 
described the loving response that Boston College will take against 
racism – both personal and systemic. 

In a recent interview in The Atlantic with David Brooks (whose 
book The Road to Character was the focal point of Conversations 
in the First Year in 2015 and who addressed the Class of 2019 
that Fall), Springsteen talks about how his experiences compelled 
him to take a deeper look at the issue of racism, to find a more 
loving response to the world around him: “…as I started on this 
record, Darkness on the Edge of Town, I said, I want to turn the 
car around. I want to go back to my neighborhood, and I want to 
understand the structural issues, personal issues, social issues 
that are pressing down hard on the people I’m writing about and 



Throughout the book, Springsteen shares examples of difficult 



What does spirituality mean to you? How have you matured in your 

relationship with God on your journey? In what ways do you hope to do 

so over the next four years at Boston College? Who are the conversation 

partners you will seek out during your time at Boston College to help you 

consider your relationship with God, your relationship with others and 

the world around you, and your relationship with yourself?

Springsteen talks about the birth of both his younger sister when 
he was a teenager and his own children when he was an adult as 
moment of grace and turning points in his life: “Children bring 
with them grace, patience, transcendence, second chances, rebirth 



THE EXAMEN

The goal of Jesuit education is to produce men and women for 
whom discernment is a habit.

We can think of discernment as the lifelong project of exploring our 

experience, naming its meaning, and living in a way that translates 



spend time on orienting your future. There is no single way to make the 

examination. The only essential is to bring your day before God. At the 

core of the examination is self-awareness before God. Its power lies in the 

way you become conscious of your own relationship with God, with your 

own spirituality.

• �Giving Thanks. I thank God for the way God has met 

me today—in the work I have done, in the people I have 

encountered, in the letters from home, etc. I begin my prayer with 

the solid hope that God cares for me, knows me and loves me 

with an everlasting love.

• �Seeking Light. I ask for light to understand the specific moments 

in which God has clarified who I am, what my gifts really are, 

and how I treat other people. I ask not to hide from the truth. I 

ask to be gentle with myself and honest, too. I ask to learn from 

God who I am.

• �Reviewing Life. I go over the events of the day, noticing the ones 

where I felt closer to God and the ones where I felt distanced from 

God. Where today I met weakness or failure, I ask for forgiveness 

and self-acceptance. Where today I have lived faithfully and 

productively, I rejoice in God’s service. God does not ask the 

impossible from me, only the good that I can do and be.

• �Noting Patterns. I stand before my history as God does—lovingly 

wise about who I am, eager to make me part of the work of the 

with an everlasting love.



• �Orienting My Future. Finally, I ask to live as Christ did. I look 

at the pattern of openness and the essentials of his teaching. I 

look at the trust he had in God’s design for the world. I look at 

his availability to people. I accept the strategy of forgiveness, 

truthfulness and service that Christ portrayed. I want to believe 

that I am called to live just as Christ was, as a woman or man 

for others. Of course, I will fail. But failure can be the way to 

wisdom and compassion if I use failure to know myself better and 

to understand the human heart more deeply. More important, 

I look ahead out of the successes of the day. I ask to live with a 

growing sense of God’s trust in my future. (The Red Book 2009, 

pp 115, 117)

The reflective practice of the Examen is one that Rev. Anthony 
Penna, Boston College’s Associate Vice President for Mission and 
Ministry and Director of Campus Ministry, prayed that a recent 
graduating class would take with them from Boston College into 
the world. 

Just before Commencement he offered these words to them:

St. Ignatius said that the world’s great sin is the lack of gratitude. So, 

I’m going to ask you to consider integrating this simple ritual into your 

daily life when you move on from Boston College. Every night before you 

go to bed, take a few minutes to think about your day. Examine the day 

reflectively, the ups and the downs (for no day is without a few bumps 

in the road, as is true for a four-year college career). Then, identify one 

thing that occurred, one thing that happened in the day for which you 

are grateful and give thanks for that one thing. Let that be the way you 

end every day before you fall to sleep. If you do this, you’ll be a healthier, 

happier, more spiritual, and more balanced person. This practice will be 

good for you and everyone else who’s a part of your life as well (Boston 

College Class of 2015 Senior Class Toast, May 14, 2015).

We renew his prayer for the Class of 2024 as you begin your time 
here at Boston College.
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As you enter Boston College, you must consider how we live in the 




