












104 JAMES F. KEENAN

Second, during the sex abuse crisis, I frequently noted the absence 
of ethics in the church. Ethics was not only lacking obviously among the 
predatory priests, but it was also noticeably absent in the decision-mak-
ing by bishops and their counselors as they transferred such priests, as 
they failed to notify civil authorities, as they stonewalled and defamed 
the reputations of concerned and aggrieved parents, and as they left 
children at profound risk. But ethics was also not evident even after the 
harm was done. As the crisis unfolded, innocent priests were not pro-
tected, due process was often breached, financial mismanagement fre-
quently occurred, lay initiatives were treated with scorn, derision, and 
suspicion, and priests who protested Episcopal mismanagement became 
targeted.13

Why was ethics so absent? Why did not anyone in clerical or Epis-
copal life ask the simple question, “is this ethical?” Did they have the 
language, structure and practices to even ask, let alone answer the ques-
tion, “but is this ethical?” 

I found that unlike many other professions, religious leaders rarely 
turned to ethical norms to consider what constitutes right conduct in 
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ideas are shared and explored. It was in that model that I grew up, tak-
ing courses, more for the course title than for the professor teaching it. 
For instance, one semester when I was a doctoral student at Rome’s 
Gregorian University, I saw a course being offered on Erasmus. I told 
eight of my peers that we should all think of taking that course. Every-
one insisted that the professor teaching the course was awful. “How 
awful can he be?,” I replied, “After all we are not learning him, but 
Erasmus. How could he harm Erasmus?” After the first two hour class, 
we all dropped the course. Then and there I realized that I was changing: 
I no longer thought that education was learning ideas; now I understood 
education as learning ideas from someone. Getting to know that some-
one is I think one of the aims of university life today. 

A number of practices promoting transparency on university cam-
puses can promote true community building. What practices promote such 
transparency? I think the practice of posting course evaluations of faculty’s 
courses is a major break-through in actually guiding students to apt profes-
sors. Admittedly there are many negative, subjective comments and ratings 
in these evaluations; still, these evaluations help students to know more 
about the “track record” of faculty as teachers. Similarly, faculty are now 
posting their syllabi on-line; this practice helps professors to advertise their 
interests, their modes of teaching, and their specific expectations. 

Student and university newspapers are also helpful for understand-
ing better the university community. Whenever I visit a university, I 
check to see whether their papers post the weekly police blotters or logs. 
From these, one can get a better sense of what challenges to safety and 
security there are.

The academy is not use to such transparency. Confidentiality and 
secrecy is maintained on matters of hiring, promotions, tenure, appoint-
ments, disciplining, etc. Despite these interests, I think counter claims 
for more transparent practices would increase our community building.

Building community at a university is not easy. We faculty work 
alone and then when we work together we work in departments; and 
when we work in departments, we are separated by schools. Departments 
and schools have their own distinctive modes of proceeding. 

What community building practices are there at today’s universi-
ties? One set of practices are festive. Every university has a set of them: 
convocations for faculty, for freshmen, for the entire university; com-
mencement and graduation celebrations; administrative initiative’s to 
prompt faculty to partake in commencement exercises. The incentive to 
prompt faculty to host dinners for their students is another one found 
at many universities. 
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Practices that promote accountability while building community 
are even more challenging. For instance, the third set of practices regard-
ing horizontal accountability are important for making sure that the 
university is not simply a set of disparate departments or “silos,” as they 
are often called. 

One important horizontal practice concerns decisions about faculty 
tenure or permanent appointments. Most universities have promotion 
and tenure committees made up of senior faculty across the university 
who decide whether a department’s decision to award such an appoint-
ment is in the university’s best interests. Elsewhere there are university 
wide curriculum committees, faculty grievance committees, and univer-
sity-wide and departmental educational policy committees and the like, 
all significantly important practices that promote minimal forms of 
horizontal accountability.

A great step forward for any university would be to establish school 
wide committees to do post-tenure and post-promotion reviews. Unlike 
most professions, at most universities we find little horizontal account-
ability once faculty receive tenure, permanent appointments, or endowed 
chairs. Though we have seen some initiatives in which a provost or 
academic vice-president requires some reporting from faculty in these 
appointments, we need some horizontal structures of accountability, like 
a university wide post-tenure review committee. Quite apart from the 
entire question of the validity of such permanent appointments, we need 
to find ways of making ourselves as such accountable not only vertically 
to university administrators, but also horizontally to fellow faculty.

We could also have other horizontal accountability structures. For 
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structures more humane, more ethical and more integral to community 
building. But in all these instances there must be greater transparency 
especially through providing accessible minutes and records from such 
meetings.

These are then some practices that I believe are integral to realizing 
the claim that making morals means making community.

I conclude now on the point of discourse on academic ethics. I have 
argued that building community is congruent with building ethics but 
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justice for all students might in a particular instance trump the call for 
fidelity to university benefactors. We might prudently have to decide 
whether fidelity to a department chair might be more or less valid in the 
face of accusations of injustice against the same chair. Though we could 
have many other conflicts, but I have come to the point in this essay 
where the virtue of prudence cries out for closure. 

I hope, nevertheless, that I have given you a presentation of why 
and how a university community must think of professional academic 


