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Introduction 
 
There is great concern from many quarters about the state of polarization in the Western World, 
especially in the United States.4 This polarization has the effect of pitting sides against each other 
with little or no interplay of different ideas or viewpoints and tends to have a chilling effect upon 
even the most casual conversation where parties weigh what to say and what not to say lest they 
unintentionally offend the other. This can breed suspicion and division in ways unhealthy to 
democracy but more importantly for the fundamental development of the human community. We 
see this played out in a particular way on college campuses as it relates to debates about free speech 
and what is and is not acceptable to discuss. Princeton University President Christopher Eisgruber 
addressed such concerns in his 2021 State of the University address, encouraging the free 
expression of ideas lest we become “echo chamber[s] in which viewpoints go unchallenged simply 
because they are popular amongst groups dominant on the campus . . . .”5 Similarly, Vice 
Chancellor Richardson of the University of Oxford, recently called for more ideological diversity 
on college campuses in order to help our students “engage civilly in reasoned debate.”6 
 
In 2020, Heterodox Academy surveyed over four hundred academics with the question, “Imagine 
expressing your views about a controversial issue while at work, at a time when faculty, staff, and/ 
or other colleagues were present. To what extent would you worry about the following 
consequences?” Fifty-nine percent of academics indicated that they were “very” or “extremely” 
concerned that “My reputation would be tarnished,” and 53% were very or extremely concerned 
that “My career would be hurt.”7 Such a culture puts academic freedom and students’ access to 
diverse viewpoints at risk. John McWhorter, a professor at Columbia University, cautions against 
the mistaken idea that “social justice must be pursued via attempts to banish from the public sphere, 
as much as possible, all opinions that they interpret as insufficiently opposed to power 
differentials.”8 President Obama has similarly shared his skepticism of attempts at social justice 
that primarily involve being judgmental and publicly calling people out, “That’s not activism. 
That’s not bringing about change.”9 Universities can teach students to pursue social change by first 
understanding the diverse points of view on an issue and then collaboratively seeking just 
solutions. This requires a campus culture that encourages a pursuit of the truth especially as 
understood within the Catholic context, which supports intellectual diversity, open dialogue and 
critical thinking. 
 
The pursuit of truth can be compromised when polarization results in ideological isolation, 
however. Jonathan Haidt, professor and co-founder of Heterodox Academy, states: 
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If you actually want to find the truth – if you’re a scientist or if you’re working at, say, the 
Defense Intelligence Agency, where your job is really to find the truth – you have to 
overcome each person’s preferred way of thinking, which is, find evidence for why I am 
right . . . The only way to do it is to have someone who doesn’t share your confirmation 
bias10 engage with you.11 

 
This trend has particular import for Christian schools. As Archbishop José Gomez has observed, 
“often what is being canceled and corrected are perspectives rooted in Christian beliefs – about 
human life and the human person, about marriage, the family and more.”12 This can happen if 
religious beliefs on such issues are perceived as being akin to bigotry, and voicing such views as 
akin to “hate speech” and “microaggression.” This should be of concern for secularists as well as 
people of faith because Christianity offers a philosophically solid argument for upholding the 
dignity of all people. 
 

“We all want to build a society that provides equality, freedom, and dignity for every 
person,” Archbishop Gomez said. “But we can only build a just society on the foundation 
of the truth about God and human nature . . . Unless we believe that God is our Father, 
there is no reason for us to treat others as our brothers and sisters.”13 

 
Further, silencing the Christian perspective, or any religious perspective, eliminates possible paths 
to finding truth.14 The Catholic Church has spoken out about the dangers of blocking any tributaries 
that flow toward truth. For example, the Church officially and publicly advocates for academic 
freedom. One example is the bishops’ application of Ex corde Ecclesiae to the United States: 
 

Academic freedom is an essential component of a Catholic university. The university 
should take steps to ensure that all professors are accorded “a lawful freedom of inquiry 
and of thought, and of freedom to express their minds humbly and courageously about 
those matters in which they enjoy competence.”15 

 
Silencing perspectives, whether religious or secular, limits the expression of diversity and is 
antithetical to the mission of the university. Reasoned argument and respectful dialogue are needed 
to correct misinformation and bridge misunderstandings. 
 
A Proposed Path Forward: Fostering Civil Discourse as part of Virtue Education 
 
In the midst of a national breakdown in civil discourse, we find ourselves in need of innovative 
educational approaches. This is familiar territory for the followers of Saint John Baptist de La Salle 
(De La Salle) who was an educational innovator and radically revolutionized education in France 
and beyond.16 Drawing from our rich Lasallian17 heritage, one way that a sense of civility and 
reasoned argumentation can be recaptured is through the engagement of character education and 
formation in virtue. Higher education holds a privileged place for what should be the interchange 
of diverse ideas and for influencing society for the common good, properly understood.18 Because 
of this, higher education can offer a kind of remedy to these challenging times by helping us to 
redevelop or refine the way we understand individual (personal) goodness and collective 
(common) goodness. By theoretically and practically engaging in programs that promote virtue 
and character strengths we can open the way for healthier scholarly environments that promote a 
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free and open exchange of ideas and intellectual growth while preparing students, in particular 
(though by no means exclusively) to undergraduates, to participate effectively in the ever more 
pluralistic world they enter. Graduate students and students in professional programs also gain 
greatly from such engagement especially when tailored to their unique disciplines. 
 
What follows in this paper is a discussion of how such an approach to civil discourse and diversity 
of conscience has been and is being engaged as part of a larger character and virtue effort at Saint 
Mary’s University of Minnesota as a faith-based university (though by extension it may be of 
interest and application to educators in general). We also explore both the potential this holds and 
the limitations such a method offers, understanding this effort provides one path forward. The 
paper concludes by offering practical applications for ways a university can engage in such an 
approach more fully. 
 
De La Salle and Virtue Education 
 
De La Salle believed that educators should provide innovative educational methods to best meet 
the needs of students from a position of faith and profound love for the students. He understood 
academic instruction as one component of educating the whole person. De La Salle took a system-
wide approach by forming the character of the teachers as well as the students. As evidenced by 
the articulation of the Twelve Virtues of a Good Teacher,19 character education has been an 
essential component of Lasallian education since De La Salle personally undertook the character 
formation of his first Brother-teachers. The idea that education is about developing good people 
rather than just good intellects is alive and well in Lasallian schools today. As De La Salle 
emphasized: 
 

Be convinced that the main conversion is that of the heart, and without it the conversion of 
the mind is quite sterile.20 

 
In 2019, Saint Mary’s University instituted a character education initiative believing on the basis 
of compelling research that virtue is foundational and essential for our students to be flourishing 
members of society21 who are able to respond flexibly and creatively to life’s challenges and be 
productive and healthy members of their communities. For example, research has linked virtue 
education with a variety of positive outcomes22 including: increased academic performance,23 
work success,24 general well-being,25 and desirability to potential employers.26 “The research 
evidence is clear: schools that are values-driven have high expectations and demonstrate academic, 
professional and social success.”27 In fact our university mission highlights similar aspects of 
flourishing through virtue as we seek to “awaken, nurture, and empower learners to ethical lives 
of service and leadership.”28 Following De La Salle’s example, it became evident that living into 
this mission requires formation at the level of the institution (creating a culture that both educates 
about and models virtue) as well as the level of the individual (personal formation). Because of 
the institution-wide implementation, Saint Mary’s University has become a vanguard in the 
character and virtue movement among universities. 
 
Our approach to character education is grounded in our Lasallian Catholic heritage and traditional 
Christian virtue ethics, which is ultimately an ethic of love. Romanus Cessario notes the early 
importance of love as the unifying force in Christian thought: 
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As Saint Augustine understood it, all the requirements of prudence, justice, fortitude, and 
temperance easily translate into love. The theology of the virtues aims directly at the 
Christian commandment that one love God above all things and the neighbor as oneself. 
Since our happiness depends on how we succeed in this task, we should suffer no 
compromise in matters of divine love.29 

 
At Saint Mary’s the focus is on the cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance), 
theological virtues (faith, hope, and love), and the Twelve Virtues of a Good Teacher30 as the 
cornerstone of our approach, while appreciating the importance of both civic and performance 
virtues (as grounded in the moral virtues). 
 
Implementing character education university-wide is progressing in stages. First, in close 
consultation with the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues,31 we produced a position statement 
for the university community32 and constructed a teaching rubric33 to encourage and measure 
implementation throughout the academic curriculum. Second, we expanded our initial advisory 
committee to include representatives from across the university to formulate plans for assessment, 
to educate the university community, and to disseminate promising approaches (research and 
marketing). Critical hires took the initiative to the next level by developing and leading Faculty 
Learning Communities,34 creating a Character and Virtue website, and planning a summer 
conference. Saint Mary’s University received a grant from the Kern Family Foundation to the 
School of Education to embed a virtue-based approach to professional ethics in a graduate program 
for aspiring principals, superintendents, and directors of special education. This graduate program 
provides an even richer environment for future school leaders to ground their own work with their 
teachers and students with a character-focus. Saint Mary’s now has a university-wide, cabinet-
level office led by a vice president of character, virtue, and ethics. This position oversees and 
coordinates all of the various expressions of character education throughout our graduate and 
undergraduate courses on each of our three campuses and online, thus ensuring an integrated and 
consistent approach that also allows for a diversity of disciplinary and departmental expressions. 
 
One specific aspect of the Saint Mary’s Character Initiative addresses the aforementioned societal 
problems in civil discourse. This particular focus emanated from the larger university-wide 
character initiative and its Lasallian roots. 
 
Applying the Lasallian Charism and Virtue Education to Improve Civil Discourse 
 
Lasallian schools are vibrant examples of charity (love) at work in the world, in eighty countries 
and in nearly one thousand schools,35 welcoming all students – often in areas where education 
would not otherwise be available to certain populations (for example: Papua New Guinea and the 
Amazon borderlands). The mission of the De La Salle Christian Brothers encourages the encounter 
with and the embrace of diversity in its many forms, even operating in areas where teaching 
Christianity is frowned upon. As such, Lasallians have long practiced something that perplexes 
our society today: how to hold onto one’s beliefs while respectfully dialoguing and lovingly 
entering into the experience of other people who may have core beliefs that are very different or 
even opposed to one’s own beliefs.36 The Brothers of the Christian Schools do this even regarding 
the faith beliefs that are central to their mission and that guide their very lives. Thus, one might 
well ask, how can Lasallian schools help others learn this vital life-skill? How can we “bring to 
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practice” respectful, loving discourse even between people with fundamental differences in core 
values? In answer to this there is an opportunity for Lasallians to teach and model respectful and 
meaningful dialogue between diverse and increasingly polarized groups of people on our 
university campuses and in our schools. One such opportunity can be found further in this paper 
where we discuss a pilot study that Saint Mary’s conducted to assess whether civil discourse could 
be improved by first helping participants to understand the virtue of tolerance of diversity of 
conscience. 
 
What Is Tolerance of Diversity of Conscience? 
 
Tolerance of diversity of conscience is practicing the virtue of tolerance in a way that respects 
another’s diversity of conscience – defined as “legitimate differences of moral and religious 
conscience.”37 In other words, it involves approaching conversations with the assumption that your 
interlocutor has searched their conscience and arrived at their position earnestly, and that every 
person not only has the right but also the responsibility to do this.38 We can respect every person’s 
right to follow their own conscience,39 and we can respect their process of discernment via 
consulting their own conscience – even if we never agree with the person’s conclusion. This is not 
a simple issue. For example, we are obligated to take responsibility to form our conscience well,40 
yet even when we earnestly attempt to form our conscience well, our conscience can be 
misguided.41 John Henry Newman reminds us that, “conscience has rights because it has duties” 
and it should not be mistaken for the “right of self-will.”42 However, in sincerely undertaking this 
obligation, one comes to appreciate that there is humility in understanding that we are all 
incomplete in our work to fully form our conscience, thus allowing for the fact that we can extend 
to one another the respect and patience that are deserved in this process. 
 
One approach to developing tolerance of diversity of conscience is through civil discourse. It can 
certainly help us form our own consciences; but it can also help us develop respect for others as 
they strive to do the same, and in two ways. First, it insists on respecting a person’s right to follow 
the dictates of their own conscience. Second, it respects people’s ability to experience and listen 
to viewpoints that differ from their own without requiring either party to abandon his or her views. 
Educational institutions flourish when diverse viewpoints are available, shared, and discussed. 
Students benefit from learning to see different perspectives and evaluate each on its merits. This 
is the foundation of critical thinking, and one of the conditions necessary for a climate of 
intellectual diversity and intellectual integrity in our schools. 
 
Tolerance of Diversity of Conscience as a Lasallian Virtue 
 
The virtue of tolerance, as it relates to diversity of conscience, can be understood as inherently 
Lasallian because Lasallians have successfully encountered and embraced diversity in their 
schools the world over. They are shining examples of how institutions and individuals can be fully 
committed to and express their culture and faith, while offering profound respect and hospitality 
to people of other cultures and faith traditions. They understand that it is the coming together of 
differences that produces synergy to understand more deeply the complexity and needs of 
humanity and that it is through our experiences of differences that we gain a firsthand 
understanding of diversity. These mutually beneficial and reciprocal relationships between diverse 
people can be seen within and between all segments of the vast international Lasallian community, 
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in the many kinds of diversity represented among the Brothers of the Christian Schools themselves, 
among all educators who have embraced De La Salle’s mission, and among the students whom 
they serve. Specifically, the virtue of tolerance, as it relates to diversity of conscience, is far from 
a new idea for Lasallian educators. It simply puts words to something that Lasallians have long 
been doing all over the world. Drawing from the Lasallian charism helps us to highlight this 
important virtue in innovative ways that meet the current needs of our students and society. 
 
Pilot Study 
 
A pilot study was conducted to assess whether teaching the concept of tolerance of diversity of 
conscience might be a first step in facilitating deeper dialogue and understanding between persons. 
Health related restrictions necessitated that the study move fully online rather than the original 
plan to conduct in-person student workshops to practice the civil dialogue skills. Instead we created 
an engaging three-minute illustrated video43 to teach the concept of tolerance of diversity of 
conscience and embedded it in an online workshop44 that also introduced the cardinal virtues as 
parameters for civil discourse with the hypothesis that character and virtue education foster civil 
discourse and that there's a reciprocal influence in which civil discourse strengthens and supports 
virtue education. This was administered to a sample of student leaders with accompanying online 
pre- and post-workshop questionnaires to assess workshop efficacy.45 Results indicated that 
students were able to learn the concepts effectively in an online format.46 This is encouraging as it 
suggests that the concepts can be efficiently disseminated and effectively taught on a large scale. 
Further, students demonstrated the ability to apply the concepts to real-life vignettes in a post-
workshop questionnaire, which may suggest some generalizability to real world situations. 
 
Future Directions 
 
Universities can help to foster the kinds of intellectual, moral, civic and performance virtues that 
inspire students to participate in open and respectful dialogue inside and outside of the classroom.47 
Leadership must ensure that the efforts are highly visible and build a culture that supports virtuous 
civil discourse. 
 
First, the core purposes of faith-based university education (i.e, promoting the impartial search for 
truth, the integration of multidisciplinary learning, and the dialogue between faith and reason)48 
should be widely and well communicated. This provides a rich mission-rooted framework for all 
learning and discussion on campus and in other university learning environments (online, service 
learning, field work, etc.). This can be accomplished in a number of ways. For example, an official 
position statement that the university values the impartial search for truth and tolerance of diversity 
of conscience could be institutionally adopted and regularly referenced.49 Additionally, a white 
paper on “Virtue and Knowledge: A Framework for Integrating Character Education in a Catholic 
University” could be collaboratively written and would then serve to provide the university 
community with a deep and clear understanding of the university’s approach to character and virtue 
education. Further, to ensure a common basis for the university community to speak about 
character and virtue, a lexicon of terms could be published and shared with faculty, students, staff, 
and administration, as well as with external constituents like benefactors, alumni, and community 
partners. 
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One way that we have already begun the process of establishing a framework for civil discourse 
is through Faculty Learning Communities (FLC). In these communities, small numbers of faculty 
gather for a semester for a facilitated discussion on how character and virtue might be more 
strategically embedded in their course work and pedagogical practices. Following a stepwise 
program in which they are introduced to the literature related to virtue education, they engage in 
conversations throughout the semester as they rework a course to focus on embedding aspects of 
character and virtue. While not specifically focused on teaching civil discourse, the interactions 
with one another throughout the semester (discussing the engagement of character and virtue in 
the classroom among other topics) offers new understandings that allows for robust and thought 
provoking discussions. Often these are expressed through diverse opinions that are shared and 
received with respect and civility. Future FLC’s focused directly on the topic of civil discourse 
and diversity of conscience may highlight the effects of such work even more. The overriding idea 
is that if faculty learn and can concept together various approaches on how to embed character and 
virtue in their courses through the FLCs, they will be better prepared for students to learn it. 
 
Another area that we plan to build upon as part of this initiative is our research program. Since we 
began our study of this area exploring the role of tolerance of diversity of conscience, multiple 
people have called for a renewed understanding and exploration of this topic, as was stated earlier 
in this paper. Therefore, an additional goal of this work will be to move forward with studies on 
tolerance of diversity of conscience. Not only will it be important to reach a wider and more diverse 
population of students and faculty but also expand our methodology, assessment measures and 
interventions. It will be important to determine whether or not the virtues work together to enhance 
civil discourse and, if so, how. Another goal will be to refine the interventions to determine which 
elements are effective and how best to reach all constituents within the university community. 
Finally, understanding how tolerance of diversity of conscience and respectful conversations relate 
to other virtues and topics in the field of character and virtue studies (e.g., civic virtues, 
performance virtues) will be important. All of these ideas provide excellent research opportunities 
for graduate students and faculty – especially, though not limited to, the social sciences, education 
and business. 
 
Ideally this work will allow us to partner with other institutions and industries that share a concern 
for this kind of intervention. For industries, this can take the form of employee development, 
micro-credentials and certification, and for other academic institutions this could take the form of 
collaborative research efforts, symposia and conferences along with faculty engagement, 
interchange and exchanges. These areas offer us additional directions to take in our efforts to enrich 
civil dialogue and character education. 
 
Faculty and administration might want to sponsor regular (e.g., quarterly) moderated, panel 
presentations that model the virtues of a good teacher including intellectual seriousness, emotional 
calmness (reserve and quiet), etc. with robust and nuanced discussions of controversial topics. 
Here it is not only the substance of what is discussed but equally the manner in which the discourse 
occurs and is modeled. To that end, such panels could be co-sponsored and planned by multiple 
faculty, departmental, and even student organizations. Ideally, panelists would be well-versed in 
the topic and able to articulate arguments with equanimity and logic. Since the aim would be to 
draw students into the dialogue, the panelists or moderator could invite students into the 
conversation and give them the opportunity to continue the conversation afterward. In this way, 
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students can practice discussing ideas in the same spirit with which the panelists exhibited the 
intellectual and moral virtues. Ideally, humility, charity and good will would characterize all 
panelist exchanges. A well prepared and skilled moderator can help to pull together insights and 
nuances from the contributions of all who participated. Additionally, feedback from students and 
all participants will help to ensure continued improvement and refinement of this approach. 
 
With an intellectual and community culture that offers opportunities to engage different 
perspectives on controversial and complex matters, and to learn how to exercise tolerance of 
diversity of conscience, members of the university community may grow in the virtues of public 
discourse. There would also need to be intentional and widespread efforts across the whole 
university, especially inside the classroom. However, for efforts to guide the university in a 
healthy, character-based direction to truly flourish, there would also need to be other opportunities 
for civil discourse outside the classroom. 
 
As with any new initiative there will be challenges and limitations. In the case of this work, we 
noted that our previous study50 was limited by the sample population and size. The lack of previous 
research on this topic was an additional limitation, thus constraining our ability to inform our 
current methodology and inhibiting our understanding of the variables of interest. These 
limitations also appeared in our efforts to move this initiative forward as the number of faculty, 
staff and students that can be exposed to this initiative are limited due to time constraints and 
resources available. Furthermore, as with any new initiative, some skepticism and/ or disinterest 
may be expected and can inhibit the success of such initiatives. Determining ways to overcome 
these particular limitations will require deep listening for themes of concern with a commitment 
to open engagement, transparency and dialogue about the process of our overall efforts. 
 
Conclusion 
 
All of this initial work suggests that the environment and scaffolding necessary to encourage civil 
discourse, respect for and engagement with tolerance of diversity of conscience, and application 
to real world experience can be and is possible. That this can build healthier, more caring and 
thoughtful communities appears self-evident. At universities like Saint Mary’s, this work relates 
to the heart of Lasallian education since it reflects its Catholic identity and the Church’s mission 
and teaching – valuing the dignity of every human being. The Lasallian charism gives life to this, 
in a profound way, through education, justice in action and the lived expression of the social 
teachings of the Church. 
 
In the final analysis, universities must cultivate an atmosphere of open discussion in the pursuit of 
truth in order to fully live out their mission. In particular Catholic universities must do so, perhaps 
leading the way within the tradition, as a way of promoting and engaging in finding the truth in all 
things, and thereby contributing to the health and vitality of the citizenry and society. Not to do so 
puts the ability to form one’s conscience, one’s true identity and the common good in peril. 
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