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Membership is open to all who are inter- 
ested in Stanford history. Annual dues 
are: Currently registered students, $10; 
regular, one person at address, $20; reg- 
ular, two persons at same address, $30; 
heritage, $ 0; distinguished heritage, 
$100 to $1000. Make checks payable to 
Stanford Historical Society and mail to 
P.O. Box 2328, Stanford University, 
Stanford, CA 94309. For further infor- 
mation, contact the Society at the above 
address or call the office administrator, 
Carol Miller, at 650-725-3 3 3 2. 

COVER ILLUSTRATION: A driver guides a 
trotter o n  the mile-long training track 
near the  Palo Alto Stock Farm, circa 
I 890 (Stanford University Archives); A 
student competes i n  the  annual Paper 
Bicycle Race organized by  Professor Larry 
Leifer as a design assignment for Me- 
chanical Engineering 210, 1996. (L. A .  
Cicero, Stanford N e w s  Service). See 
"Careers a t  Stanford: From Horses t o  
Humans," page 19. 

An excerpt from 

Memorial Ode 
by Alphonso G. Newcomer, read at 
Founders' Day exercises, March 9,  1894 

Upon the new world's westward seaward slope, 
Where eager eyes catch color from the dawn 
And flash back radiance of half-risen hope, 
Where life may drink at  founts still unwithdrawn 
And breathe with respiration large and free, 
A marvel springs to  meet the morning. See, 
Between the great sea's utmost inland surge 
And rising hills that shelter from the sea, 
In  a glad land whose seasons melt and merge 
One  into one and bring all wondrous things 
That sad lands wrest but from reluctant springs, 
All flower and fruitage of earth's largess, stands 
This latest wonder, as divine as they, 
Albeit the fabric of weak human hands, 

Clay shaped by kindred clay. 

The  hills deny it not: dull red and gold 
Against their vivid verdure and the blue 
O f  farther mountains rising fold o n  fold 
Enrobed in haze of heaven's diviner hue; 
The  valley takes, as one that takes his own, 
These stately splendid simple walls of stone, 
Broad for the sunlight's blessing, low to keep 
Close fellowship with earth's great heart alone: 
Mute majesty of guardian towers, and sweep 
O f  arcades gleaming afar in pillared pride, 
And beauty of binding arches multiplied. 
O h  fair, surpassing fair, however viewed! 
W e  marvel that the very stones disclose 
The  spirit of their builder's amplitude 

And manhood's deep repose. 

Ah, there is something here 
More than these outlines clear- 

Within this body some warm breath, 
Some life within this stony death. 

For faith and hope have builded here their shrine 
And wait here for a sign 

That o n  some far horizon must  appear:- 
Hope that some watcher shall descry the goal 
O f  all this cosmic travail, faith profound 
That knowledge does not  tread one ceaseless rouj 
But climbs from star to star and pole to  pole. 



Religious Studies at Stanford 
An Historical Sketch 

T 
he New York Times recently re- 
ported on the emergence of a fash- 
ionable new academic discipline 
called "counter-factual history." The 
practitioners of this new discipline 
argue that our understanding of his- 
tory could be greatly enhanced if the 
historian were to explore imagina- 
tively what might have happened in 

history had some well-known and significant fact not 
occurred. How would our modern world be different, 
for example, if Hitler had repulsed the allied invasions 
at Normandy? Or if the British fleet had not been able 
to defeat the Spanish Armada? Or if Napoleon rather 
than Wellington had been victorious at the Battle of 
Waterloo? 

In this report on the academic study of religion at 
Stanford, I am not going to play this "what if" game, 
but I must confess that the question occurred to me at 
least three times when, in preparation, I pored through 
the University Archives and suddenly found myself con- 
fronted with some unusual documents. In order to un- 
derstand the context in which this "what if" question 
could arise, we first must realize that until the 1950s 
Stanford had the reputation of being a completely sec- 
ular university, so much so, that in 1946 a visiting chap- 
lain named Merrimon Cuninggim, who was later to 
have a distinguished career in educational administra- 
tion, wrote a scathing report on the situation of religion 
at Stanford, both practical and academic. He not only 
deplored the dearth of facilities supporting student reli- 
gious life but also the lack of regular courses in the aca- 
demic study of religion except for one in comparative 
religions. Despite the intention of the founders, he 
wrote, "five thousand students in each generation are 
graduating with no knowledge of their religious her- 
itage, nor satisfying philosophy of life." And he blamed 
this situation on the fact that the administration and 
trustees had interpreted the non-sectarian clause in the 
charter in a negative and restrictive fashion rather than 
as enabling the tolerance and the flourishing of many 

religious faiths on campus. Despite its enormous op- 
portunity, Cuninggim charged, Stanford had the least 
adequate policy toward religion of any reputable uni- 
versity in the United States. 

It is against this background of aggressive secularism 
and the almost complete neglect of the academic study 
of religion that the question "what if" first arose in my 
mind. It arose when I learned that the first president of 
Stanford, David Starr Jordan, had actually offered a 
professorship in biblical literature in the original faculty 
to John R. Mott, the famous executive of the YMCA 
and zealous advocate of the Christian missionary move- 
ment at the turn of the century, the Mott who called for 
"The Evangelicalization of the World in our Genera- 
tion." What if, I asked, Stanford University had from its 
beginnings established the study of religion as an aca- 
demic discipline alongside the other disciplines instead 
of waiting, as it did, until 1951 to make its first ap- 
pointment in religious studies? And what if this disci- 
pline had been represented by a teacher in the mold of 
John R. Mott? 

The "what if" question arose again when I was 
somewhat absent-mindedly leafing through the corre- 
spondence of Dr. Elton Trueblood, who had served as 
chaplain at Stanford from 1936 to 1946. I had not ex- 
pected to find anything important in his correspon- 
dence bearing on the academic study of religion but I 
felt that I ought to at least glance through it because it 
was said that he was the first to introduce a major in re- 
ligious studies at Stanford. Imagine my surprise, then, 
when buried among the routine correspondence to and 
from the various luminaries he had invited to preach in 
the Memorial Chapel there was a tantalizing, even 
mildly shocking, letter dated February 26, 1940, from 
President Ray Lyman Wilbur to a leading Unitarian, Dr. 
Henry Wilder Foot, proposing the union of Stanford 
with the Pacific Unitarian School for the Ministry in 
Berkeley. Acknowledging that the Stanford charter for- 
bade owning a denominational seminary, Wilbur sug- 
gested that the Pacific Unitarian School consider the 
possibility of turning over its resources to Stanford un- 



der certain specifications and thus make a "small start tions without already presupposing what really hap- 
here for a School of Religion" organized "on a broad pened. And what did really happen, so far as the aca- 
education basis" as the other professional schools 

I were. 
President Wilbur's letters to Dr. Foot were probably 

only exploratory but this cannot be said of an earlier 
effort in December of 1924. At that time, a very 
wealthy donor, Charles Holbrook, divided his entire 
estate between Stanford and the Pacific School of Reli- 
gion in Berkeley. Holbrook himself was 94 and con- 
fined to a wheelchair, and so he had his daughter invite 
President Wilbur and President Schwarz of the semi- 
nary to his home in Pasadena where the daughter laid 
out a plan for them. She suggested that because the Pa- 
cific School was in financial trouble and needed to find 
a new location, and because the University wanted but 
had no graduate school of religion, Wilbur should per- 
suade his trustees to invite PSR to Stanford and 
Schwarz, in turn, should persuade his to accept Stan- 
ford's invitation. Wilbur, surprisingly, seemed confi- 
dent he could convince his board of trustees to do this 
but Schwarz was doubtful that he could do so. For two 
reasons: first, the Seminary charter required that all its 
trustees be members of "evangelical Christian 
churches," a clause that was probably unacceptable to 
Stanford; and second, the Seminary was devoted to 
training ministers and not academics, as Wilbur's pro- 
posal envisaged. Consequently, at a subsequent meet- 
ing of the faculty and trustees, Pacific School of Reli- 
gion turned the plan down, and a letter was written to 
both Stanford and Holbrook expressing appreciation 
for the offer but noting that the charter did not permit 
the arrangement." 

The "what if" question raised by all of these at- 
tempts by President Wilbur to establish a graduate 
school of religion is a two-fold one, bearing not only on 
the character of Stanford as a whole but also on the na- 
ture of religious studies in the university. As for the 
character of Stanford as a whole, we may ask, "What 
would it now be like if Stanford, like its rivals and coun- 
terparts in the East (Yale, Harvard, and Columbia), had 
possessed early in its history a prestigious non-denomi- 
national theological school alongside its other profes- 
sional schools?" And what would the undergraduate 
program in religious studies have looked like if it had 
been associated with this divinity school? Stanford, one 
might speculate, would have become a quite different 
institution than it now is and with a different ethos than 
it now has. 

But historians, as we all know, are not concerned 
with the question "what if?" but with "what really hap- 
pened?" Indeed, they cannot even ask "what if?" ques- 

demic study of religion is concerned, is that it was not 
until 19 5 I that a full-time professor in religion was em- 
ployed and not until 1973 that a department of reli- 
gious studies was fully established. This was relatively 
late so far as the history of higher education in the 
United States is concerned. One of Stanford's major ri- 
vals, Princeton, for example, had a flourishing depart- 
ment of religion in the forties and had established a 
Ph.D. program by the early fifties. 

This is not to say that there were no courses taught 
in religion at Stanford until 195 I, but they were largely 
offered under the auspices of the university chaplain. As 
early as 1907, for example, the chaplain, David Charles 
Gardner, offered a course each year in what was called 
the Department of Biblical History and Literature, and 
in 1910 he began to cross list one to three courses by 
teachers in New Testament Greek and in English Bible. 

When Gardner retired in 193 5 his practice of part- 
time teaching was continued by David Elton Trueblood, 

servedA as S T A N F O R D  I I N I W R S I T Y  A R C I I I V T I  . . 
chaplain until 1946 but 
also as professor of the 
philosophy of religion. 
Trueblood was very much 
concerned with building 
up undergraduate courses 
in religion and, as his cor- 
respondence reveals, he 
also had the dream of es- 
tablishing a non-denomi- 
national graduate school 
of religion at Stanford. By 
1937, he was able to get a 
separate section in the David Elton Trueblood 
Register entitled "Reli- 
gion" that listed four courses, one of them taught by 
himself and the other by part-time lecturers in religion. 
(One of them, incidentally, was Obert Tanner who was 
later to donate money for the establishment of a sepa- 
rate library for the Department of Philosophy.) True- 
blood also prevailed upon faculty members in other de- 
partments to teach courses in religion, and by 1941 the 
Register listed four faculty teaching a total of twenty- 
one courses: four introductory, seven intermediate, and 
nine advanced. Trueblood's program even made it pos- 
sible for those who majored in what was then called the 
School of Letters to concentrate in the field of religious 
studies if they took three mandatory courses in religion. 

Although contemporary scholars in religious studies 
are inclined to be deeply suspicious of programs di- 



rected by a university chaplain, a disinterested reader of 
the Register can see that the stated aim of the program, 
at least, was to conduct the study of religion "in the 
spirit of objective inquiry" and that the courses were 
"impartial in regard to sectarian differences." "The aim 
of instruction," the Register reads, is to "aid the general 
student in the double task of understanding the roots of 
our civilization and facing the problems of the modern 
world." Moreover, the types of courses offered are sur- 
prising for their diversity. There are, to be sure, the 
usual Bible courses but there are also titles like these: 
"The Roots of Modern Civilization in Ancient 
Mesopotamian Religions," "The Roots of Modern Civ- 
ilization in Ancient Egyptian Religion," "The Roots of 
Modern Civilization in Ancient Religions of Asia 
Minor," "Ancient Oriental Hieroglyphics," and "The 
Development of Hindu Thought." 

The course in Hinduism, incidentally, was taught by 
Frederick Spiegelberg, who had come to Stanford in 
1941 as one of those distinguished refugee scholars 
from Europe who so enriched American cultural life 
during and after World War 11. He was not only a 
scholar of international reputation but a "fabulous 
teacher," to use the words of one of his colleagues. His 
course in Comparative Religions, which he taught until 
1962, acquired a legendary reputation among under- 
graduates. It was one of those courses that alumni later 
look back upon as a high point in their experience at 
Stanford. 

After Trueblood's retirement in 1946, there was a se- 
ries of visiting chaplains, one of which was Merrimon 
Cuninggim, who wrote the scathing indictment of reli- 
gion at Stanford to which I have referred. But when a 
permanent chaplain was finally named to remedy the 
deficiencies of the practice of religion, he did not also 
want to assume responsibility for the teaching about re- 
ligion. Smarting from the Cuninggim Report, professor 
of English John W. Dodds and the new president, Wal- 
lace Sterling, then decided to search for someone who 
could take responsibility for religious studies. In his 
memoirs, Dodds claims that he would have liked to cre- 
ate a department of religion but that there was no 
money for such an ambitious enterpri~e.~ So the ques- 
tion then became what type of scholar to invite to the 
university and in what department to locate him or her. 
The happy solution seemed to be the Special Programs 
in Humanities that Dodds chaired and that housed 
some programs, like Pacific-Asiatic Studies and the hon- 
ors program, that did not fit in any existing department. 
Dodds also used this program to bring in distinguished 
humanists like Lewis Mumford whom he thought the 
University desperately needed. 

Through a fortuitous series of events-the Chaplain 
Robert Minto called them providential4-Dodds be- 
came acquainted with a young theologian named 
Alexander Miller who was finishing up his doctoral de- 
gree as well as serving as teaching assistant to the fa- 
mous Protestant theologian, Reinhold Niebuhr, at 
Union Theological Seminary in New York. Miller was 
looking for a temporary position before returning to his 
native homeland of New Zealand, and Dodds thought 
he was a good person to invite until a permanent deci- 
sion could be made. But as Dodds was to write in his 
memoirs, Miller made "a beautiful place for himself." 
He not only made a powerful impression on his stu- 
dents and colleagues but on the president who, after six 
weeks, personally invited Miller to stay permanently.s 

Miller had a very interesting religious and theologi- 
cal background. He had been general secretary to the 
Student Christian Movement in New Zealand, a pastor 
in East London during the war, as well as having been 
associated with the Iona Community. He was particu- 
larly concerned with the relevance of the Christian faith 
for the social, economic, and political problems of the 
West, and one of his several books was a small but in- 
fluential book on Christianity and Marxism. His theo- 
logical views were rooted in the theology of the Protes- 
tant Reformation, and he saw his role at Stanford to be 
an articulator of the Christian faith in an academic set- 
ting. He saw himself, I think it safe to say, as a theolo- 
gian to the University. 

To say this is not to say that he was an evangelist or 
an apologist or that his courses were "soft." On the 
contrary, he argued that the Protestant principle of jus- 
tification by faith meant that religious faith actually 
freed the believer to inquire honestly into any subject 
and even to doubt the orthodox formulations of faith. 
In answer to a student who asked whether she had the 
right to keep her faith at the price of intellectual in- 
tegrity, Miller replied, 

Faith which is kept at such a price is no faith at 
all. The sin that damns is hypocrisy, not athe- 
ism. . . . The situation of doubt, even of doubt 
about God, need not separate us from God. The 
really destructive atheism is not the denial of 
God; for that denial, if it is honest, keeps a man 
in the company of Job. . . . The really destruc- 
tive atheism is fear of facts. For fear of facts, 
from whatever source they come . . . is the exis- 
tential denial that the world is God's. . . . 6 

Miller was a success not only as a teacher but as a 
raiser of funds, and on his own initiative he raised 








































