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Samuel Eliot Morison’s Tercentenary Lament:
Harvard Adrift on the High Seas of

Secularist Scholarship.
A Commentary On Samuel Eliot Morison's Address
“*Harvard's Past”, 7 November 1935

by Bruce C Wearne®*

In section 3 of his Tercentenary Lament - “The Note of Religion’ -1
we have presented in succinet form Samuel Eliot Morison's “Harvard
view" of the relationship between the university and religion. “The Col-
lege was a religious foundation,” he writes. The word "was” structures
all of the subsequent argument. Despite there being phrases and turns
in the argument which might suggest that Morison regrets the develop-
ment away from Christianity, thus placing himselfl somewhat within,
rather than outside, the original founding framework of Harvard, it is yet
true that the historical development is presented fatefully as an inevita-
ble regression-declension from Christian faith. This regression is not 1
only presented as a move of Christian conviction away from the centre of i
Harvard's life and thought: it is a move away from Christian conviction
in the sense of assurance of profession.

“Christianity was the inspiration, and the unifying force of all their
studies.” Colonial students were instructed within the framework of John
Harvard's aim for the College, “to lay Christ in the bottome, as the only
foundation of all sound knowledge and learning”. But, Morison observed,

the spirit of religion in the University has been ebbing during the last
century. Instead of learning by and for religion, we are fortunate il we can
make a religion of learning.

It is in this way presumably that Harvard had disappointed the expecta-
tions and aspirations of its founders. Rather than learning being en-
dowed with ultimate meaning by virtue of its being a means to an All-
Inclusive End, the turn away from the direction set by its puritan found-
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ems has botn Inlerpretod a8 & pecesaany integrabion within ihe task of
learning ilself. With the omset of post-puritasism learming. scholambip
and theorelical ersdeavour could be treated as an end unls s, s

The strange and Ratbidding lotic of Paritanism had furned men's
mands io the science of this world. When seen in the relreagpective light
of histary this is indeed mysienious, Merison implies. Dut the logc which
inagired men broke down. This puritan misonale of infelleciual ergage-
ment. which had sparred the developament of the scientific mind, broke
down under the weighl of s oo antinemies and ambaluies,

Reference should be made here to the: long posl-pueritan Lradition
which has painted Cahin as a be nolr. BEK Merion presenis a view of
Calvin In his Bonous work In Lhe sockology of sclence, Scieace, Tednol-
oy and Sockely in Seoendeerth Contuny Englored [1936) which s a geod
example of & perspeciive which simply assumes il it knows wheal Cabin
meand b sy mlhtmﬂtmﬂmﬁdmmwl Merion
eould cluim 1o explain wiy the calvinist iradivions which lowed from
him conirbuted to wesbern Dsought in such an ambiguoss and comtrm-
diclany meunmer

I eontrast 1o BT Kendail? for instance, wha saw i E-rggitah Purd-
canism a mosemenl ewand dogomalic scholysticism, Merion & ceriain
Ehal the process moved In the opposile dinection: Tiom dogmalism to a
more Wheral and opened-uip conception of scienoe.

Again there mmisd B 60 conlusion between Calvin's owm ieachings nesd
those of 1he subsspaent Calvasibl-Pusilan ssovcenent [nadel particwalardy
e England, for the lalter represents o matied development of the Greal
Redormer's conceplisms, ruther then 3 righd malnlenanee of dene

The Fosleule refdds

Gt of the: basle: cewulln of Ehis sdidy s the feol thai dhe most sigeificsnt
nifluerece of Purtlentsm ugdn sciomon was bagely woiniendod by the Pan.
tan braclors, That Calvim himsell degeecabid scknde only rnhances the
parsden thal fros him siomeesd @ vigomis Bovesenl which furlbened
inderesl im ihis very ilefd.

This view thal Cabdn ipossibly ke the rest of us] had po real idea of the

cansequences of his docirinal reformation |5 further developed where
Mesion suys

2 HT Krmclall, Coloin and Engish Punnnism & 148, Caord. 1975,
] Medtan, Seror, 2850,
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Cabie’s point of view, which cinsely rescsnbled [the palristio view of God's
secrel will] was submergrd by the of i other tenets, which
el o direcily cpposed developeieEnis,

A peligon  undensiood hese. a3 throughoul this cssay, as thase rthical
and moral belicls and Mmﬂﬂtqqﬂﬁwlm

mh:?-.nmmnlmmurﬂt iy inadirely
ER mﬂﬂﬂwiﬂﬂhﬂmmmﬂmm
time vehemently sitscond by iheskogians, who suspecl Uhelf possibly sub-

;Mhmmmwmuﬂwhﬂﬂﬂﬂth
quiesdly ainforsees) tonsequences of this trachasg. ™ Cwoe this pailern s
eieasly irderstood, It = nol surprising or inconsisien]. thal Luther par-
cularly, and Mrlaschthon less strongly. esecralod b coamology of
Copernicus. | mand, Luther berabes Uhe Copernican theory:
“[are Narr will de garge kansl Aslronenilas ankehden, Aber wie die beilige
ahmw w0 hicss Joiss dis Senne sl slehen, und nichl das

Likewise Cabvin frowned wpon the i ol L.
uunu:ummarhadtr.-ﬂuﬂﬂhmwnmh-ﬂwl
Erom him Eesttabily tnspired (he purss of matieal seirme. |

mummh uhw:ummnwl'ﬁ-nﬂll“mﬂra ]

larty i ihere he asilanity srsilig i Calids
himsell, Father ham in The implications of ks reliols sslen, wis m
mdhmhd-

I oo similar mood to this thal Morison has painted the
srculanisation of Harvard College, Bt @ s well o rechkon with the Tt
thant dhis view was well entrenched ai Harvard by (he Liies Bolh Morson
ard Meron were o proffer their historographic famalations m | 296
Puritanisnys hold geer the intellectual dircction of the College had o
maibeicle,

1k esprbed iy bhave B cthcrwise: Sor the Purlan cernd wiss Lo dlogial
foor ke hisran Evtellenl. and Lo severe kor harmaes naure.

Mere Light & & external “cause” te peplaced by logic as an inlernal
aormngement of elernents.  Assd wilhin Puritanisan the Legie i, in s

Ibkl, 73 n 56,
Hefe there is i foctnete thal refers io Tawmey amd Calvin's lasding of
sclrnge Coram Dea e helow.
Here ibsere s a foslnole 1o B Tresltach. The Social Tenchisgs of ther Chets-
Bl Churches, 1530, Vol 1], 7080

, B 10, My el
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fect, encournged boghe which had in turn radscaBy undermined the origs-
nally taken-for-granted Logie of chrstinn metkation, John Harmnd's
siyle of Punilanism had promeied the esiabishmend of the Collige at
Cambridge. Massachuseits. Bul ihe College. m action. had not onby
promeded Puritangsm, W alse greenaliod. and was promoded by, a christian
reformaingg oeal Lo @o further and betber, wilh & toberational spanl which
soughi & better undersianding of the kind of religious understanding
wherein (hey slood. Here we witness the development of o particular
kined of Chrisiian desane (o rernain known as Christian even [uosgh one
wishes bo dispense with one's lrasditional [and presamably bess than Lol
ernnl] lakel, Toleralionban, within protestant Christianay, would msike
a public virtue out of disclaiming one's own rediios rools, especial
when they are fisded (@ be h'll‘lﬂ!ﬁ.b‘l.nbul!mnl.lﬂdlrﬂ lght of 1he newly
discovered wisdom o B sccking (o pronsste in the pressnt.

Even before the end of (he sevenieenth century the stricler Pum-
ari e dissalisfied with Marvard: for lramning had taughi the ieachers
the defects in their forebears’ exend, and ihey were resching out for some-
ihing hecader aind beiter. Yel the College stood stoutly for histone Chats-
tiandty inthe langer sense agasnsd (he various secls into which Puritan
s was breaking up.

Read in s historical and ecclesinstical conbexd of Congeegalional
Establishmerni sriantsm, which charscterised Massachuseiis, we have n
wiakon of Purilanism dissohing intermally. However we necd also 1o see
ihis in (erms of:

A the Amserican revolation ard Uhe search for a coherenl natloaal-
L 1kH

b the relighous plaralism inherent in lhe American colonies amd
“resil inte™ the American constitution by the lirst amendibent
ooncernia Lhe constild ed peevention of the IS [0 make
any law cancerning the esiablishenend of sry religon;™ and

<. 1he oigotng movernenl of the Enlighlenmeni.

Breaking up the Purian movement hawe been, bal whal pre-
ciscly was i wihich was breaking up? Could it have been a
Flatomis inferpoctabion of the intelleclual chamclter of the Enlighten-
ment? |t o internal dissolution - nanscly the severity of It presumsed
Lagie - cannol explain il on s oemn

L] i, 10T
f K CGirrenrwali, Religious Concicdions and Peliviend Cheter, 1048,

e e
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George Whtelehd had noted Harvard's low tomperature. 10 was
fresm this timne thal, sccosding o Mogsan, Harvnd becams known for iLs
“mndilference™ and It has maintaimed such a label ever since.  Morison
sides with ihe Kea that an academic community should be character-
#aed by 08 quicl sotplictien: and I B 15 this public service thal Harvard
has made its contribulion, be says. Bul it was with an open candour,
Mogisan modes, that Harvan agproached the leaching of ils shedends.
lts freedom from fies of & confessional, creedal or coclesinstical charae-
ter Lo amy one church or group of charches gives to the Marvard comnms-
niy & pecubiar freedom Al ones procanaus, lonsly and irsplrng,

By eeping chear of sectarian reefs, Harvard Anadly Doated off frosm Chins-
Uanity slingether: apsd 1 s & hiide lonely on the high seas of philosaphy®
Fifiy years aga the kogical sirp was Ladorn of sbelishimg comspudsory chapel,
aav] mnalcing Christsnity, as it were, & fvee clevibve. Yol this ks b5 o parl
of the price we paddl o breome a underrsily, The medieml unbrersilies, i
o Bnire., weie scheaids off the Churcly bl Harvand grew up alber e usly
af Chrisianity had been shattered. Loyalty o ome parikwlar seol would
have bampered the search for tuth, sl pe d that hity of
learning which bs required of 3 madern wnlersity,

Here wor crscounter Lhe pecular relationship between | larvants post-
Puritan conte- sectanen Chistianity &nd welintirism &t & relighcaus al-
fernafive. Almost as a Chrisbian exisleniiahist, Morison feels the spir-
Haial loneliness of (he twenlah-cenlury secker allés apdnilial nath, I
mot histarical insight.

Is there nof & hint of critigae here: “making Chrisdinnity, s 1| were,
a free elective™ The Evangelics] wing of Christiamily would proles) that
SChristanaly s Christ - a personal relabionahip - and cannol be con-
tadieed within & “ebecihe’,” The ‘maln-lne’ charclses woisld see (his aa
an epling cul by the Instfulion inlo o biand mormbstic Christanily willy:
] ay e bed goals e @ social-oomesunal v o aciisn, Vel Hlamand
irics Lo steer a middle course, Smplies Morlson, which sanied 1o be
chmatian, epen minded and scieniie, 1cannol be denied hal Uhe 'Cliris-
tian ideal’ is central for Harvand, buol ils way of developing il Iife in
response Lo (his ideal 1 1o form a foram inwhich all scholars ane equally
ol Tonse’, 15 s e Harvand cibsie and the apint of Anmanianism? Thoss
spiritually attuped to the onginsl paritan logic might find themseboes
exchipded ns "sterm calvinists” and ndeed woulkd an imlenes
lericliness on the high seas of this seculasistic schalarship and ideolsgy,

Underbytng the resultant programme. mplies Morison. 151he quicl
puritan confidence that ® b within such 8 commorwealth of knowledge
and research thal the scholar who is imsgired traly by christian ideals
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can make o tinely, pertiment, historical and belpiul comtmbution,

I 1% clear thad Morison's “whigl” [or secularised wiigl relering of
Harvands pask, contalns many themes that are remintscend of “reforma-
tomal philosophy™ and the Kuyperian view of the university. |8 18 alsa
clear thal thene are serious problems with the Harvard view of religion
{amd o5 relaiion to the university] bal i s ol -:l_rl.n-;lrm:l.m:ﬂ;
‘what those weaknessres are. Hnrnhuwkmd-mmlhmm
the resl mnd to-be-welcomed strengths of the Harvard position,

The centre point of Monson's position, the heart of his pecabiar
diflenuma, arises cuf of his attempt o presend & Chrstein vwiluabarism,

Religion canncd be an effective and poailior kaoe in sy schaol or unboer-
wity unbeas Chal sclvesl 18 o o Seand partheu b cosmnkon.

Hutﬂ'!mﬁdru;prmdn“m Is viewed as belng medisted b “some
comumunicen”™ - relygson may nol be sectarian but in ihe era in which
Hanmad grew up relgson had become mone and more sectional. LT
can any school or unversity brd'ltﬂh’:l:rwrmmﬂrrﬂrdwhﬂ
withsoist. thie band of some redigious communion? !

Memtscn s perplexed no dould by the issue since he hos noled en
passand thal once kaming was expiesaive of & sinoene and plous ieli-
plous devedion to "y Chrisd al the hoblome”, wherens now Harvard had
Iverted the relation - Christinndty is one area of e in which the schol-
arky devedion bo “lay kEarning itsell &l ihe botbome™ prevalled. Heoce
religious piety = prooe o run aounler to the plety and chalily - the geaed
repulilican virtises - of (he post-puritan community of scholarly tobern.
ton

This is the Marvard lorm of ibe devotlo maderna.  Morison 15 mol.
m-ﬁwh pm'ﬂln:htwp-mmmﬂ:huuwmm
of human auionomy in the hearts and lives of those who increasingy
took charge of Harvard's seculasised polity. Bul the piciure s muabed,
there 18 &n Inner relictance, also shown in Monson's other works. 1o

i3 On the aboliion of compulsory chapel amnd the rode of the Unitarians see
VW Fenn, “The Theclogleal Selwl | B00- 1028, 16 SE Martson (o), The
Puslopramit off Hoaroaed Unioersfy Steoe e inageralion of Preskdend B
IRG0- 839, Harvard, 15000 §63-71, sap 4545 1t i of nole thal the decl-
sion io make chape] velumiary @ buded on e Bt of the immedia e amd

sigrificant rise in chagel nombs.
11 Ifnol the “seciaman® mdmdm_lmﬂhlhn
perhaps i monalithic and hegrnaomk “rommon sense® ol eligon of

e s rican Repilidie.
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Tt 1 4 ABe (Bt (hal this ovodved @ “histoncall takeover™, Alter all &
tolerntionisd hisboriagraptny will rol want 1o exclude John Manard fnem
the history of the college which fook his name!

Bial as & chistian (hinker, § that s whal Morison was, be seems 1o
have succumbed io the supposed viciory of Uhe supposed aislononmy pos-
tulade through & dogmatic anti-dogmatism which capitulasies to history
&8 10 an mexorable fate. He assumes that 16 sk the critical question of
ihe doctitine of Matkn pulonsey 8, of necessity, caught up in an alver-
madiee dogmatism. For him Chrstian puriian thinkers are (hose who
dertve thelr sense of audnnony (feen Feliance upon an objeciive, extermal
revelagion of truth, Religious preference is something Lied inextricably to
persamal herty inboth the privale and public spheres. Self worth and
canfidence o participate in a tolerant democralic socioly depends on the
sell worth which dertves. from ere's siore of private capital, material or
other, Henee al ihe hack of his anabysis ks an uncrificised aoceglance of
the idendogicnl presumptions of the USA - thal nation wiich has bail
itsel inbo. and markebed iLsell s, Lse embodiment of the modern way -
scholarship and economy,

Pwﬂmmmhﬂwhﬂmm- Pre-
sumably the founding of the Uenited Stales, and iis initial experi
e, was the lash great atlempd bo resiore thal unity, I failed. The
residue was the public legal crder of islermiion i ils pr modern
semse. [ may sl have some purian Lradeions clinging (o ils body
poliie, nat the inmer sirectisring prenciple has changed fundamentally.
Wilh Lhe disappearance of thal christian antly in an histoncal sense,
there 15 litlke b Bngd fof serious chastian bellevers 1o irack back Inlo
hels chapels and reminisor about what mighl have boen 0 we had nol

Borison’s dibsmims is (hai bis hisiorical invesdigations tefl him of
the decline of Christinmity while he knows that Tor him as & weslenn man
“Lhe way Lo CGeod beads through bistory™, 12 In his search he kears fover -
hearsfdiscovers (Al the search 8 & root inconclusive.  The Calvinssg
doririne of human reassumance of saroncational stand Ceen Dvo 1o Lhe
Ight of the work of Jesas Chiist has all but dessipated. Even the as-
sured undity of the search. ina subjocibe senss, Bokis anly menimal hope.
Owe can find perhaps o measure of endorsed confidence n A
cormmnenity of shared virtwes - bul even here the ulibmate warih of the

12 bl it Dy 3 ool the Tercenienary Celebrations
mlm mmuwwnmw#mrm
nary Year JRES- |90, Harmrd, 1537, 112,
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shared scholarly quiel scepiicism and institutsonabised “Harvard
ImddtiTererism” can only be speculated upon, 0L is ancther piece of data
which can be subjecied, again, (o (e same strutiny.

This emedlen] world-view dors nol bise the inconc lusiveness of

ifle and sociely which of mecesaily sces Chrislian pro-
Tesston manginahised and twrmed into an ogiional discipline.

Apperdlz

Becilon [ of Ramusl mmwmﬂ
“Hurvard's Pust”

F. Ther Mode of Religon

Lest we b Ul L 15l B8 loe much paide, L wis pow comslder an
aspect in which Harvard disaggoinied the expectations of her kunders, The
College was 3 fesardasion

Bearning.” But the spieit of relifien b the Unhverssty has been sbbing during the
last century. Instead of leanning by and for religion. we are frtunale Il we can
sk @ celigion of lesrning, 18 ceaald hapdly have bosn cihersise: (o b Purilan
epeed was oo lagnesd fewr the hissan intellect, and oo srvere for human natare.

ke the College cold. 1w Usen, in 1741, thad the ory of "Maresnd

wan first ralsed: it has ofben besn heard sinee, and there is cruib b b change,
Fer thin 2 han been singalarty cool ke emotional agupoals;
whethes religious, polilical, h"HIﬂH iin and an ol
et g0z paviam, of willingrees s Lo B comabimed with relaclancs 1o commit one-
sl o act, |8 nevver populiar. A century age. the staditonists segarded Hanvasl s
& stronghekl of the slvve pomerr; and our Scathers friencds reproachesd us B nol
stamping oul the aboliles mensce. Minetees frars ago, the Lintversity wus bae-

I3 Reprinted in°A Chronsce of the Teren lenary Year.” in The Tivoen ienary o
Hearvassl Collepe, Harvasd, [08T, 4782,
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aitscked in super - pattoli quariers bevause she declined 1o drop German
mnmu her cumioulum. or io expe] from her midst coriabn sl kb
were unable consclenticasly ko support & war which broughl the worlkd nolng
Tl Impereeriskoment, sullefing, ol sofmew. Two Years ago o of my colesgues
wid asked wiy the Departmenl of Evonamics waa nol monspicususly acthe in
the Ferwr Deal, bis anewcr was Gphoal “We are slasding by for e next New
Erealt™ Todiy there b one sulgoet on which Comaunists and professional patri
ol are agreed - that Harvkrd Univemsity bmmﬁ“hﬂmw—dkﬁri
telling youth what they should think: Incidenlally gving our Fasudty the implied
compiimen! of assuming that cur students would think as they ane .

Andd may relighons prople, wilh more feakon, Foel the sume way e ik
bt ik it Uhe ridilber Framby. cafingd be a0 £ fecter and positive foroe
tin Ay Schood o usiversity unbess that school s Bedd bo some particulas som-
mainn. A vague cull of uplii apsd goccwill appeals 1 very fow yousy people. By
loeeping clear of sectarian rocls, Harvard fAnally feabed off froen Christlardy alio-
gether; snd 1L is n Mtk konely on the high seas of philosophy! Fifty yeam ago the
logical siep was taken of abalishing ared maklegd C histallan -
1y, as il were, a oo chrelive. Vel Dhis boss b & parl of the price (hal we paid to
Eepume n unbversity. The medisevil universiles, 10 be sure. were schools of the
cmmmﬂmwmurumﬂchm bl beem shatlered.
Lowalky fo one pariloalar sect would have hampered the search for truth, and
prervemiled thal ustversality of kanning which s required in & modern wniversity.

it 1 nol of nalural sciense thal | am thinking, Te so-called warfare of

(L %
rm“hlqwnqn-dm-utu_h plsee wilhin (e wiriel Furitan frnme.
wark, every solentilic of the cenbuary was possie with-
oulk closing the door om religion. |t was U slrenglh thal Christtanily il had in
Cambwridge of the mid-nincieenik comlury, which 10 Harviend sclefilisis
_HqﬂummmmmulMHMM
Cewy b Inslanes deseritsd himsatf as "n ks own Gebicn a Darsinisn,® 'pl1h-
Mnmmthnw*:Hmuth“M
the relighoss alfiiialions of every new p e l'u-dhﬂnmnl
m'ﬂhlﬂnw1n¢|1h1:wlh¢mhhmp-lhhmm and Il
Braching, wriling, and rescaseh had been elreumsenied within some religions.
oribeadany, Hamvaed eoul] mever Bave become an Imporian] sead of bearning,
Emagine William James heing fold by a clerical Presichent, =1 wish ot woiskd be a.
HElbe more carehal of what you sy, S Ramea sine of Uhe juireils are wormed by
the motions you pul in the young men's heads!” Sanlayana has writlen that the
“paday of brimatone Bngered” in the Farvard of his day, Bot | doubl shether iU was
menalbie Lo any bl his debeate ibeman nosltls.




