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    Advance Praise for
 Living Spiritually in a Material World


     


    “Before shelves were warping under the weight of self-help books, before the caring industries were promising happiness via therapy or pills, many Americans sought guidance and wisdom from—of all people—Christian college presidents. Lewis Andrews unearths the story of how these religious, educational, and social leaders came to be spiritual instructors, and he shows how their advice can still help us lead lives of greater courage, resilience, and grace.”


    —Adam Keiper, Books & Arts editor, The Weekly Standard


    “Living Spiritually in the Material World is a surprising and delightful book. Lewis Andrews has done us a great service by discovering and reflecting on classic insights that will help us, even today, to live with spiritual meaning in our everyday lives.”


    —Dr. Mark Roberts, executive director, Max De Pree Center for Leadership, Fuller Theological Seminary


    “Few appreciate the connection between higher education and the higher authority of the divine, but now comes Lewis Andrews with this fascinating study of early college presidents in U.S. history and how their deep faith nurtured their work as our nation’s top educators. They not only educated our Founders; they also provided useful guidance for spiritual wisdom which Andrews translates for today’s modern audience.”


    —Mike McCurry, professor/director, Wesley Theological Seminary and former State Department/White House spokesman (1993–98)


    “Living Spiritually in the Material World goes beyond self-help to real personal transformation.”


    —Tony Ingle, president, General Dynamics Faith and Hope Employee Resource Group


    “With wisdom and spiritual teachings from Ame­rica’s earliest college presidents, Lew Andrews has given us a thoughtful book of lessons to help make sense of today’s turbulent and confusing times.”


    —Dr. Laura Forese, chief operating officer, New York Presbyterian Hospital


    “‘Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls’ was written by the prophet Jeremiah but also accurately describes Dr. Lewis Andrews’s new book Living Spiritually in the Material World. This uniquely important work describes spiritual wisdom from a different age in our country’s history. Andrews presents the story of a group of men and women who truly understood how to live out their faith through their vocational calling, thereby shaping the ethical foundations of our nation for over three hundred years. A must read for those who want to find their way back to this important path. This is a very important part to the ‘faith and work’ story that has not been told.”


    —Hugh Whelchel, executive director of the Institute for Faith, Work & Economics


    “Living Spiritually in the Material World is very important; dealing with faith in the US specifically from a cultural and historical perspective. Well researched and thoughtful efforts to bring to light what we can all sense but didn’t have the objective perspective.”


    —Jeff Rogers, chairman, OneAccord Capital


    “A willed ignorance of the importance of faith weakens our democracy. In Living Spiritually in the Material World, Lewis Andrews sketches out what could make our communities stronger: faith, community, civility.”


    —Amity Shlaes, former member of the Wall Street Journal editorial board and author of Coolidge


    “An engaging and enlightening book that combines the moral and spiritual wisdom of previous generations of college and university presidents in America with findings of contemporary psychology. The author combines spiritual and theological reflection with substantive analysis, as he seeks to address ten specific issues related to Living Spiritually in the Material World.”


    —Dr. Corwin Smidt, senior fellow, Henry Institute for the Study of Christianity and Politics


    “At a time of national moral decline, when there is growing skepticism about the value of our militantly secular and hideously expensive institutions of higher education, Lewis Andrews’s Living Spiritually in the Material World will turn your head with a dazzling and hopeful insight. Higher education in America used to be one of our country’s principal sources of moral and spiritual wisdom, and perhaps most amazing of all, it was the presidents of American colleges and universities who provided most of that wisdom. I knew this in a general way before reading his book—but I was bowled over by the volume, the passion, and the eloquence with which our country’s earliest collegiate leaders made the case for the moral education of their charges. Could higher education experience a moral renaissance, if something resembling that moral center at the top were to be restored? This book strongly suggests that the answer might be ‘Yes.’”


    —Prof. Wilfred M. McClay, G.T. and Libby Blankenship Chair in the History of Liberty, University of Oklahoma


    “For nearly four centuries, U.S. colleges and universities were led by clergymen presidents. Dr. Lewis Andrews draws on his deep knowledge of these presidents’ lectures and sermons to explore their roles as leading public intellectuals and teachers of moral philosophy. At a time when higher education is often seen as preparation for career, in Living Spiritually in the Material World, Dr. Andrews reminds us that colleges and universities should also prepare students to be of service to their community and engage in life’s deepest questions.”


    —Jacqueline Pfeffer Merrill, director, Campus Free Expression Project, Bipartisan Policy Center


    “Living Spiritually in the Material World is timely, fresh, honest, deep, and arresting. It brilliantly recovers, for our benefit today, the moral wisdom of Christian college presidents in centuries past, before American education lost its way by claiming to be value neutral. An unlikely page-turner, deftly blending history, biography, theology, psychology, storytelling, social commentary, and good counsel. A book to read, reread, mark up, ponder on, and live by.”


    —John Andrews (no relation to author), former president, Colorado State Senate


    “There was a time when students heard their college president share some version of Augustine’s prayer to God: ‘you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.’ Dr. Lewis M. Andrews bemoans the fact that such spiritual and psychological wisdom is rarely heard in the academy today, and shows how modern studies bear witness to the need for and the benefit of such a message.”


    —Dr. David L. Weeks, dean of the Honors College at Azusa Pacific University
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    What we profoundly and constantly need is…knowledge of the laws of the spiritual world, and not some meteoric flash that may seem for a moment to dispel the darkness, but leaves us, in the end, more confused than ever.


    —John Bascom,

    president of the University of Wisconsin

    (1874–1887)1


     


     


    Real religion is the offering up of each man’s life, in its concrete setting, day by day, hour by hour, moment by moment, to the guidance and keeping of God. Thus each man’s religion, like his life, is individual, unique.


    —William DeWitt Hyde,

    president of Bowdoin College

    (1885–1917)2


    These millions of man-made gods, these myriads of personal idols, must be broken up and destroyed, and the heart and mind of man brought back to a comprehension of the real meaning of faith and its place in life.


    —Nicholas Murray Butler,

    president of Columbia University

    (1902–1945)3


     


     


    As your character is, so will your destiny be.


     


    —Mark Hopkins,

    president of Williams College

    (1836–1872)4

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    It is this great and fundamental truth—that there is no true rest for the soul of man except in God—that needs to be proclaimed at all times and everywhere. Look at the restlessness of individuals and of society…. See the world busy in letting down empty cups into wells that are dry, or drinking to “thirst again;” see individuals passing through all the stages of poverty and of wealth, of neglect and of distinction…there is, and there will be “overturning, and overturning, and overturning,” till men find the true rest of their souls, and He whose right it is shall assume His spiritual and perfect reign.


    —Mark Hopkins, president of Williams College (1836–1872)5


    [How] many there are who, if challenged, will confess that [though] they have not given up the belief in…God, [they] yet live as though they neither had nor sought a close relationship with Him. Receiving all bounties from Him, they yet live as though they had no relationship except with their fellowman. They may strive to be not only honorable in their dealings with others, but even to be generous and philanthropic. But so far as we can discover, their souls give no sign of running out with gratitude towards the Giver of all good gifts to them.


    —James B. Angell, president of the University of Michigan (1871–1909)6


    Angels minister to one whose masterful determination refuses the beguilement of secondary things.


    —Melancthon Woolsey Stryker, president of Hamilton College (1892–1917)7


    The Great Paradox


    It is largely forgotten today, but for nearly three centuries, from the founding of Harvard College in 1636 right up until the early twentieth century, there was a highly educated and remarkably talented group of ministers whose lives were dedicated to teaching what it means to live spiritually in the whole of one’s life—not just at home or in church, but at work, in community activities, through politics, and even during war or natural disasters. This was the era when virtually every American college or university was sponsored by a major Christian denomination and when their presidents were clergy, especially selected for the ability to clarify religious and spiritual ideas.


    The times in which these early college presidents lived were not nearly as skeptical as our own, but it was certainly not for lack of testing. The first European settlers endured famines, deadly diseases, and, in the northern colonies, often brutal winters. Later came the War for Independence, pitting colonists against relatives from their mother country, then a bloody Civil War, and finally a world war so traumatic survivors came to be known as “the Lost Generation.”


    The early twentieth century—the end of the Christian college presidents’ time in office—was challenging in still another way, as the Industrial Revolution produced a massive migration from America’s farmlands to its cities. Families were uprooted, once-cherished customs abandoned, and many people found themselves in coarse urban surroundings with scant support for their childhood religious beliefs.


    Throughout this entire three-century period, the nation’s college presidents saw their mission as providing students with the insight needed to recognize and follow God’s guidance in the larger world beyond home and school. As ministers, they were acutely aware of the great religious challenge vividly described at the very beginning of the Old Testament and later illustrated in the rise and fall of so many civilizations: to resist the illusion that the worldly technologies can be productively employed independently of God’s service.


    As far back as Genesis 1:28, Scripture promised that those faithful to the Lord would be blessed with ever-greater knowledge of how to harvest the world’s bounty for their own comfort and enjoyment. “Be fruitful, and multiply,” it said, “and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.” Isaiah 40:31 is just one of many subsequent passages which repeat this pledge, declaring that they who “wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.”


    But Scripture also warned that material knowledge misleads people into imagining they can get along just fine without Divine guidance, either by compartmentalizing their worship to weekly sermons and a few annual rituals or, even worse, by imagining they could become their own gods, deciding what is worth having and how best to acquire it. “Seek not after your own heart and your own eyes,” Numbers 15:39 clearly cautions. And in 1 Corinthians 3:18–19: “Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you seemeth to be wise in this world, let him become a fool, that he may be wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with God.”


    America’s early academic leaders had many ways of describing humanity’s perennial tendency to ignore its Benefactor. Some, like Milwaukee-Downer College co-founder Catharine E. Beecher (1850–1852), spoke of it as a psychological deficiency. There is a “fatal disorder” which distorts “the consciousness of individuals in every age,” she cautioned her students.8 Others, including University of Wisconsin president John Bascom (1874–1887), were more inclined to see human pride as the natural reaction to an intellectual limitation. “The love of God is so comprehensive, takes such wide circuits, [and] is so patient in laying the foundations of good,” he once wrote, “that men [will] easily become impatient of [trying to find] it and angrily deny its existence.”9


    But if the presidents used different wording, they had no doubt of self-sufficiency’s danger, both to the person attempting it and to the larger society. “Partial allegiance…is almost the last thing in futility and dreariness,” declared University of Denver chancellor William Fraser McDowell (1890–1899). “You can go the whole length with Him and live, live royally, live exultingly and victoriously, but if you only partially enthrone Him, or if you crown Him with mental reservations, you will not get far.”10 Many of McDowell’s contemporaries took to paraphrasing Emory College’s Atticus Greene Haygood (1876–1884), who warned that Christians do no greater damage to their souls than when they build “a high and mighty wall…along the whole frontier of [their] everyday life, separating it from [their] religious life as the Chinese wall was intended to separate the ‘flowery kingdom’ of the Celestials from savage deserts and more savage tribes beyond.”11


    Although Christian college presidents represented a variety of denominations, they were united in their determination to ensure the New World, which held so much promise, would not suffer the same fate as ancient Shinar, whose residents dared to build their own stairway to Heavenly happiness (Genesis 11:1–9), or of later Jerusalem, whose citizens so neglected God they were enslaved by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar (Jeremiah 29:4–14). They instructed their students in the art of living spiritually everywhere in the world, so America’s growing power and prosperity would hopefully never yield to the kind of self-destructive materialism that had ruined so many other nations.


    The President’s Seminar


    Up until the American Revolution, when colleges were few and sparsely attended, the presidents conveyed their ideas in the context of a curriculum roughly comparable to a modern one. Students were expected to spend their first years studying many of the same subjects taught today: a foreign or classical language, English literature, geography, math, and science. But to graduate, they were also required to take a special seminar typically taught by the school’s president.


    The formal name for this course was Moral Philosophy, a phrase long used by European scholars to describe the role of Christian ethics in everyday life. But in America, it referred to something far more ambitious: a way of knowing and serving God everywhere in the larger society, regardless whatever obstacles, temptations, heresies, or even physical dangers one might encounter. Amongst themselves, students referred to this class as simply “the president’s seminar.”


    Over time, as campus populations grew to the point where it was impractical for one person to conduct the same course for every undergraduate, college presidents began to reorganize their ideas into a series of Sunday sermons, which students attended regularly right up until the middle of the twentieth century. These sermons became, in turn, chapters of self-help books designed to help any Christian wishing to live his or her faith to its fullest. On campus, they were used as texts for America’s first psychology courses, typically taught by ministers with practical experience in social work. Off campus, the books were read as eagerly by shopkeepers and farmers as they were by the most accomplished professionals.


    Many of the most popular authors—Mark Hopkins of Williams College (1836–1872), Princeton’s James McCosh (1868–1888), and Yale’s Noah Porter (1871–1886)—became nationally admired figures, in great demand as lecturers and guest speakers. DePauw College’s first president, Matthew Simpson, was a trusted advisor to Lincoln;12 and two 1885 debates on religious education between McCosh and Harvard president Charles Eliot were considered important enough to be covered on the front pages of newspapers across the country.13 Acres of Diamonds, based on a sermon by Temple University president Russell Conwell (1887–1925), is still in print and remains one of the most influential books ever published.


    Indeed, it is hard to overstate the presidents’ influence. Their work inspired the success of hundreds of social service organizations, including the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), the American branch of the Salvation Army (which began in England), and the precursors of modern substance abuse programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous.14 The presidents convinced many mental hospitals to end their historically callous warehousing of inmates and adopt a more humane approach, which came to be known as “moral treatment.”15


    Such was the respect afforded US college presidents that those who traveled abroad were often asked to extend their stays and talk to locals about what it meant to live as Christians. When it was learned, for example, that Amherst president Julius Hawley Seelye would stop in Bombay on his 1872–73 around-the-world tour, educated Hindus prevailed upon him to deliver a series of lectures titled “The Way, the Truth, and the Life,” which were published widely throughout India.16


    In the late nineteenth century, as US colleges and universities liberalized their admissions policies, admitting students from competing denominations and even from other faiths, the off-campus interest in the presidents’ religious guidance only grew. The relaxation of the doctrinal differences previously separating the various Protestant churches meant spiritual advice from, say, a Methodist college president could now be more comfortably received by a Presbyterian or Congregational audience. At a time when many European intellectuals were flirting with atheistic Marxism and materialistic interpretations of Darwin, thoughtful Americans were clearly enamored of a more spiritual outlook.


    It was not a coincidence that in 1893, when Chicago hosted a large trade fair to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’ discovery of the Americas, the biggest and most anticipated program was the World’s Parliament of Religions—an unprecedented gathering of seven thousand believers representing faiths from every part of the world. For seventeen days, the proceedings continued to be front page news from coast to coast.


    Admittedly, some Christians saw this seemingly indiscriminate welcoming of other religions as a bit too tolerant. The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church passed a resolution late in 1892 disapproving of the coming convention—although many members attended anyway. Further opposition came from England’s Archbishop of Canterbury and Roman Catholic clergy on the Continent.17


    But for the early college presidents, the event was the perfect opportunity to highlight how much their own country’s broadly Christian culture achieved in the short time since the nation’s founding, to address the curiosity of admirers in places as far away as India and China, and to provide the growing number of American missionaries with a deeper understanding of the cultures they hoped to influence. It was in this spirit that several Gospel hymns and the “Hallelujah Chorus” from Handel’s Messiah were scheduled to frame the final presentations.18


    Indeed, by the turn of the twentieth century, the spiritual wisdom of America’s clerical college presidents became so widely accepted it became the basis for a popular therapeutic movement, one nearly eclipsing the rise of what we now think of as modern psychiatry. It began in 1905 when a doctor at Massachusetts General Hospital asked Elwood Worcester, an Episcopal priest at Boston’s Emmanuel Church, to instruct poor tuberculosis patients on the medical advantages of rest, nutrition, and fresh air. This initial collaboration between a prestigious medical school and an Episcopal clergyman, well-versed in the teachings of the Christian college presidents, eventually led to a church-based clinic to train lay therapists to help local parishioners deal more effectively with everyday emotional problems.


    In 1908, Worcester, along with another Episcopal priest named Samuel McComb, and a neurologist from nearby Tufts University, published Religion and Medicine, the Moral Control of Nervous Disorders, which was so popular it ran through nine printings its first year. The establishment of spiritually-oriented mental health clinics, which came to be known as the Emmanuel Movement, quickly spread to nearby churches in Boston’s fashionable Back Bay, then to parishes throughout Massachusetts, and finally to Christian sanctuaries across the United States and even in some European cities.19


    It was only Worcester’s farsighted belief that spiritual failings contributed to heart disease, ulcers, and many other physical ailments—as well as his egalitarian conviction that psychotherapy should be freely available to all who need it20—that, by the early 1920s, provoked a sharp reaction from the medical community. Even so, enough ministers were inspired by the Emmanuel Movement that Worcester’s methods became the basis of today’s pastoral counseling programs at most Christian seminaries.21


    The Great Regression


    For all their success—indeed, because of it—the early college presidents inevitably had to confront the question of whether any spiritual teaching could ultimately prevent a prosperous society from succumbing to the allure of self-sufficient materialism. After all, to the extent a people remained faithful to God, the subsequent reward of ever-increasing technological prowess would only make the temptation to become one’s own god that much stronger.


    Williams College president Mark Hopkins (1836–1872) became one of the first to raise the issue publicly. “The power of man over nature is now greater than at any former period,” he wrote. “[I]nvention is laying the labor of man upon the untiring elements; steam is hurrying forward our merchandise, and turning the wheels of our machinery, and reaching its long arms into the bowels of the earth.” But if “the principles of [humanity’s] moral and spiritual nature do not receive a correspondent expansion…we shall but furnish another, and a signal illustration of the truth of that saying of the wise man, ‘The prosperity of fools shall destroy them.’”22


    The paradoxical challenge of America’s remarkable material success was a theme that increasingly surfaced in the graduation speeches of nearly all the Christian college presidents throughout the Industrial Revolution. “We live in a time of invention,” president Caroline Hazard (1899–1910) opened a Wellesley baccalaureate address. “All the comforts of life are so increased, and the accessories of living are so multiplied, that we are accused of forgetting to live. The aids to a fuller and larger life become the ends of life itself, and…the weightier matters of the law are disregarded. In many respects, this is a true indictment…. [The] advance of civilization puts new tools at our disposal [and we] are so involved in processes that we forget the result.”23


    Yet it was not until the first decades of the twentieth century that the cultural influence of the early college presidents began to noticeably decline. There was no collapse of religion in the institutional sense. Americans still attended church in large numbers, had religious weddings, and wanted the clergy to say reassuring words before burying loved ones. But the ideal of following Divine guidance in all one’s affairs was clearly yielding to the kind of compartmentalized faith Scripture always warned against: the embrace of a self-centered materialism in the world beyond home and communal worship.


    It was a time when the clever manipulation of other people started to replace character development as the perceived key to happiness. When the unending accumulation of consumer goods—even to the point of going deeply into debt—became widely accepted. And when the mass media’s fantasies of personal fulfillment exercised an almost hypnotic effect on how ordinary people wanted to look and act. All this is not to suggest there were few cases of manipulative self-centeredness prior to the early twentieth century, or few expressions of genuine faith thereafter, but a rapidly growing materialism was clear to F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Dos Passos, Sinclair Lewis, and many other keen observers of the period.


    Much of the change was undoubtedly due to the First World War. Between 1914 and 1918, more than sixteen million combatants from twenty-seven nations died for what appeared in the end to be a pointless stalemate, with another twenty million wounded. To those American soldiers fortunate enough to come home, as well as to the loved ones of those who did not make it back, trust in a benevolent God became much harder to muster, especially as the advent of the automobile, broadcasting, and electric appliances seemed to make the direct pursuit of material pleasure a more reliable bet.


    Along with the aftereffects of war came the promotion of psychological theories which challenged the presidents’ claim of a necessary connection between spiritual values and emotional health—and which purported to show how any person could engineer his or her own happiness without any need of Divine intervention. A Johns Hopkins University professor named John Watson, whose experiments with animals demonstrating even longstanding habits could be altered with the right mixture of rewards and punishments, was especially persuasive in arguing that systematic programming is more powerful than prayer. “Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in,” he famously bragged, “and I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief and, yes, even beggar-man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.”24


    Parallel developments in the field of brain chemistry added weight to the idea that human happiness flowed from biological conditions, which could be directly and precisely engineered. Noting what appeared to be the rejuvenating effects of opium, cocaine, and other psychoactive drugs, many researchers enthusiastically predicted a not-too-distant future when life satisfaction would be a simple matter of knowing what pill or injection to take. Even the famous Sigmund Freud, whose own theories on the connection between childhood traumas and later adult functioning were at best murky, contributed to the impression that mental health depended far more on mastering the material world than the spiritual one.


    “Peculiar Cross”


    Sadly, the ability of Christian college presidents to counter this rising religious skepticism was severely undermined by their own rapidly diminishing numbers, for by the early twentieth century they became the ironic victims of their own success. Their schools’ programs in agriculture, medicine, architecture, history, chemistry, languages, and law waxed so outstanding many prospective students no longer applied to a college or graduate department with much consideration for its denominational affiliation. The result was that school trustees felt increasingly compelled to stop appointing presidents from the ranks of ministers and turn instead to the most capable fundraisers, effectively depriving the clergy of their most effective public platform.


    It also did not help that the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, which at the time had been giving matching grants to fund faculty retirements, had a strict policy of excluding colleges and universities under denominational control. For years, the Presbyterians and other mainline Protestant groups pled their case, but to no avail. Carnegie apparently felt a stricter separation of religion and education would lead to faster intellectual advancement, even though it was the education boom produced by Christian college presidents that created the need to better fund faculty retirements.25


    Yet at the very moment when Americans seemed poised to accommodate the kind of religious compartmentalization that so disastrously undermined past civilizations, the last of the clerical college presidents remained optimistic their country’s flirtation with psychological materialism would not last long enough to be fatal. Decades before, the presidents’ predecessors invented the science of psychology in the belief it would show how the long-term effects of serving God, while impossible to trace in any detail, nevertheless converge on a life of serenity, fulfillment, and delight. With the eventual development of sophisticated research techniques, they believed, researchers would finally be able to track subjects over long enough periods to prove the wisdom of acting spiritually in all one’s affairs.


    What had come to pass in the meantime, the presidents thought, was not a scientific alternative to religion, but a seeming science that was not scientific enough—one so narrowly focused on the simple and immediate as to completely miss life’s most important relationships. A misguided effort to tell the macro-story with micro-stories. And while the failure to go along with extrapolating the large from the small might leave steadfast Christians to bear what Yale president Theodore Woolsey (1846–1871) and Harvard president James Walker (1853–1860) regarded as the “peculiar cross”26 of being thought intellectually backward, all attempts to engineer a better life short of faith in God would ultimately prove futile.


    As it turned out, experimental evidence for the presidents’ prediction was not long in coming. As early as 1936, Harvard-trained psychologist Saul Rosenzweig conducted the first in a long line of studies that would show that none of the newer materialistic psychologies were very effective when it came to the acid test of any self-help regimen: curing emotional problems.27 Subsequent research demonstrated not only that people had a better chance of solving their personal difficulties by confiding them to a close friend than to a highly trained therapist, but those with the best chance for a long, healthy, socially-satisfying life were religious believers who attended church regularly.28


    But while the idea of scientifically engineering human welfare had little to offer the average person, it did have a great deal to offer those who claimed to know how to do it. For, whereas the spiritual psychology of America’s clerical college presidents placed responsibility for one’s happiness in the hands of the individual—his or her moral choices reverberating in ways both personally and socially beneficial—its secular alternative promised an even better result from the employment of highly educated professionals. The unfortunate result was many of the credentialed occupations which came of age in the early twentieth century—public administrators, social workers, economists, criminologists, educators, urban planners, physicians, and other professionals—had a powerful incentive to promote the advantages of a materialistic outlook, regardless of its accuracy or utility.


    This self-serving advocacy of psychological materialism may not have created a picture of the world that was either insightful or very useful, but it clearly nurtured a culture that encouraged its members to compartmentalize, abandon, and even ridicule the spiritual life for decades longer than the last of the Christian college presidents ever expected. Even the most glaring symptoms of social decay—the breakdown of the family, depression becoming the most commonly diagnosed medical disorder29, and rising rates of mental illness in general30—were seen, not as warning signs of a dangerous metaphysical turn, but as reasons to invest even more in materialistic approaches to happiness. Still today, many remain oblivious to the connection between widespread dependence on secular expertise and the following: a record 24.6 million Americans regularly using illegal intoxicants, 30.2 percent of men and 16.0 percent of women binge-drinking at least once a month,31 complaints of severe loneliness increasing from 20 to 40 percent of the population since 1980,32 and an estimated 2.5 million Americans being addicted to painkilling opioids.33


    The Spiritual Turning Point?


    Only in recent years has the public become disenchanted, if not with the twentieth century’s secular wisdom, then at least with the so-called “elites” who claim the technical expertise to employ it on their behalf. We see this most noisily in the rise of extremism at both ends of the political spectrum, but a more straightforward indicator is the results of polling on just how much Americans have come to mistrust their social institutions. Despite an improving economy, a 2016 survey by Gallup found people’s faith in credentialed authority had dropped to historic lows.34 A year later, the annual Edelman Trust Barometer revealed what it alarmingly called a “global implosion of trust.”35


    Technologically, Americans know they are more advanced than ever. They can communicate across the planet almost instantaneously, reside anywhere in climate-controlled comfort, enjoy an ever-expanding menu of recreations, and live on average to nearly twice the age of our not-so-distant ancestors.


    And yet, when it comes to the question of what makes for a worthwhile life, there appears to be a dawning realization that nothing our social authorities have to offer can substitute for a long-lost confidence. No matter how clever, how articulate, how well-credentialed, or how respected by their colleagues our educated elites appear to be, we are haunted by the sense that something fundamental is missing…or even betrayed. In promising to show us how to live each moment for ourselves, our best and brightest have ignored what Hamilton College president Samuel W. Fisher (1858–1866) called the far more important ability to “live each moment for eternity.”36


    Even among social scientists, there is a growing movement to reexamine past research findings with an eye toward determining whether an overly materialistic bias may have colored supposed discoveries. And while this hardly represents a religious renaissance, it is at least a concession that much of what we have been assured is “established science” cannot in fact be replicated. Half the results ever published in peer-reviewed medical and social science journals are probably wrong, says John Ioannidis, head of the Meta-Research Innovation Center at Stanford University, which studies the reliability of previously-accepted scientific conclusions.37


    Interestingly, the social science which has made the most spiritual progress in recent years is the very one that led the attack on the presidents’ teachings more than a century ago. As far back as 1975, American Psychological Association president Donald T. Campbell was beginning to warn colleagues their profession’s materialistic focus was turning out to be a serious mistake. There are good “reasons for modesty and caution in undermining traditional belief systems,” he said in his leadership address to that year’s convention.38 Today, the Association’s Division 36—the Society for the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality—has more than a thousand members, its own journal (The Psychology of Religion and Spirituality), and an impressive catalog of studies on the long-term impact of religious faith. Belief in God has proven to be associated with resilience to stress, a reduced likelihood of contracting either heart disease or diabetes, superior problem-solving skills, and (as we shall see) many other desirable traits.39


    One striking development has been the complete turnaround in the way psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers diagnose emotional complaints. Up until 1993, nearly one quarter of all the types of cases described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), the standard reference used by both mental health professionals and insurance companies, were framed as symptoms of “neurotic religious thinking.”40 Not only has this anti-theological bias almost completely disappeared from the DSM, but the onset of a “spiritual emergency,” or crisis of faith, is now regarded as a serious and legitimate emotional disorder.41


    Equally impressive is the extent to which medical researchers have retreated from the idea that a person’s sense of well-being can be pharmaceutically manufactured. In a remarkably underreported 2002 study on the effectiveness of the six most widely prescribed antidepressants between 1987 and 1999, researcher Irving Kirsch (now at Harvard) admitted to only slight differences in the responses of patients taking the drugs versus those on placebos.42


    More recently, Stanford University psychiatry professor David Burns has conceded, except for those suffering from schizophrenia, pharmaceuticals have little or no significant therapeutic effect.43 Burns goes on to suggest the widespread use of antidepressants, anti-anxiety medications, and drugs purporting to improve attention is largely a waste of patients’ time and money.


    Dr. Len Sperry, clinical professor of psychiatry at the Medical College of Wisconsin, has perhaps summarized the emerging spiritual psychology better than anyone else. Up until the end of the nineteenth century, he writes, psychology was always understood to be “the study of the soul.” Then, in a misguided quest to appear more scientific, “psychology sought to free itself from its roots in ‘value-based’ philosophy and become ‘value-free’ like physics and the biological sciences. Psychology also adopted a perspective and a method [which] were decidedly materialistic…. God, afterlife, free choice, and other spiritual phenomena [were treated as] false projections of the mind.” But today there is a “shift under way” that, once again, argues those who live by the spiritual principles of America’s Christian college presidents are, in fact, happier and healthier than those who do not.44


    How to Live in the Real Real World


    Does the growing disillusionment with psychological materialism and the institutions it gave birth to mean we are finally witnessing the spiritual rebound America’s early college presidents predicted? That Christians seem unusually restless is perhaps a sign of imminent change. Growing numbers seek to insulate themselves and their families from secular influences through parochial or homeschooling, limiting their exposure to popular media, creating religious alternatives to public assistance and health-care programs, and even self-sufficient farming. Writer Rod Dreher has referred to this movement as the “Benedict Option,”45 referring to the example of Saint Benedict of Nursia, whose support for the growth of monasteries in the sixth century shielded Christianity from the decadent materialism of later Roman society.


    Other Christians, according to recent studies, are increasingly abandoning their mainstream church affiliations, with the percentage of Protestants who identify as a Methodist, Lutheran, or another traditional denomination falling from 50 percent as recently as 2000, to just 30 percent in 2016.46 And while this development might appear to be an anti-religious one, it tends to be associated with more devotional activity, not less. The self-identified “non-denominational” is more likely to pray daily, to say religion is important to his or her life, to attend services weekly, and to read Scripture frequently. The quest of some Christians to reaffirm their religious traditions, and of others to streamline the essence of their faith, may well prove to be two expressions of the same underlying trend: a reversal of America’s century-long compartmentalization of the religious life.


    Whether the larger society is indeed on the verge of the spiritual revival predicted by the presidents, no one can say for certain. We can only wait on events. The eternal good news is the joy of serving God in the whole of one’s life has never depended on majority opinion, even in the most cynical times. As the presidents often said, quoting Colossians 3:23–24, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men; Knowing that of the Lord ye shall receive the reward of the inheritance: for ye serve the Lord Christ.”


    If America’s early college leaders could wish any kind of self-help book for our own time it would almost certainly be the kind they wrote: a collection of essays aimed, not at reforming the world, but at improving one’s self. Combining Scripture, historical anecdote, the reliable scientific knowledge of the day, and personal experience, it would educate the reader in the time-tested means for expressing one’s faith in the larger world beyond family and church, especially in the face of inevitable doubts, insecurities, and diversionary temptations. Or as the University of Wisconsin president John Bascom (1874–1887) once put it, for rising above “the gains of life to life itself.”47


    It would also be a book Christians find especially helpful at work, the place where today’s adults spend most of their waking hours, but with radically diminished guidance from a century of compartmentalized religious faith. Beyond being a too-long neglected site for one’s own spiritual growth, the workplace is, day in and day out, the area where believers have the best opportunity to show non-Christians the difference a life devoted to God can make.


    In the following pages, I have endeavored to write the kind of guide a Christian college president might have written, had he or she magically survived to our time. Drawing on nearly two decades of research on the lives and works of America’s Christian college presidents, on a career spent writing about the relationship between spiritual values and emotional health, and on the personal insight from both using and ignoring such wisdom, I have written a book for those who intuit the necessity of serving God as widely and as often as possible. It should prove especially helpful to Christians called to careers, activities, and social settings where twentieth century secularism and religious skepticism still hold sway.


    Because some of the quotes I use are more than 200 years old, a few words about my editing seem appropriate. First, in representing the old-time college presidents I have kept to their original texts as much as possible, except where minor changes in outmoded forms of punctuation were necessary for clarity. I have also retained the use of the masculine words man and men to mean person and humanity, since this practice was adopted in the nineteenth century as often by women college presidents as it was by their male counterparts.


    Although it is likely obvious by now, I should probably confirm the dates bracketed after the name of a college president refer to time in office, not to his or her lifespan. I have also included a small number of quotes by old-time academics who never held the formal title of college president but who, as founders, chancellors, provosts or deans of large departments, assumed the duties of presiding officer in the early lives of their respective institutions.


    Finally, it should be remembered that many of today’s schools have gone through major name changes over the years. Princeton, for example, was once the College of New Jersey, just as DePauw University was previously Indiana Asbury University. Where an old school name is dramatically different from its most recent name, I use the later name to avoid confusion.


    It is my humble hope that what follows will enable readers to more directly and effectively express God’s will in their daily lives. And, in doing so, to experience more quickly and intensely the spiritual joy that can never be described by words alone. It is the joy that comes with realizing one’s knowledge of the material world is but a convenient tool, not an objective fact—it is the ability to be active in the world without ever being limited by any merely human idea of it.


    Reflection:


    But seek ye first the kingdom of God,

    and his righteousness; and all these things

    shall be added unto you.

    —Matthew 6:33
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