Deus et Humanitas

Cornell College

by Dr. Sam Schuman

Has the light of religion died at mainline Protestant colleges, or does it continue to shine in an evolved form?  This is a central question in any contemporary look at religious colleges and universities.  To some observers of contemporary American higher education, as we have seen, postsecondary institutions have moved “from Protestant establishment to established nonbelief.”
  James Burtchaell, in his powerful and influential study The Dying of the Light:  The Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from their Christian Churches states this case at its most extreme:  most American colleges were founded by Protestant denominations, and “most of the colleges no longer have a serious, valued or functioning relationship with their Christian sponsors of the past.”
  Surely, if this is true in such mainline denominational institutions, Cornell College, in Mt. Vernon, Iowa, is a case study in collegiate secularization.
  Cornell was founded by Methodist Elder George Bryant Bowman as the Iowa Conference Seminary in 1853.
  By its sesquicentennial in 2003 the College welcomed students, faculty, trustees and staff, including senior administrative staff, of all faiths, or no faith.  It required no worship activity of students or faculty, nor any test or affirmation of faith.  The majority of its governing Board was selected without regard to religion.  After reaching a high point in the 1970’s, direct financial support for the College from the Church steadily declined.  Indeed, at the time of its 150th birthday, Cornell’s chaplain, Fr. Catherine Quehl-Engel, is ordained in the Episcopal Church.  And yet, on that sesquicentennial occasion, Rev. Quehl’s predecessor, Dr. Richard Thomas (who is a Methodist minister) could reflect that:  
A powerful wave of secularization characterized the twentieth century and forced considerable hard thinking about the historic partnership [between Cornell and the Methodist Church].  The shape or meaning of affiliation is not a static matter.  At the sesquicentennial, both parties of the partnership remained committed to substantive dialogue regarding the nature of future relationships.  The faith and church that inspired the college have directly and subtly contributed to its sustained development….the direct and indirect contributions of the church to Cornell suggest that this historic partnership has been of great benefit.

And even more directly, Rev. Quehl-Engel declares:  “Methodism is still in the DNA of this college’s mission and campus ethos.”
  In the pages which follow, we take a careful and rather detailed look at the religious history of this one, archetypical, mainline Protestant liberal arts college, and study the ways in which its connections with its founding denomination have changed over a century and a half.  Some may find this a narrative of religious disengagement; others will see in Cornell’s story a history of continual modification and development of the Protestantism of a small college.  In either case, this detailed study should put to rest the oversimplifications both of those who argue without nuance for the theses of collegiate religious abandonment or and those who make an overly facile case for the continued viability of the denominational heritage.

My own personal understanding of the religious character of Cornell, and places like it, differs sharply from that of Dr. Burtchaell.  I believe that there is a clear and important difference between the dying of the light, and its evolution and change.  I think, although surely many would disagree, that Cornell and many many similar institutions with a strong religious foundation remain true, at their core, to their faith traditions and connections, in ways which they have worked to harmonize with the needs of today’s students and contemporary American culture.


Today, most Methodists affirm a close connection between their denomination and educational endeavors.
  They note that one of the first acts of the young Methodist church was the founding of a publishing house, and that John Wesley himself was a student and a professor at Oxford University.  Some date the origins of Methodism to the founding, at Oxford, of the “Holy Club” by John and his younger brother Charles Wesley.
  The Methodists founded and supported hundreds of secondary schools and colleges in America as the frontier moved westward.  Wesley stressed the linking of “knowledge and vital piety,” and Methodism has historically affirmed that “the mind of human kind is the divine instrument given for the purpose of discerning the secrets of God and informing the heart….Learning was a way to discover God’s presence and to grow in faith or closer to God.”


Cornell College has a mythological creation story, deeply rooted in frontier Methodism:

A traveling Methodist preacher named George Bryant Bowman rode his horse to the top of a hill one day in 1851 and was smitten with what he saw below:  the prairie and forest stretched amphitheater-like for 15 miles in all directions, with the hamlet of Pinhook (later renamed Mount Vernon) nestled at its base.  Legend has it Bowman had a prophetic vision of future buildings, inspirational teachers and a flood of students.  He dismounted, knelt and dedicated the site to the cause of Christian education.

A more sober account, however, by historian William Heywood in the sesquicentennial history of the College, notes that there is little evidence of this moving moment, and, in fact, that writers who knew Elder Bowman personally proclaim the legend more fancy than fact.
  
Methodists were among the first to arrive in the Mount Vernon region, in the 1830’s, and in the mid-nineteenth century, were by far the dominant denomination.  In 1860, for example, there were 90,000 Methodists in Iowa, 35% of the population, followed by Presbyterians at 43,000 and Catholics at 31,000.
  In 1840 Methodism was the largest Protestant denomination in the nation.  In 1844, an Iowa Conference of Methodists was organized, counting 5,443 members, 12 of whom were African Americans.  An early and continuing impulse towards racial diversity is one characteristic of Methodism which continues to characterize the College.  In 1856 an Upper Iowa Conference formed, including within its borders Mount Vernon and Cornell College.  
George Bryant Bowman was born in 1812 in North Carolina and early in his life became an active Methodist preacher.  His own education never went beyond the frontier grade school level.  In the 1830’s, Bowman moved to Missouri, where he was appointed first a deacon and then an elder.  In 1841, Bowman transferred to Iowa City, where he energetically raised funds and established a thriving church.  As presiding elder of the Dubuque circuit of the church in the late 1840’s, Bowman came to know the Mount Vernon area, where he brought together three small rural churches into a new building in 1851.  Bowman moved to Mount Vernon, with a reduced rank within the church from elder to minister.  He had earlier tried to found a Methodist college in Iowa City, which had only a brief life, and it is clear that his move to Mount Vernon was related to a similar effort there.  In 1852, on the fourth of July, Bowman masterminded a promotional celebration which led to the groundbreaking for a Methodist institution in Mount Vernon in August of what was, in its first appearance, titled the “Mount Vernon Wesleyan Seminary.”  It is significant that Bowman launched his effort on a national, not a religious, holiday, and that from the start, the institution was deeply affiliated with the Iowa Methodist Church, but not a school just for Methodists but “for the entire community.”  From its beginning Cornell (and the other frontier Methodist schools) was overtly ecumenical, leaning towards what the Church called “evangelical denominations” but explicitly not sectarian.  The Iowa Conference accepted sponsorship of Elder Bowman’s school immediately, and appointed the College’s first Board of Trustees, which included five lay members and four ministers.  The institution began as a combined primary, secondary and collegiate school, and was soon named the “Iowa Conference Seminary.”  The College’s first building, originally named the Seminary building, but almost immediately, and still, called “Old Sem” was completed in 1853.  It has housed various academic offices, classrooms and laboratories, as well as serving as a female dormitory and today is the College’s administration building.  When the building opened, the Iowa Conference Seminary had 167 students.

Cornell’s foundation was part of a much larger American movement of college formation.  As Mark A. Noll has observed, during this period at the middle of the century, “Protestant denominations exceeded one another in founding educational institutions to answer the Protestant need for a literate laity and a learned clergy, as well as the democratic American need for informed citizens.”


Elder Bowman recruited his first faculty and staff from Methodist seminaries similar to that which he was building:  Two came from the Rock River Seminary in Mount Morris, Illinois, and Cornell’s first female employee, Catherine Fortner, was a graduate of Cazenovia Seminary in New York.  Fortner’s role was “Preceptoress,” a position which combined pedagogical and social responsibilities.  Indeed, when the new school first opened its doors, using the Mount Vernon Methodist church as its temporary headquarters, Fortner was actually the only teacher on board, the result of illness and prior commitments of the other two faculty members.  A case can be made that Cornell’s openness to higher education for and by women is another continuing characteristic which can be identified as Methodist.  The first students were mostly from Iowa, and varied considerably in age, including some as young as six, and others as old as nineteen.  There were about two males for every female.  Not unusually, the level of instruction in the first years was all pre-Collegiate.
  From the start, however, it was clear that a college would emerge from the Seminary, and, indeed, the pattern of beginning with primary and secondary schools in order to prepare students for collegiate studies was a very common one.


The nine founding trustees promulgated a constitution in 1854, and filed for incorporation.  They noted at that time that the institution was “under the patronage and supervision of the Iowa Conference of the M. E. [Methodist Episcopal] Church.”  At this founding point in the College’s history, the trustees had all been appointed by the Iowa Conference of Methodists, and the provisos of incorporation and constitution affirmed that that would continue to be the case.  However, curiously, the constitution also gave the Board the power to alter the articles without approval of the Conference:  thus, legally, the Board which was appointed by the Conference could decide to change the method of selection.  In June of 1854, a year-end concluding ceremony was held, which began with prayer, and included addresses by students (female and male) with titles such as “Thy Will Be Done.”  One onlooker to this event writes:
How many earnest prayers arose from thankful hearts that they had lived to see the day when they could sit in the shade on a Iowa prairie and look up to a building, just behind them erected for Christian education and call it ours!  For our sons!  For our daughters also!

Almost exactly one year later, at the annual meeting of the trustees in July 1855, the articles of incorporation were altered changing the name of the school from the Iowa Conference Seminary to Cornell College.  At the same time they explicitly affirmed their intention to grant the degree bachelor of arts, noting their intention to “admit ladies to the same course of Study as Gentleman and graduate them with the Same Honors.”  The name change reflected both the intention to shift from a “seminary” to a “college,” and the hope that support for the fledgling institution might come from the Cornell family.  That hope was to prove a vain and somewhat embarrassing one.  Elder Bowman had met and solicited the support of William Wesley Cornell, New York iron merchant and Methodist, and, legend has it that Bowman thought that naming the college for Cornell, without his prior endorsement or even knowledge, might guarantee a large gift.  It did not, and apparently irritated the potential philanthropist.  Ultimately, William Cornell did relent, and give the College $1,000 for library books and a few similar pledges.  This contrasts rather markedly with the gift his fifth cousin Ezra made toward the founding of Cornell University a decade later of $500,000 plus some $5 million worth of land.  Cornell University was, intentionally, from its origins wholly anti-sectarian.  Ezra Cornell wrote, rather startlingly, “the gospel as it is preached falls like a mildew upon a benighted world, and tries to shield the deformities of the dead and putrid carcass of ‘the church’ from the penetrating eye of advanced science and humanity.”  It is hard to imagine a more startling contrast to the seminary turned college sponsored and supported by Elder Bowman’s Iowa Methodists.  The current Mission Statement of the College, affirmed by both the faculty and the trustees, states accurately that Cornell was “nurtured by the United Methodist Church.”

Through the remaining decades of the nineteenth century, Cornell continued to be led by Methodist clergymen, to require chapel attendance, and to offer primary, secondary and collegiate education:  in all these respects, it was solidly typical of similar frontier denominational colleges.  During these years, most of Cornell’s faculty were Methodists, and all were Protestants.  One area in which Cornell did differentiate itself from most of its fellow institutions came when, in 1871, Harriette Cooke was promoted to the rank of Professor of German and history, and became the first woman in America to hold the rank and salary of a full professor on a basis of equity with her male colleagues.  Heywood observes thoughtfully that the early College was nonsectarian in the sense that it always had students who were not Methodists, and as early as 1868 had a Presbyterian trustee.  But on the other hand, early faculty members were enthusiastic Methodists, many were ministers and most had been educated at Methodist institutions.  There were daily morning and evening required chapel services, and students were required to attend a local church on Sundays – any local church.  The College was an unabashed participant in periodic revivals which were a characteristic of evangelical Protestantism at this time.  As early as the 1850’s there was an effort to admit an African American student to Cornell, but the trustees and administration determined this would be an “inexpedient” action.  However, in 1870 a Black student with the literary name of Samuel Johnson was admitted, and made a reputation as an outstanding public speaker.  A second African American student was admitted in 1873, but the College certainly remained overwhelmingly white, Protestant and Midwestern throughout the century.
In 1855 the composition of the Board of Trustees was altered from 9 members to 15, and it was raised again in 1869.  There was no set number of spaces reserved for Methodist ministers, but for most of this period, it was slightly less than half.  Unlike many frontier denominational colleges, Cornell survived the Civil War, although enrollments and finances suffered seriously.  In 1863 the trustees selected William Fletcher King as President.  Remarkably, he served in that capacity until 1908, and remained active at the College even longer, until his death in 1921, serving as a very active member of the Board.  The twentieth century Cornell College was more a creation of King than any other individual.  He virtually led the College from the Civil War to World War I.  King was an ordained Methodist minister, who had been a faculty member teaching Latin and Greek at Cornell.  During his presidency, the collegiate enrollment went from 51 students (mostly, in the Civil War, women) to 402.  The faculty grew to 42, with remarkable stability.  Many were still Methodist ministers, for example Hugh Boyd who taught Classical languages from 1871 to 1906.  Others retained strong Methodist connections such as Sylvester Williams who taught engineering and mathematics from 1872 until 1913.  Williams was the son and grandson of Methodist ministers.  Unfortunately late in life he developed what Heywood diplomatically calls “symptoms of mental illness that manifested itself primarily in matters of religion.  At College chapel services and at Sunday worship in the Methodist Church, he aroused the ire of the persons conducting the services by his insistence on advancing to the altar and kneeling in conspicuous prayer, thus interrupting the proceedings.”
Not only did William Fletcher King tower over the leadership of the campus for decades:  the building named after him, King Chapel, physically dominates the campus, the town, and the surrounding area even today.  King Chapel was completed in 1882, after years of construction and (relatively) huge budget overruns.  It continues to serve the religious, cultural and intellectual needs of the College, and its tower stands as a kind of icon for both the school and the community.

The graduating class of 1892 is typical of that at the end of the nineteenth century.  It included 50 students, among them 28 Methodists, 15 who did not indicate a denomination, four Presbyterians, and two Congregationalists.  If it is reasonable to assume that all or most of the 15 undesignated students were not Methodists, this leaves a student body almost equally divided between members of the founding denomination and others.  Still, in the context of that rather large group of denominationally unidentified students, these years saw a profusion of student organizations which were religious, but not specifically denominational, on campus.  These groups include the YMCA and the YWCA, a Young Ladies Missionary Society, and a Minister’s club.  A Cornell Lecture Association brought speakers to campus, for a well-attended series of annual lectures.  Many of the speakers were ministers, especially Methodist ministers, but others were prominent political figures, writers, leaders of the women’s movement, African Americans and a Rabbi.
William Fletcher King was succeeded as President by Cornell’s first chief executive who was not a minister, although James Harlan was a committed Methodist.  Harlan, who had worked under King for several years, served from 1908 to 1914, and the transition was an easy one, especially since King remained very visible and active in the early years of his retirement.

One important shift early in the twentieth century took place as the College sought to qualify for funding from the Carnegie Foundation, which required that its beneficiaries be “not owned or controlled by a religious organization.”  Naturally, this development had a broad impact on a wide range of religious colleges nationwide.  During Harlan’s presidency, the Trustees amended the Articles of Incorporation to satisfy this requirement, but to reaffirm the connections to Methodism at the same time.  The delicate diplomatic language of the amendment states:

While Cornell College has been, and shall continue to be, known as one of the colleges of the Methodist Episcopal church, all departments shall be open alike for those of any religion or race; and no denominational or sectarian test shall be imposed in the selection of trustees, officers or teachers, or in the admission of students, nor shall distinctively denominational tenets or doctrines be taught to the students.”

This proviso had the effect of reducing the role of the Conference in proposing and selecting members of the Board.  The Conference chose 9 trustees, the alumni association picked 6 and the Board itself choose the remaining 36.  There is no record that this shift was even slightly controversial, and it passed with virtually no attention.


After Harlan’s successful presidency, the next regularly selected leader of the College was Charles Wesley Flint, who once again was a Methodist minister, and had virtually no professional experience in higher education.  Flint served the College well from 1915 to 1922, weathering the inevitable stresses of the First World War.  He ended his career as a Bishop in the Methodist Church from 1936 until 1952.  Flint was succeeded by another Methodist non-minister, Harlan Updegraff.  During Updegraff’s relatively brief term (1923-27) the College completed the first building named for a non-Methodist on campus, Law Hall, named for an Episcopal minister who was a generous alumni donor.  Also during Updegraff’s term, some of the stricter Methodist behavioral beliefs of the Board of Trustees came into sharp contrast with student culture over the issue of dancing.
  Students danced; the Board disapproved; Updegraff resigned.  Another Methodist minister, Herbert Burgstahler left his pulpit in Buffalo, New York, and came to Mt. Vernon from 1927 until 1939.  During his tenure, the College struggled with perennial fiscal problems, but continued to expand in physical plant and population.  During the first half of the twentieth century, many of the Cornell faculty retained Methodist affiliations – e.g., Clair Litell who served from 1924 to 1954 and taught political science was an ordained Methodist minister, as was Sidney Chandler who was at the College from 1916 to 1937 in Sociology.  Others, however, were active in other denominations:  Henry Stancliff (1899-1934 on the faculty) was a Presbyterian; he wrote a history of the Mt. Vernon Presbyterian church.  Up to the Second World War, all the College’s professors of religion and philosophy remained Methodist ministers.

John Benjamin McGee was selected as Cornell’s next President on the same day that Hitler invaded Poland and began a world war.  McGee, like most of his predecessors, was an ordained Methodist minister.  During and around the war years, student religious clubs were joined by departmental and special interest organizations, of a secular nature:  an English club, one for international relations, even a photography group.  Historically religious organizations focused more on contemporary political issues, as well.  A coalition of religious organizations, the Cornell Christian Association was formed.  And, the annual lecture series became more focused on issues such as socialism, civil liberties and pacificism.  In 1940, the National Council of Christians and Jews sponsored a program at the College which featured a Rabbi, a Catholic priest and a Protestant minister, all from Des Moines, aimed at fostering increased understanding and appreciation.  During the war, Cornell welcomed to campus as students four Japanese Americans who arrived from the internment camps of the West, and at least one Austrian Jew.

As the war ended, President McGee died suddenly, and Russell Cole, the last Methodist minister to serve as Cornell’s president, was selected.  Russell was the son of Frank Cole, who had been the College’s Vice President and financial manager.  The senior Cole was apparently something of an autocrat.  Russell Cole served from 1943 until 1960, and his long tenure saw both continued progress for the College, and a number of trials.  In 1953 Cornell celebrated its centennial year.  A major event included in that celebration was a conference on religion in higher education:  clearly, at the mid-century point, Cornell identified itself as a religious College, and that identification was central in its commemoration of a century of collegiate life.  


Relations between Cole and the faculty had their rough spots.  There was confusion and anger about the College’s seemingly arbitrary and confusingly shifting faculty retirement policy.  And, one respected professor of art was dismissed for using a nude Cornell student as a model.


During this period, the relationship between the College and the Methodist Church received new scrutiny.  As public and research institutions grew to a position of dominance in American higher education, the nature and future of Christian colleges was much discussed.  The Commission on Christian Higher Education of the Association of American Colleges (now the AAC&U) conducted a national study “What Is a Christian College,” and Cornell was one of 50 institutions included.  A local committee, and a clutch of subcommittees, examined this question, and concluded that Cornell had three particular missions as a Christian institution.  This tripartite charge was endorsed by the faculty.  First, it had the obligation to be a good college in terms of academics and scholarship; second it should “train Christians to know the meaning of the term,” and third, it offered students an opportunity to train for positions as Church leaders.  The college could certainly be said to continue to hold to the first and third of these principles in the twenty-first century, and arguably has retained the second as an option, if not a requirement.


A proposal from the administration which would have added to the College catalog a statement that students who were not prepared to accept Cornell’s Christian identity “may withdraw, or be asked to withdraw” was rejected by the faculty.  At the same time, the Trustees approved a resolution declaring “Cornell College shall remain as a Christian college of the liberal arts with roots deep in the Church.”  In 1957 the faculty adopted a new mission statement for Cornell, which noted that as a Christian institution, Cornell “seeks for its students a commitment to the Christian way of life.”  There seems no evidence that the Methodist Conference was pushing the College to be more Methodist; just that it remain Christian.  At the mid-century point, between 50 and 60% of Cornell’s students were Methodist, pretty much unchanged from 1900.

As the turbulent 1960’s commenced, Cornell’s constituents picked their first president who was not a minister, nor a Methodist, Dr. Arland Christ-Janer.  Christ-Janer was raised as a Lutheran, but had become a Presbyterian.  This action caused dissention within the Board, which only narrowly approved the appointment.  For example, Bishop F. Gerald Ensley, who presided over the Conference which sponsored the College, saw the appointment as proving that the College sought to sever its links with Methodism, and cease its efforts to provide students a Christian education.  He told a local radio/TV reporter that there had been an unwritten law that the President of Cornell should be a Methodist minister, and that the Church might now withdraw its financial support for the College.  At about this time, as well, Cornell hired its first Jewish faculty members, and began offering a course in Jewish history and philosophy, taught by a Cedar Rapids Rabbi.
  A Christian of Hindu origins and a member of the Serbian Orthodox Church also joined the faculty during these years, as did several active Roman Catholics and at least one Mormon.  

Christ-Janer immediately set to work to mend the relationship, appointing a joint Trustee/Church/Faculty committee to study and redefine the links between Cornell, the Conference and Methodism.  The committee’s report was an affirmation of that relationship, a conclusion which was comforting to the Church: their final statement was endorsed by the faculty, the Board of Trustees, and the Committee on Higher Education of the Methodist Conference.  Christ-Janer, further, made a conscious and very successful effort to build warm personal relations with Bishop Ensley and other prominent Methodist leaders.  And, he appointed an assistant to the president for church relations and an official campus minister – both were new positions.  The first two chaplains stayed only briefly, but Dr. Richard Thomas filled that position for three decades, from the late 1960’s to 1996.  By the time Christ-Janer left, this first non-Methodist president was recognized by the North Iowa Conference in an official resolution which stated that “his leadership strengthened the relationship between the College and the Methodist Church.”  Cornell, and the Methodist Church, were moving together towards a definition of religious higher education which was more pluralistic, less sectarian, but not necessarily more secular.  From a religious perspective, it could be fairly said that Cornell College was in a strong and secure position heading into the 1960’s.  That turned out to be a good thing, because the next years would be challenging ones for the College.
Samuel Enoch Stumpf arrived in Mt. Vernon to become Cornell’s president in 1967.  He was arguably the most prestigious scholar to assume the post in the College’s history, with impeccable academic credentials including an impressive publication record.  Stumpf was an ordained Baptist minister, but with strong ties to the national Methodist church:  he came to Iowa from Vanderbilt, and Nashville was the home of the Board of Higher Education of the United Methodist Church.  Within a year, however, Cornell, like most American colleges and universities, was enmired in unprecedented internal dissention over issues primarily connected to the war in Vietnam and challenges to traditional collegiate authority by students, especially minority students.  In the fall of 1968 Cornell students occupied the administration building on campus, a protest which was anything but unique for the times, but which was traumatic for this peaceable Iowa small college.  Some of the College’s historic religious strictures regarding student living were challenged, usually successfully, during this period.  Thus, for example, the remnants of required chapel disappeared in 1970; an annual student charity fund drive decided to donate all its proceeds to the American Friends Service Committee, which controversially channeled some of the funds to North Vietnam; challenges to the single-sex residence hall policy of the College grew more strident.  Pressures to relax alcohol policies grew from the students, and were resisted by the trustees.   Dr. Stumpf was both the victim and the cause of many of these troubles.  It is impossible to imagine that any executive leadership at the College would have been able to bypass or resolve all of them peacefully.  However, many believed the President demonstrated a rigid and authoritarian management style which only served to exacerbate inevitable tensions.  As he became entangled in these campus political issues, President Stumpf paid less attention to other responsibilities, including relations with the United Methodist Church.
At the same time the campus CEO was falling into deeper disfavor with activist students and with faculty, the College’s religious life program was flourishing.  Under the thoughtful and consensus-building leadership of the new chaplain, Richard Thomas, the campus Religious Life Council reported a remarkably successful year in the same year as the take-over of the administration building:  they opened a campus coffee house, conducted worship services, supported an active Dialogue Committee, maintained a tutoring program, and sustained a substantial catalog of student volunteerism.  At about this time, an active Fellowship of Christian Athletes chapter was founded and Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship was active, with several affiliated Bible study groups.  The campus entered into a lasting partnership with the office of the chaplain at the men’s reformatory in Anamosa Iowa, with students regularly visiting the prison and promoting an education program there.   There was also a visitation program at a state mental health center.  In short, the increased social consciousness of the Cornell student body which led to confrontation with the President also motivated what Chaplain Thomas called “altruism and humanitarianism of a student generation that was frustrated with national events and recalcitrant campus structures.”  He notes that “the response of students to a wide variety of religious programs and worship services suggests the generation of this period remained stimulated by Christian humanism and open to the place of faith in their lives.”

By the early 1970’s dissatisfaction with the administration of Samuel Stumpf was widespread and constant, and had gone way beyond the students and faculty.  Trustees were concerned with the fiscal instability of the College, and with the worsening relations with the Methodist Church.  On both counts, they seem to have been correct.  Stumpf seems to have neglected reasonable stewardship responsibilities to the College’s supporting denomination.  The sesquicentennial history of Cornell reports that he did not often attend the meetings of the college presidents of the Iowa United Methodist Church, that his annual reports to the Iowa Annual Conference were superficial and failed to mention the very public troubles at the College, and that he did not attend the meetings of the Conference Committee on Education and Campus Ministry.  He attended the annual meeting of the Iowa Conference only in his first year of service, and never thereafter.  

In 1973, an accreditation team from the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools issued a stern report on the status of Cornell, and trustees had been meeting without the President in attendance and discussing his shortcomings.  At the end of that academic year, he resigned.  In retrospect, it would appear that Stumpf had not been an effective leader during a period of inevitable turmoil and transition.  The management style and behavioral expectations of the College had to, and did, change.  Importantly, though, most at Cornell still were conscious of, and continued to cherish, the Methodist links both past and present, and student life also continued to demonstrate a deep and multi-faceted range of social and spiritual activism.
The next three presidents at Cornell worked to rebuild an effective and appropriate management style and team, and to restore relations within the campus community, between the campus and the Board, and with the Methodist Church.  The first of those three, Philip Secor, was himself the graduate of a Methodist college and active in the Mt. Vernon Methodist Church.  Although a lay person, Secor’s public utterances had an unmistakable pulpit rhetorical style; they always began with the President reminding his listeners that “This is the day the Lord has made.  Let us rejoice in it.”  Secor had a strong and overt moral code (he angered many in the community by personally removing copies of Playboy magazine from the campus bookstore, arguing that the publication denigrated women), but he also had a lively and oft-displayed sense of humor.  Refreshingly, that humor often had as its target presidential pretensions and foibles.
During the Secor administration (1973-83) issues with student behavior continued to surface periodically.  Cornell’s history of forbidding national fraternities and sororities in favor of local social groups often seemed to backfire, as those local groups sometimes proved themselves even more uncontrollable than the national organizations, for example in the tradition of public harassment of female students in the campus dining hall/student center area.  One group was suspended for drunken behavior, and promptly went “underground,” where they were virtually unregulated and unregulatable.  Overall, and over time, however, Secor worked through most of the more explosive issues with campus women’s groups, political factions and minority students, and the campus became more a place of spirited dialogue than one of fragmentation, overt hostility and mutual suspicion.  The College also continued to struggle with unpredictable and sometimes unfortunate student recruitment problems, and with the perennial issue of fiscal wellbeing. 

This President made a significant and largely successful effort to reestablish warm and productive relations with the Church.  During his term, financial support from the Iowa Annual Conference reached its all-time peak.  A scholarship was created especially for exceptional Methodist students, and Secor was a frequent presence in Methodist churches and at Methodist events throughout the state.  
Secor was very aware of the importance of campus ceremonies and events, and his impulse was to restore to those occasions some of their religious character.  So, for example, he reinstituted the baccalaureate service preceding commencement, and made that event into an ecumenical and interfaith religious celebration.  He altered the graduation ceremony to include a campus community member as the primary speaker, and choose as the first such speaker a professor of religion.  On the occasion of the bicentennial of the U.S., Cornell hosted the local celebration on July 4th, featuring an ecumenical religious service in King Chapel.  And, when the College celebrated its 125th birthday, one of the scheduled events was a reenactment of a nineteenth-century chapel service.  A task-force on the Future of the College encouraged Cornell to take advantage of opportunities to focus upon the religious traditions and heritage of the institution.
During this period, the religious life program of the College continued to enjoy wide support.  Student volunteerism declined somewhat after the activism of the ‘60’s, and as the College moved to an innovative academic calendar based on students’ taking one course at a time, for 3 ½ week terms.  But at the same time, there was a resurgence of student interest in issues of faith, as opposed to community activism.  

Philip Secor was followed by President David Marker, who came to Cornell in 1984 from Hope College and served until 1993.  His successor, in turn, was Leslie H. Garner, who came from North Carolina Wesleyan College.  Garner was the first President in the history of the College who was recruited to that position from another college presidency.  After the departure of Samuel Stumpf, Cornell choose as its next three chief executives – Secor, Marker and Garner - individuals who brought to the College significant experience in small, church-related liberal arts colleges, and a persuasive and public personal religious commitment.
In the 1990’s and into the new millennium, Cornell, like many institutions, has seen a strong resurgence of student desire to serve, both at the local and the global levels.  Service learning, as well as a strong volunteerism program, has led more students into service projects than at any time since the 1960’s.  President Garner, in particular, is an enthusiastic supporter of programs which cultivate student service and leadership.  The campus has created an “Office of Volunteer Services” with part-time administrative support, to advance such programs further.  In 2003, the OVS documented nearly 20,000 hours of student volunteer hours.  This spirit of enthusiastic human service is, many would assert, a particular historic strength of the Methodist Church.  And, Cornell has moved strongly into a position of supporting multicultural and minority students.  
At the same time, student alcohol abuse continues to be an institutional problem, as does the misbehavior arising from it.

At the College’s 150th birthday, religion and religious organizations continued to play a conspicuous and important role on campus, but the religious emphasis has become clearly less denominational and more pluralistic than at any time since the 1850’s.   Mark A. Noll, considering the future of religious colleges in America, has suggested that “the most interesting possibilities for the future lie between the Scylla of sectarian separation and the Chrybdis of secular effacement.”
 Does Cornell steer her course through those narrow straits?   The campus houses a variety of religious organizations, including Christian non-denominational groups such as the Fellowship of Christian Athletes.  And, it is also the home of student organizations affiliated with non-Christian faith traditions.  A Cornell graduate of 1989, the Reverend Catherine Quehl-Engel succeeded Richard Thomas as campus chaplain, the first full-time occupant of that position, since Thomas held a number of other posts and maintained an ongoing appointment in the History department.  As noted earlier, Rev. Quehl-Engel is an Episcopal priest.  Under her leadership, student religious activism, in the form of peer ministries and support for social justice causes, has been strengthened.  
As the College reached its sesquicentennial, its official historian could conclude that 

The values of Christian stewardship ran in the blood of the founders of Cornell, and the college sprang from the hearts and fortunes of those who practiced them.  From the beginning of the college, the faculty incarnated those values and modeled them for the young….Stewardship – either religious or secular – is a demonstratable consistent theme and essential element in the history of the first 150 years of Cornell.

The Cornell College of the twenty-first century would claim that it is Methodist in a number of characteristics.  It is attentive to racial, cultural, economic, ethic, religious and other diversities; it works consciously for gender equality; there is a strong and continuing tradition of community service; the College cultivates an effort to build internal communitarian values even as it reaches out locally and globally; it is mindful of the spiritual and faith lives of those who work and study there, and offers to deepen those quests for those who care to do so.  Cornell College in the new millennium considers itself to be linked to the Methodist Church; the Methodist Church considers itself to be linked to Cornell College.
  Skeptics ask if the characteristics the College and the Church see as defining Methodism are enough to delineate either the College or the Church as even “Christian.” Today, Cornell is an active member of the University Senate of the United Methodist Church, and there remain on the Board six members selected by the Church.  Much of the College’s physical plant and its fiscal endowment was contributed by individuals or groups strongly connected with Methodism.  Thus, when a Jewish young woman receives a College scholarship, or a Muslim young man enters a campus laboratory, those students are partaking of Cornell’s Methodist heritage.  Certainly the strong church ties of the early faculty and administrators helped build a community which could and did survive periods of trauma and distress.  Today, the people who count at Cornell, the students and their teachers, are not especially Methodist in churchly affiliation.  It is easy to see, though, in their commitment to work and study together, and to go from Mt. Vernon into the world in a spirit of service, the Wesleyan roots of contemporary non-sectarian blooms.  Cornell’s website on its own religious heritage and spiritual life links the college to the Methodist esteem for an education deeply engaged “in preparing lives for global citizenship and servant leadership in a diverse, interdependent world.”
  Tellingly, that same document affirms that the College’s contemporary religious diversity does not separate it from its Methodist heritage, but rather grows out of it:  “As a United Methodist affiliated college, Cornell values this [religious] diversity as part of the educational experience and strives to build authentic caring community, mutual appreciation, and respect as we live together amid our religious, cultural, political and other differences.” 


Dramatically, and tellingly, both the faculty as a whole, and the student senate have approved a “General Statement Concerning Spiritual Life at Cornell College.”
  In summary, this statement affirms “the value of the intellectual, emotional, social, and spiritual well being” of the entire community.  It affirms the college’s support for:

Academic freedom


Spiritual care and support for those who seek it


Voluntary opportunities for spiritual inquiry, growth and practice


Maintaining a caring, safe and non-coercive environment


The use of reason for theological and ethical reflection, spiritual growth and 



Care, scriptural analysis and interfaith conversations


Opportunities for encounter and dialogue 


Responsible and respectful dealing with religious, political and cultural 



Differences


The pursuit of service, justice and reconciliation.

Perhaps most remarkably, this affirmation of the continuity of the Cornell College faith tradition was actually passed by the faculty in a unanimous vote.  Those of us who have attended any considerable number of all-faculty deliberations know that it is a rare issue indeed, especially a substantive one such as this, on which universal agreement can be reached!


Clearly, Cornell has found a place in which it believes that its faith tradition does not exclude, but, to the contrary, invites and celebrates the widest diversity of religion, spirituality and secularism.  Cornell is, one might say, Methodist in its eagerness to connect its Methodist heritage to other religions, Christian and non-Christian, all manner of spiritual beliefs and practices, and those who stand apart from any and all religious or spiritual connections.


Through the Chaplain’s office, but not exclusively there, the College affirms its support for religious, spiritual and social values as central to the experience of holistic liberal learning.   Cornell’s emphasis on the Methodist values of inclusion and diversity is echoed in “An Education Covenant of Partnership,” affirmed in 2000 at the General Conference of the United Methodist Church.  That document says of the relationship between the Church and its 123 colleges that they shall work together to:

* Create an inclusive and celebrative atmosphere that nurtures and supports the faith journeys of students, faculty and staff;


* Uphold the vital principle of academic freedom…;


*  Stress…the worth and dignity of each person, an emphasis on voluntary community service, and concern for international relations;


* Prepare students…for lives of intellectual vigor, moral integrity, and spiritual fulfillment…;


* Affirm this relation between the church and the educational institutions openly and with pride in our mutual history and shared potential for the future.

 A contemporary of Elder Bowman remarks that Cornell’s founder was determined to build an institution “for the glory of God and the salvation of the race.”  As it was in the middle of the 1800’s, Cornell’s motto in the twenty-first century remains “Deus et Humanitas.”
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