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R i t u a l s t e l l us about t h e communities t h a t produce them. 

They embody t h e v a l u e s , p r i o r i t i e s , needs, and d e s i r e s o f t h e 

people who come t o g e t h e r t o enact them. Academic communities are 

no d i f f e r e n t . The growth o f h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n and t h e r i s e o f 

s c i e n t i f i c p o s i t i v i s m i n t h e past c e n t u r y has c h a l l e n g e d t h e idea 

of c o l l e g e as community, b u t f o r most i n s t i t u t i o n s i t remains a 

c e n t r a l p a r t o f t h e i r i d e n t i t y . These i n s t i t u t i o n s r e i n f o r c e 

t h e i r sense o f community i n p a r t t h r o u g h r i t u a l . 

T h i s paper l o o k s at one p a r t i c u l a r r i t u a l — t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

s e r v i c e — a t one p a r t i c u l a r i n s t i t u t i o n — P r i n c e t o n U n i v e r s i t y . 

This s e r v i c e , h e l d t o mark t h e end o f t h e academic year and t o 

c e l e b r a t e t h e success o f t h e g r a d u a t i n g s e n i o r s , g i v e s t h e 

u n i v e r s i t y an o p p o r t u n i t y t o make e x p l i c i t t h e v a l u e s and i d e a l s 

t h a t u n d e r l a y t h e i r e d u c a t i o n . The b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon i s t h e 

l a s t l e c t u r e o f a P r i n c e t o n s t u d e n t ' s c o l l e g e c a r e e r . 

A f t e r l o o k i n g a t t h e c o n t e x t f o r t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons, 

t h i s paper reads more c l o s e l y a s e l e c t i o n o f sermons from 1876 t o 

1969.* I t l o o k s f o r common themes among these sermons, and 

proposes t h a t these themes r e f l e c t t h e purposes o f t h e P r i n c e t o n 

' P r a c t i c a l i t y d e f i n e s t h e f i r s t d a t e , and s u b j e c t t h e l a s t . 
Records o f commencements b e f o r e t h e l a s t q u a r t e r o f t h e n i n e ­
t e e n t h c e n t u r y are f a i r l y s l i m i n t h e u n i v e r s i t y a r c h i v e s ; 1876 
i s t h e f i r s t b a c c a l a u r e a t e t e x t r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e . D u r i n g most 
of t h e u n i v e r s i t y ' s h i s t o r y t h e p r e s i d e n t preached t h e bacca­
l a u r e a t e sermon; i n 1973 t h i s d u t y s h i f t e d t o guest p r e a c h e r s 
from o u t s i d e t h e u n i v e r s i t y . The next few pages w i l l suggest t h e 
importance o f t h i s change. 
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community and r e f l e c t a " P r i n c e t o n r e l i g i o n . " 

B e f o r e l o o k i n g more c l o s e l y a t t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e sermons, 

t h i s paper needs t o l o o k a t t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

s e r v i c e . I t i s a r e l i g i o u s s e r v i c e h e l d a t t h e end o f t h e 

academic year s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r t h e g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s , t h e t e r m 

b a c c a l a u r e a t e r e f e r r i n g t o t h e b a c h e l o r ' s degree t h a t t h e 

graduates r e c e i v e . While a t some schools t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

sermon was preached a t commencement, a t P r i n c e t o n and most o t h e r 

schools t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon i s d e l i v e r e d a t a ceremony or 

s e r v i c e devoted p a r t i c u l a r l y t o t h a t purpose, p a r t o f g r a d u a t i o n 

f e s t i v i t i e s b u t sep a r a t e from t h e commencement ceremony i t s e l f . 

The account o f t h e C o l l e g e o f New Jersey's f i r s t 

commencement i n 1748 r e p o r t s no b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon; t h e 

e a r l i e s t d i s c o v e r e d so f a r dates t o 1760, preached by Samuel 

Davies.^ By t h e mi d d l e o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h e b a c c a l a u r ­

eate sermon had become a p u b l i c a c t i v i t y ; when moving i t t o a 

more c o n v e n i e n t date and l o c a t i o n caused some d i s t r e s s i n t h e 

s u r r o u n d i n g community. A l o c a l paper n o t e d t h a t t h e s e r v i c e 

has been changed from t h e Sabbath b e f o r e commencement, 
when t h e sermon used t o be preached by t h e v e n e r a b l e 
P r e s i d e n t t o t h e s t u d e n t s , i n t h e F i r s t P r e s b y t e r i a n 
Church, t o t h e Sabbath a f t e r t h e f i n a l e x a m i n a t i o n o f 
t h e s e n i o r c l a s s , and i s now preached i n t h e c o l l e g e 
c h a p e l . T h i s change i s much r e g r e t t e d by t h e crowds 
t h a t were accustomed t o hear, on these solemn occa­
s i o n s , t h e admonitory p a r t i n g words of t h e v e n e r a t e d 
P r e s i d e n t t o t h e young.^ 

This move p u t t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon on t h e Sunday c l o s e s t t o 

Class Day, i n May j u s t a f t e r exams, and d i r e c t e d t h e b a c c a l a u r -
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eate sermon more a t t h e s t u d e n t s and o t h e r members o f t h e campus 

community. The s e r v i c e r e t u r n e d t o t h e Sunday b e f o r e commence­

ment i n 1870.^ 

By t h e 1870s t h e i n c r e a s i n g s i z e o f t h e c o l l e g e moved t h e 

b a c c a l a u r e a t e s e r v i c e back t o t h e P r e s b y t e r i a n church, e v i d e n t l y 

r e p l a c i n g t h e r e g u l a r s e r v i c e a t 11 o ' c l o c k Sunday morning b e f o r e 

commencement. One observer i n 1876 n o t e d what he c a l l e d " t h e 

o l d - e s t a b l i s h e d custom" as t h e s e n i o r c l a s s "met t h e P r e s i d e n t a t 

t h e Chapel and conducted him t o t h e church."^ E i g h t e e n e i g h t y -

two, however, saw t h e d e d i c a t i o n o f Marquand Chapel, and s e r v i c e s 

were moved back onto campus.^ The s e r v i c e remained i n t h e 

chapel u n t i l 1896 when, due t o t h e p r e s s u r e o f numbers, t h e 

b a c c a l a u r e a t e moved t o Alexander H a l l . There i t remained u n t i l 

t h e c u r r e n t chapel was f i n i s h e d i n 1928. 

By t h e m i d d l e o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

sermon oc c u p i e d a i m p o r t a n t symbolic r o l e i n t h e weekend's 

event s , as the morning r e l i g i o u s s e r v i c e on campus and t h e 

k i c k o f f t o commencement p r o p e r . As a l e t t e r sent t o t h e c l a s s of 

1949 i n d i c a t e s , 

t h e B a c c a l a u r e a t e Address by P r e s i d e n t Dodds on Sunday 
morning, June 12, a t e l e v e n o ' c l o c k , o f f i c i a l l y i n a u g u ­
r a t e s g r a d u a t i o n a c t i v i t i e s . An i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e 
l a s t phase o f undergraduate l i f e . B a c c a l a u r e a t e has 
always been i n many ways t h e most i m p r e s s i v e ceremony 
i n a P r i n c e t o n career.^ 

Whatever e l s e b a c c a l a u r e a t e was, some members o f t h e c l a s s c o n s i ­

dered i t an i m p o r t a n t b e g i n n i n g t o t h e commencement e v e n t s . 

B a c c a l a u r e a t e was i m p r e s s i v e , but i t i s u n c l e a r how impor­

t a n t t h i s s e r v i c e was t o t h e g r a d u a t e s . The c h a p e l , which seats 
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almost two thousand, was always f u l l f o r t h e s e r v i c e ; t h e c l a s s 

of '49, f o r i n s t a n c e , was l i m i t e d t o two t i c k e t s each/' And y e t 

t h e r e p o r t o f t h e Class Day committee r e f l e c t s concern about low 

attendance, n o t i n g o p t i m i s t i c a l l y t h a t a l t h o u g h a t t e n d a n c e t h a t 

year was " s t i l l below normal i t was f i f t y p e r cent b e t t e r t h a n 

l a s t y e a r . " The r e p o r t c o n t i n u e d . 

S e v e r a l members o f t h e Class Day Committee were most 
e n t h u s i a s t i c about t h e B a c c a l a u r e a t e S e r v i c e and 
r e g r e t t e d t h a t more o f t h e i r classmates had not a v a i l e d 
themselves o f t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o p a r t i c i p a t e . ^ 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , t h e a r c h i v e s don't r e f l e c t what might have made 

some s e n i o r s u n e n t h u s i a s t i c about a t t e n d i n g b a c c a l a u r e a t e . Some 

o r a l h i s t o r y here would be u s e f u l . 

For almost a l l P r i n c e t o n ' s h i s t o r y , t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

p reacher was t h e c o l l e g e ' s p r e s i d e n t , even t h e laymen ( a f t e r 

1902). T h i s c e n t r a l r o l e o f t h e p r e s i d e n t as pre a c h e r r e f l e c t s 

t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e e a r l y American c o l l e g e . I n t h e e i g h t e e n t h and 

e a r l y n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h e American c o l l e g e e x i s t e d not s o l e l y 

t o t e a c h s t u d e n t s b u t a l s o , as F r e d e r i c k Rudolph p u t s i t , t o make 

"men out o f boys." Rudolph notes t h e " i m p r e s s i v e a r s e n a l o f wea­

pons" f o r such a t a s k , i n c l u d i n g " u n r e l e n t i n g r e v i v a l s , unheated 

d o r m i t o r i e s , and u n d e r p a i d p r o f e s s o r s . " The most i m p o r t a n t 

person i n t h i s work, however, was t h e c o l l e g e p r e s i d e n t . I n t h e 

p r e s i d e n t ' s course f o r s e n i o r s , Rudolph w r i t e s , 

known almost everywhere as moral and i n t e l l e c t u a l 
p h i l o s o p h y , t h e f u l l f o r c e o f a mature mind and p e r ­
s o n a l i t y was t u r n e d upon a v a r i e t y o f s u b j e c t s c o n s i d ­
e r e d e s s e n t i a l t o t h e f o r m a t i o n o f t r u e c h a r a c t e r . 
T r a n s p l a n t e d from t h e u n i v e r s i t i e s o f e i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y England and S c o t l a n d , t h e course i n moral and 
i n t e l l e c t u a l p h i l o s o p h y embraced t h e tou g h problem of 
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how t o r e c o n c i l e man's newly emancipated reason and 
n a t u r a l law w i t h t h e o l d t h e o l o g y and C h r i s t i a n law.'' 

I n t h e c o l l e g e ' s work o f making C h r i s t i a n gentlemen, t h i s s e n i o r 

course was t h e capstone; t h e c h a r a c t e r o f each gra d u a t e was 

shaped by t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e course and t h e man who t a u g h t i t . 

W itherspoon p l a n t e d t h i s t r a d i t i o n e a r l y a t P r i n c e t o n ; as 

Wertenbaker n o t e s , " t o t h e s e n i o r s t h e Old Doctor [Witherspoon] 

was f a m i l i a r enough, f o r t h e y had t o s i t under him i n s e v e r a l o f 

t h e i r courses, f i n d i n g him an e x c e l l e n t and c l e a r teacher."'° 

To an alumnus who r e t u r n e d f o r h i s t e n t h year r e u n i o n i n 1887, 

P r e s i d e n t McCosh was a model t e a c h e r . 

No c o l l e g e i n America has a t e a c h e r i n mental p h y l o -
sophy [ s i c ] and p s i c h o l o g y [sic] who equals Dr. McCosh. 
He i s r e c o g n i z e d as t h e peer o f any t h i n k e r or w r i t e r 
on such s u b j e c t s i n t h e c e n t u r y , as perhaps t h e most 
s u c c e s s f u l C h r i s t i a n g l a d i a t o r i n t h e combats w i t h t h e 
Spencers, Huxleys, and T y n d a l l s o f these l a t t e r days. 
I t i s a r a r e t h i n g t h a t a young man who has heard 
McCosh's l e c t u r e s on a n c i e n t and modern p h i l o s o p h y i s 
l e d c a p t i v e by any o f t h e German "isms" which are so 
a t t r a c t i v e and i n s i n u a t i n g . 

T his alumnus concludes t h a t , thanks t o McCosh, " P r i n c e t o n seems 

t o be t h e o n l y r e m a i n i n g g r e a t seat o f l e a r n i n g where sons can be 

sent w i t h some c e r t a i n t y o f t h e i r r e m a i n i n g C h r i s t i a n s . " ' ' The 

p r e s i d e n t was p e r s o n a l l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e n u r t u r i n g o f t h e 

young men i n t h e charge and f o r t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f t h e i r f a i t h . 

That i s why t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e address was so i m p o r t a n t — i t was i n 

e f f e c t t h e l a s t l e c t u r e o f t h e s e n i o r course. I t was t h e 

p r e s i d e n t ' s l a s t o p p o r t u n i t y t o shape i i i s s t u d e n t s . 

The r o l e o f t h e p r e s i d e n t changed as t h e u n i v e r s i t y changed, 

o f course, and Robert Goheen i s q u i c k t o disavow t h e o l o g i c a l 
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p r e t e n s i o n s . " I never t h o u g h t o f myse l f as a p r e a c h e r , " he says. 

" I was t a l k i n g i n a b e a u t i f u l b u i l d i n g o f r e l i g i o u s o r i g i n . " Yet 

he does see h i s r o l e as i m p o r t a n t . 

I was t r y i n g t o convey t o t h e s t u d e n t s t h e most impor­
t a n t t h i n g s t h e u n i v e r s i t y had g i v e n them. When I 
lo o k e d back over t h e f i f t e e n t a l k s I had g i v e n , I saw a 
common theme: t h e importance o f c o n j o i n i n g t h e l i f e o f 
t h e mind w i t h moral concern, t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f mind 
and s p i r i t and f a i t h . 

A l t o u g h Goheen never t a u g h t a s e n i o r course and never saw h i m s e l f 

as a preacher, h i s " t a l k s " d i d serve t h e same r o l e as those o f 

h i s p r e d e c e s s o r s — t o sum up a P r i n c e t o n e d u c a t i o n i n some moral 

or s p i r i t u a l way. 

The p r e s i d e n t does speak a t commencement, b u t i n f o r m a l l y . 

"The b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon has more o f a moral tone t h a n commence­

ment, " says Goheen. "The p r e s i d e n t makes no r e a l address a t 

commencement, b u t j u s t some l i g h t remarks."'-'' I n 1973 t h e newly 

i n a u g u r a t e d W i l l i a m Bowen decided t o speak h i s p i e c e a t commence­

ment and l e t someone e l s e preach t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon. Since 

t h e n t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e preachers have i n c l u d e d a v a r i e t y o f 

speakers, some alumni and some n o t , some c l e r g y and some n o t . 

A l t h o u g h a l l have had some c o n n e c t i o n t o P r i n c e t o n , none have 

sought l i k e t h e p r e s i d e n t s t o a r t i c u l a t e an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f a 

P r i n c e t o n e d u c a t i o n and t h e n a t u r e o f t h e P r i n c e t o n community. 

The p r e s i d e n t s had one l a s t chance t o share t h e i r wisdom 

w i t h t h e s e n i o r c l a s s . While drawing on some common themes, each 

sermon r e f l e c t s t h e s t y l e and concerns o f each p r e s i d e n t and t h e 

c h a l l e n g e s c o n f r o n t i n g each c l a s s . Each p r e s i d e n t t a l k s about 
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r e l i g i o n , t h e d u t i e s o f t h e g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s , t h e c h a l l e n g e s o f 

t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d , t h e importance o f e d u c a t i o n , and p e r s o n a l 

c h a r a c t e r . The b u l k o f t h i s paper l o o k s a t th e s e common themes 

and how t h e p r e s i d e n t s spoke t o t h e p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s o f t h e i r 

t i m e s . 

By t h e l a t e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y P r i n c e t o n had s e c u l a r i z e d 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n comparison t o i t s e v a n g e l i c a l r o o t s , b u t r e l i ­

g i o u s language d i d p l a y an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

sermon. A p p r o p r i a t e l y enough, t h e p r e s i d e n t s use r e l i g i o u s 

language most o f t e n t o e x p l a i n t h e purpose o f t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

s e r v i c e i t s e l f , t o e x p l a i n , as Dodds p ut i t i n 1953, "why i t i s a 

s e r v i c e o f w o r s h i p and not an o r d i n a r y s e c u l a r g r a d u a t i o n 

ceremony." Such a s e r v i c e , he s t a t e d , " a f f i r m s t h a t t h e u l t i ­

mate, t h e g r e a t t r u t h s are s p i r i t u a l ; t h a t man's r e s p e c t f o r 

t r u t h and h i s endless quest f o r i t are i n response t o h i s e t e r n a l 

t h i r s t f o r something t h a t w i l l n ot p e r i s h . " ^ " I n 1948, Dodds 

s a i d t h a t t h e s e r v i c e t e s t i f i e s t o graduates l e a v i n g t h e campus 

" t o f a c e t h e hazards o f a toug h e r and more e x a c t i n g w o r l d , t h a t 

l i f e ' s deepest meanings are i n t h e r e g i o n o f t h e s p i r i t u a l and 

th e s u p e r n a t u r a l . " ^ ^ As we s h a l l see, Dodds s t r e s s e s t h e 

e x i s t e n t i a l r o l e o f f a i t h i n h i s sermons. 

Perhaps r e f l e c t i n g t h e s e c u l a r i z a t i o n o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y and 

a c e r t a i n sense o f f r a g m e n t a t i o n on campus, Robert Goheen i n 1959 

s t r e s s e s t h e community f u n c t i o n o f t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e s e r v i c e . 

As we assemble and worsh i p t o g e t h e r i n t h i s p l a c e , r i c h 
i n s i g n i f i c a n t beauty, we are d e c l a r i n g our share i n 
t h e i n t a n g i b l e b u t v e r y r e a l l i f e o f t h e U n i v e r s i t y 
t h a t i s s e t f o r t h on t h e s e a l o f P r i n c e t o n : Dei sub 



8 

numine v i q e t . Under t h e w i l l o f God she f l o u r i s h e s . I t 
i s a t i m e o f observance o f common concern and common 
pu r p o s e . " 

For Goheen t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e r i t u a l serves t o f o s t e r community, 

by c e l e b r a t i n g an "academic r e l i g i o n " c e n t e r e d on t h e u n i v e r s i t y 

and i t s m o t t o . 

B a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons from t h e e a r l y h i s t o r y o f t h e c o l l e g e 

were more e x p l i c i t l y C h r i s t i a n i n c o n t e n t . I n 1876 P r e s i d e n t 

McCosh d i s c u s s e d t h e r o l e o f e v i l i n t h e w o r l d . As a l o c a l news­

paper summarized him, McCosh s a i d t h a t "amid a l l t h i s s i n and 

s u f f e r i n g , we can r e c o g n i z e t h e k i n d and m e r c i f u l hand o f an a l l -

p o w e r f u l God. We t h e n r e c o g n i z e these two elements, good and 

e v i l , e x i s t i n g i n t h e w o r l d . " " T h i s i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

C a l v i n i s t , b u t not p a r t i c u l a r l y e v a n g e l i s t i c . 

The o n l y r e a l e v a n g e l i s t i n t h e l o t was a gues t . I n 1892 

P r e s i d e n t P a t t o n was s i c k , and so t h e Rev. Dr. R.S. S t o r r s o f 

B r o o k l y n preached t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermon. As summarized i n t h e 

paper, S t o r r s preached t h a t 

we t h i n k o f C h r i s t ' s work as a work of l o v e , and t h e 
reward o f such a work i s i n i t s e l f ; b u t He worked h i s 
work o f l o v e i n account o f a j o y s e t b e f o r e him. . . . 
Dr. S t o r r s c l o s e d w i t h an a p p r o p r i a t e address t o t h e 
g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s , u r g i n g them t o c u l t i v a t e t hese 
elements o f d i v i n e joy.^** 

While some o f t h e preachers spoke h i g h l y o f C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f , 

t h i s i s t h e o n l y sermon where t h e preacher encouraged h i s 

audience t o C h r i s t i a n b e h a v i o r . 

Other p r e a c h e r s encouraged t h e graduates t o a more g e n e r i c 

k i n d o f r e l i g i o n , what P r e s i d e n t Dodds b r o a d l y d e f i n e d as f a i t h — 

a l t h o u g h c l e a r l y e x p e c t i n g t h i s g e n e r i c f a i t h t o be based on 
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C h r i s t i a n i t y . F a i t h , says Dodds, i s an e s s e n t i a l p a r t o f l i f e . 

I n 1941 he reminded h i s audience "most e m p h a t i c a l l y t h a t those 

f a m i l i a r d o c t r i n e s which s e t our i d e a l s o f d a i l y l i f e are a c t s of 

f a i t h . . . They s t i l l s e t t h e frame o f r e f e r e n c e f o r p h i l o s o p h y and 

s o c i a l s t u d i e s . " Dodds keeps t h i s d a i l y f a i t h from a p p e a r i n g 

t o t a l l y g e n e r i c by c o n c l u d i n g t h a t such d o c t r i n e s "stem from t h e 

r o o t s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . "̂ ^ 

Dodds' a d m i n i s t r a t i o n began i n t h e Depression and ended i n 

th e Cold War, and so he spoke t o audiences i n t h e m i d s t o f 

e x i s t e n t i a l c r i s i s . For Dodds f a i t h i s t h e answer t o such a 

c r i s i s . I n h i s f i r s t sermon i n 1934 he s t a t e d t h a t f a i t h t o o k 

over a t t h e l i m i t s o f p o s i t i v i s t i c e d u c a t i o n , o b s e r v i n g " t h a t 

t h e r e i s much t h a t i s t r u e i n l i f e t h a t w i l l not go i n t o a 

s y l l o g i s m , t h a t d e s p i t e our boasted m a t e r i a l p r o g r e s s , l i f e i s 

s t i l l a supreme t e s t o f faith."^° He sounded almost T i l l i c h i a n 

i n 1951 when he s a i d t h a t "the b a s i c cause o f our a n x i e t y today, 

th e common p s y c h o s i s of our age, stems from a c o n f l i c t between 

man's need f o r t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l and h i s s t u b b o r n u n w i l l i n g n e s s t o 

accept i t . " ^ ^ Dodds i s not o b s c u r a n t i s t , however; i n t h e same 

sermon he n o t e d t h a t " t o command one's a l l e g i a n c e a f a i t h must be 

reasonable. No educated person w i l l be w i l l i n g t o f o l l o w an 

unreasonable f a i t h . " ^ ^ A r e l i a n c e on f a i t h cannot be i l l o g i c a l ; 

Dodds was, a f t e r a l l , a u n i v e r s i t y p r e s i d e n t . 

The l i f e o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y and t h e l i f e o f f a i t h , Dodds 

wanted t o r e a s s u r e h i s l i s t e n e r s , were not i n c o m p a t i b l e . P r i n c e ­

t o n ' s t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o u s s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g shows t h a t , as he 
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s a i d i n 1951. 

True, t h e U n i v e r s i t y imposes no r e l i g i o u s t e s t s on 
s t u d e n t s or f a c u l t y , as u n i v e r s i t i e s once d i d a l l over 
th e w o r l d . I t stands f o r freedom i n a common search 
f o r t r u t h , and i n d i v i d u a l members may, and do, d i f f e r 
and contend as t o what i s t r u t h . But our i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
c e n t e r o f g r a v i t y , as a c o l l e g e and u n i v e r s i t y more 
t h a n two hundred years o l d , i s t h e f a i t h t h a t t h e 
C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n i s t h e u l t i m a t e o r g a n i z i n g element 
t h a t g i v e s o r d e r and purpose t o l i f e . . . 

For Dodds t h e u n i v e r s i t y was s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a p l a c e o f r e l i g i o u s 

freedom and o f f a i t h . B a c c a l a u r e a t e p r e a c h e r s d i d not s t r u g g l e 

w i t h t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s o f such a p o s i t i o n u n t i l much l a t e r . 

A l t h o u g h h i s was a l e s s e x i s t e n t i a l age, Hibben a l s o 

s t r e s s e d t h e i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n s o f r e l i g i o n . I n 1927 he t o l d 

t h e g r aduates t h a t " i t i s t h e f u n c t i o n o f r e l i g i o n t o f o r t i f y t h e 

s p i r i t o f man and t o g i v e t o these e n n o b l i n g ideas a fundamental 

p r i n c i p l e o f o r g a n i z a t i o n , u n i f y i n g them, r e i n f o r c i n g them and 

g i v i n g them d i r e c t i o n and e f f e c t i v e m a n i f e s t a t i o n . " He contended 

" t h a t t h e u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y i n l i f e i s n ot t o be found i n e x t e r n a l 

t h i n g s b u t w i t h i n t h e s p i r i t o f man and t h a t t h e e s s e n t i a l 

f u n c t i o n o f r e l i g i o n i s t o f o r t i f y t h i s i n n e r s p i r i t . " ^ ' ' 

T h i s s t r e s s on s p i r i t and i d e a l i s m over a g a i n s t t h e body and 

m a t e r i a l i s m forms an i m p o r t a n t r e l i g i o u s theme i n these bacca­

l a u r e a t e sermons. F r a n c i s P a t t o n perhaps a l l u d e d t o h i g h e r 

e d u c a t i o n ' s c i v i l i z i n g f u n c t i o n on a d o l e s c e n t males when he t o l d 

t h e c l a s s o f 1899 " t o s u b j u g a t e your own passions and a p p e t i t e s 

and h o l d them as v a s s a l s o f your reason. T h i s s t r u g g l e w i l l 

c o n t i n u e as l o n g as you l i v e . " " Henry van Dyke, s u b s t i t u t i n g 

f o r an a i l i n g Woodrow Wilson i n 1906, c r i t i c i z e d m a t e r i a l i s t s who 
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i m p e r i l e d t h e c o u n t r y 

by l o o k i n g o n l y downwards, never upwards. By b ending 
h i g h f a c u l t i e s t o low ends. By c o r r u p t i n g t h e minds o f 
y o u t h w i t h f a l s e s t andards of success and l y i n g maxims 
o f s e l f - i n t e r e s t . By drawing t h e t h o u g h t s o f men, by 
t h e g l i t t e r o f r i c h e s and t h e g l a r e o f f a s h i o n , t o r e s t 
on you, and t h e l i k e of you, i n s t e a d o f on v i r t u e and 
p r a i s e . " 

Van Dyke's c r i t i c i s m of m a t e r i a l i s m speaks a s o c i a l gospel 

c r i t i q u e o f t h e G i l d e d Age. 

A f a r d i f f e r e n t c o n f l i c t l e d John G r i e r Hibben t o c r i t i c i z e 

m a t e r i a l i s m . He was concerned f o r n a t i o n a l s u r v i v a l i n t h e f ace 

o f w o r l d war, a s u r v i v a l t h a t would depend on s p i r i t u a l s t r e n g t h , 

not m i l i t a r y s t r e n g t h . "No community of m a t e r i a l i n t e r e s t s can 

h o l d us t o g e t h e r as a p e o p l e , " he s a i d i n 1916. " I t i s t h e 

s p i r i t o f t h e n a t i o n which a f t e r a l l i s our sure d e f e n c e — o u r 

army and navy, our w e a l t h and power are not s u f f i c i e n t t o save us 

from ourselves."^^ Three years l a t e r he c l a i m e d t h e a l l i e d v i c ­

t o r y as a v i c t o r y f o r s p i r i t u a l i t y over m a t e r i a l i s m . He s a i d , 

"the c o n f l i c t which was waged and won i s a f t e r a l l an e t e r n a l 

c o n f l i c t , t h e p e r p e t u a l w a r f a r e of t h e human race, t h e s t r u g g l e 

between t h e t h i n g s o f e a r t h , and t h e t h i n g s o f t h e s p i r i t . . . 

. " 2 8 PQJ. Hibben t h e War t o End A l l Wars was a l s o a war t o end 

m a t e r i a l i s m . 

M a t e r i a l i s m rose again w i t h a vengeance, and f o r t y years 

l a t e r Robert Goheen f e l t moved t o c r i t i c i z e t h e consumerism o f 

t h e l a t e 1950s. 

Madison Avenue v a l u e s s u r r o u n d us, i n home and o f f i c e , 
i n n e v e r - e n d i n g c u r r e n t s o f chrome and s t e e l and 
p l a s t i c which e n g u l f and i n f e c t us a l l . The a i r o f 
m a t e r i a l i s m we b r e a t h e i s as deadly as any f a l l - o u t and 
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reaches t o every c o r n e r o f t h e land.^^ 

As d u r i n g World War I , m a t e r i a l i s m t h r e a t e n e d t h e s u r v i v a l o f 

America's s p i r i t d u r i n g t h e Cold War. 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , t h e n , r e l i g i o u s themes run t h r o u g h 

P r i n c e t o n b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons from t h i s p e r i o d . The words from 

t h e p u l p i t i n t h e l a s t q u a r t e r o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y and t h e 

f i r s t t h r e e - q u a r t e r s o f t h e t w e n t i e t h f o s t e r e d a C h r i s t i a n -

a p p e a r i n g b u t somewhat g e n e r i c r e l i g i o n , e n c o u r a g i n g f a i t h and 

c r i t i c i z i n g m a t e r i a l i s m . The p r e s i d e n t s p r e s e n t t h i s r e l i g i o n as 

t h e answer t o t h e problems of t h e i r age. 

As common i n b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons as r e l i g i o u s themes are 

c a l l s t o d u t y . The p r e s i d e n t s s t r e s s r e p e a t e d l y t h e respon­

s i b i l i t i e s o f t h e graduates t o make a d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e w o r l d . 

"What a power f o r good t h e young men now b e f o r e me might have, 

p r o v i d e d t h e y s e t b e f o r e them noble ends and pursue them 

f a i t h f u l l y , " McCosh s a i d i n 1879. "A s m a l l e r number o f men have 

produced t h e g r e a t r e v o l u t i o n s , r e l i g i o u s , p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l , 

which have had a marked e f f e c t on t h e w o r l d ' s h i s t o r y ! " The 

p r e s i d e n t s t r e s s e d t h e importance o f l i f e i n t h e r e a l w o r l d as 

compared t o c o l l e g e l i f e . "You s h o u l d r e a l i z e what a human l i f e 

i s — n o t a p l e a s u r e h o l i d a y , b u t a v e r y s e r i o u s m a t t e r ; a work and 

a warfare."^" McCosh c a l l e d h i s l i s t e n e r s t o e n l i s t i n t h e 

w a r f a r e . 

P r i n c e t o n graduates have heavy d u t i e s , t h e pr e a c h e r s 

conclude, s i m p l y because o f t h e b l e s s i n g s o f a P r i n c e t o n 

e d u c a t i o n . Goheen reminded h i s s t u d e n t s i n 1960 how p r i v i l e g e d 
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t h e y a r e : "You have many advantages, many sources o f p o t e n t i a l 

s t r e n g t h : h e a l t h , y o u t h , i n t e l l i g e n c e , o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r f u t u r e 

s t u d y , j o b s i n p r o s p e c t , t h e v e r y a b i l i t y t o ask t h o u g h t f u l 

questions."-''^ As Dodds p o i n t e d out i n 1949, b e i n g P r i n c e t o n 

graduates makes h i s audience p a r t o f a v e r y e l i t e group, and t h u s 

g i v e s them a s p e c i a l burden o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 

The blame l i e s w i t h t h e m i n o r i t y , not w i t h t h e 
c o m m o n a l i t y — w i t h t h e m i n o r i t y o f educated l e a d e r s o f 
o p i n i o n . You who w i l l g raduate Tuesday b e l o n g t o t h i s 
s e l e c t m a j o r i t y . Whether you l i k e or i t not you are 
under, and w i l l be under a l l t h e days o f your l i f e , t h e 
heavy r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f b e i n g q u a l i f i e d f o r membership 
i n t h a t c r e a t i v e m i n o r i t y which i n f a c t decides t h e 
g r e a t i s s u e s o f l i f e . ^ ^ 

And as Hibben n o t e d i n 1912, "one of t h e most s i g n i f i c a n t r e s u l t s 

of your e d u c a t i o n i s t o g i v e you a more v i v i d and r e a l sense o f 

t h a t need, and a t t h e same t i m e t o i n c r e a s e your powers o f 

m i n i s t e r i n g t o i t . " " Being a P r i n c e t o n g r a d u a t e , h a v i n g an 

e d u c a t i o n , g i v e s t h e young men l i s t e n i n g t o t h e s e sermons a 

s i g n i f i c a n t d u t y t o make a d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e w o r l d . 

I t i s not j u s t b e i n g a c o l l e g e g r a d u a t e , b u t b e i n g a 

P r i n c e t o n g r a d u a t e , as s e v e r a l b a c c a l a u r e a t e p r e a c h e r s s t r e s s t h e 

p u b l i c s p i r i t t h a t u n d e r l i e s t h e P r i n c e t o n t r a d i t i o n . I n t h e 

m i d s t o f war i n 1942 Dodds notes t h a t 

from her f o u n d i n g n e a r l y two hundred years ago 
P r i n c e t o n has been d e d i c a t e d t o t h e cause o f sound 
l e a r n i n g and t h r o u g h sound l e a r n i n g t o s e r v i c e t o t h e 
s t a t e . I n t i m e s o f c r i s i s her d e v o t i o n t o t h e n a t i o n 
has always t a k e n on added s i g n i f i c a n c e . •'̂  

He t h e n quotes from one o f t h e e a r l i e s t b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons, 

when i n 1760 Samuel Davies c a l l e d upon h i s s t u d e n t s t o serve 

t h e i r g e n e r a t i o n . " L i v e not f o r y o u r s e l v e s b u t f o r t h e p u b l i c . 
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Be t h e s e r v a n t s o f t h e church; t h e s e r v a n t s o f your c o u n t r y ; t h e 

s e r v a n t s o f a l l . . . . Let your own ease, your own p l e a s u r e , your 

own p r i v a t e i n t e r e s t s , y i e l d t o t h e common good. "•'̂  T h i s s p i r i t 

o f p u b l i c s e r v i c e runs t h r o u g h o u t t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons, and 

th e p r e s i d e n t s use i t t o c a l l t h e c u r r e n t g e n e r a t i o n t o t h e i r 

d u t i e s . 

I n wartime, as Dodds no t e d above, these d u t i e s become more 

i m p o r t a n t ; t h e y become a c a l l t o s a c r i f i c e . Hibben was p a r t i c ­

u l a r l y f o n d o f t h e idea o f s a c r i f i c e , b o t h n a t i o n a l and p e r s o n a l . 

I n 1917 he t o l d t h e g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s t h a t " t he t i m e s demand 

s a c r i f i c e , and s a c r i f i c e can no l o n g e r be f r e e from s u f f e r i n g . 

S a c r i f i c e has p r e p a r e d i n our presence i t s a l t a r . To i t we must 

b r i n g our b e s t g i f t s , even t h e o f f e r i n g o f o u r s e l v e s t o i t s h o l y 

f i r e . " ^ ' ^ T h is s a c r i f i c e was t o be p e r s o n a l as w e l l as n a t i o n a l . 

I n t h a t 1917 sermon Hibben t o l d t h e graduates t h a t "however 

u r g e n t and p e r s i s t e n t t h e e g o i s t i c impulse i n human n a t u r e , i t 

g i v e s way b e f o r e t h e s u p e r i o r command o f t h e a l t r u i s t i c 

impulse."^'' Hibben c a l l e d P r i n c e t o n graduates t o hear t h e c a l l 

f o r n a t i o n a l and p e r s o n a l a l t r u i s m . 

The r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and d u t i e s o f P r i n c e t o n graduates 

d u r i n g t h e war years reached such a l e v e l , Hibben f e l t , t h a t t h e 

graduates were c o n s e c r a t e d t o t h e s e r v i c e o f humanity. I n 1917 

he s a i d t h a t 

t h i s body o f young men t h a t I have seen day by day upon 
our campus d u r i n g t h e l a s t year and more, t h u s 
s t r a n g e l y touched and moved by t h e v i s i o n o f t h e 
e t e r n a l v e r i t i e s , has seemed t o me something 
c o n s e c r a t e d , something set a p a r t i n f u l f i l l m e n t o f t h e 
d i v i n e decrees f o r t h e d e s t i n y o f mankind. 
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This c o n s e c r a t i o n c o n t i n u e d even a f t e r t h e war, when he s e t out 

t h e c h a l l e n g e s o f r e b u i l d i n g t h e w o r l d a f t e r t h e war. "The new 

w o r l d needs men who are not s e e k i n g a c a r e e r b u t who r e g a r d t h e i r 

work i n l i f e as a m i s s i o n , "̂ ^ he s a i d i n 1919. 

The second theme r u n n i n g t h r o u g h these b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

sermons, t h e n , i s a s t r e s s on t h e d u t i e s and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s o f 

t h e g r a d u a t i n g c l a s s . They had these d u t i e s because t h e y had an 

e d u c a t i o n , more p a r t i c u l a r a P r i n c e t o n e d u c a t i o n . The r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t i e s o f educated men i n c r e a s e d immensely d u r i n g wartime, t o 

t h e p o i n t o f a l t r u i s m and s a c r i f i c e . 

As we have seen i n d i s c u s s i o n s of war and d u t y , these bacca­

l a u r e a t e p r e a c h e r s spoke d i r e c t l y t o t h e i s s u e s o f t h e i r day. 

C e r t a i n themes appear r e p e a t e d l y as t h e p r e s i d e n t s address t h e 

p u b l i c a f f a i r s o f t h e i r t i m e s ; t h e i r words r e f l e c t a sense o f 

c r i s i s , p r a i s e or c r i t i c i s m o f p r o g r e s s , and w o r r i e s about c o l d 

and hot war. 

Perhaps commencement speeches would be i n c o m p l e t e o t h e r w i s e , 

but almost every g r a d u a t i o n speaker p o i n t s w i t h a l a r m t o some 

c r i s i s c o n f r o n t i n g h i s or her c u l t u r e . P r i n c e t o n ' s p r e a c h e r s are 

no e x c e p t i o n , s i n c e t h e i r speeches r e f l e c t t h e concerns o f t h e 

l a r g e r s o c i e t y . Henry Van Dyke sounded l i k e a muck-raker o f t h e 

G i l d e d Age when he s a i d i n 1906 t h a t " the a i r o f our c o u n t r y t o ­

day i s h e a v i l y charged w i t h e l e c t r i c i t y . The l i g h t n i n g o f 

exposure has been s t r i k i n g i n t o dark p l a c e s and p l a y i n g havoc 

w i t h houses t h a t were founded upon l i e s . " " " I n 1959 Robert 

Goheen a n t i c i p a t e d John Kennedy l o o k i n g t o w a r d new f r o n t i e r s . 
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"those o f expanding knowledge, s u r g i n g p o p u l a t i o n s , and 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l t e n s i o n s ; and those f r o n t i e r s w i t h i n our n a t i o n a l 

l i f e , beset w i t h m a t e r i a l i s m , c o n f o r m i t y , and complacency."''" 

And Goheen's 1968 sermon a l l u d e d t o t h e c r i s i s e n g u l f i n g 

c o l l e g e s , i n c l u d i n g h i s own, when he s t a t e d t h a t " i n these 

p u z z l i n g , d i s c o n c e r t i n g t i m e s and w i t h t h i s u n c o m f o r t a b l e and 

c o n f u s i n g f u t u r e ahead, i t i s t e r r i b l y easy s i m p l y t o g i v e way 

b e f o r e c o m p l e x i t y , t o grasp a t slogans and s i m p l e so l u t i o n s . " ' ' ^ 

These pr e a c h e r s c h a l l e n g e d t h e i r s t u d e n t s t o c o n f r o n t t h e c r i s i s 

c o n f r o n t i n g t h e e n t i r e n a t i o n . 

The wars o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y were t h e most i m p o r t a n t 

c r i s e s c o n f r o n t e d by P r i n c e t o n and i t s p r e s i d e n t s . I n 1916 

Hibben saw war as g i v i n g t h e n a t i o n a g r e a t r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , b u t 

c o n t i n u e d t h a t "our c o u n t r y a t t h e p r e s e n t t i m e i s i n grave 

danger, danger t h a t comes from t h e c o n f i r m e d h a b i t o f i n d i f f e r ­

ence, and o f i n e r t i a , t h e s p i r i t o f s e l f i s h i n d u l g e n c e , and o f a 

complacent o p t i m i s m . " " I n h i s Memorial Day speech o f 1943, 

which r e p l a c e d a b a c c a l a u r e a t e address, Dodds chose t o s t r e s s 

P r i n c e t o n ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e war e f f o r t . P r i n c e t o n alumni 

were s e r v i n g i n t h e armed f o r c e s a l l over t h e w o r l d , he s a i d ; he 

c o n t i n u e d w i t h t h e b e l i e f " t h a t t h e y u n d e r s t a n d t h e i s s u e s o f 

t h i s war b e t t e r ; t h a t t h e y pursue w i t h g r e a t e r e a r n e s t n e s s t h a t 

which cannot s t a n d i n any s t e a d f o r v i t a l use, because t h e y 

worked and p l a y e d and l i v e d on t h i s campus."'''' The h o t wars o f 

t h e c e n t u r y c h a l l e n g e d b o t h t h e n a t i o n and t h e u n i v e r s i t y . 

So d i d t h e Cold War. Dodds was p r e s i d e n t d u r i n g t h e depth 
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of t h a t war, and s e v e r a l o f h i s sermons r e f l e c t h i s concern. I n 

1948 he s a i d t h a t "-the most ominous t h r e a t t o Western c i v i l i z a ­

t i o n i s wrapped up i n t h e cosmic s t r u g g l e now g o i n g on between 

two a n t a g o n i s t i c and m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e views o f t h e good l i f e . " 

Dodds urged h i s audience t o "be on guard a g a i n s t some mischievous 

o p i n i o n s r e g a r d i n g c e r t a i n a s s e r t e d weaknesses o f democracy which 

m i s r e p r e s e n t i t s c h a r a c t e r and t e n d t o d e s t r o y c o n f i d e n c e i n i t . " 

H is most s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t a g a i n s t communism r e f l e c t s t h e ongoing 

concern w i t h m a t e r i a l i s m . 

Economic success must never be a l l o w e d t o p p r i o r i t y i n 
th e c a t a l o g u e o f t e s t s o f t h e r i g h t o f a f r e e s o c i e t y 
t o s u r v i v a l . The day of a f r e e s o c i e t y i s over t h e 
moment i t accepts m a t e r i a l goods and enjoyments as t h e 
u l t i m a t e v a l u e s i n l i f e . ' ' ^ 

A gain s t r i k i n g K e n n e d y - l i k e themes, i n 1959 Goheen urged h i s 

audience t o " r e c o g n i z e p l a i n l y a l s o t h e menace posed by S o v i e t 

Russia, v i g o r o u s p u r v e y o r o f an a l i e n p h i l o s o p h y , t a u t i n 

p o s t u r e , p o t e n t i n her weapons f o r war, w i t h c h a l l e n g e i n her 

every move."^^ The s p e c i f i c c r i s i s o f war, hot and c o l d , was an 

i m p o r t a n t theme f o r these p r e s i d e n t s . 

A r e c u r r i n g theme, s i m i l a r t o t h e concern w i t h m a t e r i a l i s m , 

i s t h e i d e a o f p r o g r e s s . The s h i f t s i n how t h e b a c c a l a u r e a t e 

p r e a c h e r s see p r o g r e s s r e f l e c t changes i n t h e l a r g e r s o c i e t y . 

Sounding l i k e a s o c i a l gospel preacher, i n 1899 F r a n c i s P a t t o n 

t o l d h i s s t u d e n t s " t o go out t o war a g a i n s t e v i l i n t h e 

world."^^ I n a 1923 sermon s t a t i n g h i s su p p o r t f o r Harry 

Emerson Fo s d i c k a g a i n s t t h e F u n d a m e n t a l i s t s , Hibben s a i d t h a t 

people f e a r p r o g r e s s "because o f s u s p i c i o n o f t h e source whence 
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i t emanates; f e a r o f any new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t r u t h , because 

t h e y who f e a r r e g a r d themselves as s o l e possessors, t r u s t e e s and 

defenders o f truth."''® Even as l a t e as 1930 Hibben advocated 

" f r e e i n g o u r s e l v e s from t h a t r e a c t i o n a r y s p i r i t which has no 

dreams o f a p r o g r e s s i v e f u t u r e c r e a t e d by t h e f o r c e s o f l i v i n g , 

advancing, d e v e l o p i n g power. "''̂  P a t t o n and Hibben r e f l e c t e d 

t h e i r r o o t s i n t h e l i b e r a l i s m o f t h e l a t e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y by 

t h e i r f a i t h i n p r o g r e s s . 

The press o f events shook t h e f a i t h o f t h e i r successors. I n 

1934 Dodds n o t e d t h a t " r e c e n t l y t h i s c o m f o r t i n g p h i l o s o p h y has 

r e c e i v e d a rude j o l t . . . . Whatever e v o l u t i o n may s i g n i f y i t 

does n o t guarantee c o n t i n u o u s and a u t o m a t i c p r o g r e s s . A s war 

clouds g a t h e r e d i n 1941 he a l l u d e d t o t h e p r e v i o u s g e n e r a t i o n ' s 

f a i t h i n human n a t u r e , but concluded "now a l l t h i s has changed 

and once more we are conscious t h a t e v i l s t i l l e x i s t s i n t h e 

world."^^ Combining an a p p r e c i a t i o n o f P r o g r e s s i v i s m w i t h and 

t h e a n t i - m a t e r i a l i s m d i s c u s s e d above, i n 1959 Goheen lamented 

t h a t 

"Progress," which t o t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y meant a 
b e t t e r w o r l d w i t h h i g h e r i d e a l s , has come t o mean 
h i g h e r horse power and TV westerns, i n a s o c i e t y where 
we are urged t o b e l i e v e t h a t a man's i n t e l l i g e n c e can 
be measured by t h e t y p e of c i g a r e t t e s he b u y s . " 

The v a l u e o f p r o g r e s s rose and f e l l w i t h t h e t i m e s i n t h e eyes of 

these p r e s i d e n t s . 

The p r e s i d e n t s i n t h e speeches, t h e n , r e f l e c t e d t h e n a t i o n a l 

concerns o f t h e i r t i m e . They sought t o c h a l l e n g e t h e i r s t u d e n t s 

t o pay a t t e n t i o n t o t h e w o r l d around them and s t r e s s t h e respon-
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s i b i l i t i e s o f educated men i n a w o r l d f a c i n g v a r i o u s c r i s e s . 

As one might expect, t h e p r e s i d e n t s d i s c u s s t h e idea o f edu­

c a t i o n i n t h e i r b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons. They d i s c u s s t h e n a t u r e 

o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y , t h e meaning o f e d u c a t i o n and t h e d u t y o f an 

educated man. 

The 1960s saw t h e g r e a t e s t c h a l l e n g e s t o t h e n a t u r e o f t h e 

u n i v e r s i t y , and so i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t Robert Goheen d i s c u s s e s 

a t g r e a t e s t l e n g t h t h e n a t u r e o f t h e i n s t i t u t i o n . H is c o n c e p t i o n 

o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y was t r a d i t i o n a l ; i n 1969 he t o l d t h e graduates 

t h a t "a u n i v e r s i t y i s a loose and p e c u l i a r a s s o c i a t i o n o f 

persons, assembled f o r t h e p u r s u i t o f knowledge and u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

. . . ."̂ ^ Goheen saw t h e u n i v e r s i t y p l a y i n g an e s s e n t i a l r o l e 

i n t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f western c u l t u r e , c a l l i n g them i n 1968 

"places f o r f r e e i n q u i r y and s e a r c h i n g r e f l e c t i o n , on which t h e 

balance and s a n i t y o f our c i v i l i z a t i o n depend. I t i s t h e 

u n i v e r s i t i e s who are engaged i n p r e s e r v i n g and r e e x a m i n i n g ideas 

and knowledge."^^ Dodds s a i d i n 1953, perhaps i n response t o 

McCarthyism, t h a t "academic freedom i s necessary i f [ u n i v e r ­

s i t i e s ] are t o f u n c t i o n as s o c i e t y expects them t o do . . . ."" 

Both Dodds and Goheen p r e s i d e d over t h e u n i v e r s i t y i n days when 

r a t i o n a l western c u l t u r e was t h r e a t e n e d . I n t h e i r eyes, t o 

pursue t r u t h and p r e s e r v e t h e c u l t u r e a u n i v e r s i t y must be f r e e . 

S e v e r a l b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons s t r e s s t h e v a l u e and meaning 

of e d u c a t i o n , r e f l e c t i n g t h e c h a r a c t e r f o r m a t i o n model seen i n 

t h e t r a d i t i o n a l American c o l l e g e . As F r a n c i s P a t t o n s a i d i n 

1902, "one l a r g e p a r t o f a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n i s t h a t i t con-
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s i s t s i n t r a i n i n g t h e d e s i r e s and e d u c a t i n g t h e t a s t e s , t h u s 

t e a c h i n g men t o scorn what i s base and mean." He c o n t i n u e d , 

sooner or l a t e r a man must be s e t f r e e , sooner or l a t e r 
he t a k e s charge of h i s own conscience, and a u n i v e r s i t y 
i s one o f t h e b e s t t r a i n i n g p l a c e s f o r t h i s . . . . I 
know no p l a c e where a man may be t r u s t e d so w e l l t o 
work out t h e b e s t i n him as i n a C h r i s t i a n 
u n i v e r s i t y . 

Almost f i f t y years l a t e r H a r o l d Dodds a l s o s t r e s s e d t h e i d e a o f 

c h a r a c t e r f o r m a t i o n , b u t w i t h a l e s s e x p l i c i t l y C h r i s t i a n f l a v o r . 

A c o l l e g e e d u c a t i o n , he s a i d i n 1951, s h o u l d c u l m i n a t e " i n a 

fundamental p h i l o s o p h y o f l i f e which s e t s t h e way o f l i f e f o r a 

man as a r a t i o n a l human b e i n g . " " These p r e s i d e n t s used t h e 

same model o f e d u c a t i o n , a l t h o u g h w i t h s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f e r e n t 

c o n t e n t . 

The p r e s i d e n t s p o i n t e d not o n l y t o t h e v a l u e o f e d u c a t i o n 

b u t a l s o t o t h e d u t i e s o f an educated man. I n 1899 P a t t o n urged 

h i s s t u d e n t s t o ask themselves, "What do I l i v e f o r ? One v i r t u e 

i n a l a r g e measure i s about as much as most people can c a r r y , b u t 

an educated man s h o u l d seek p e i f e c t i o n [sic] i n a l l v i r t u e s . "̂^̂  

Goheen t o l d h i s audience i n 1961 t h a t " u n i v e r s i t y men" were 

d i f f e r e n t from o t h e r men; "beyond t h e necessary a c t i v i t i e s o f 

p r o d u c i n g , t r a d i n g , n e g o t i a t i n g , and t h e l i k e , t h e r e w i l l always 

r i s e i n your minds t h e g r e a t e n d u r i n g q u e s t i o n s o f purpose, 

o r d e r , and d i r e c t i o n . " ^ ^ Because o f t h e i r e d u c a t i o n , s o c i e t y 

h o l d s u n i v e r s i t y graduates t o h i g h e r moral and i n t e l l e c t u a l 

s t a n d a r d s . 

P r i n c e t o n ' s h i s t o r y began w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

the meaning o f e d u c a t i o n . A l t h o u g h t h e c u r r i c u l u m moved to w a r d 
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s p e c i a l i z a t i o n and t h e campus c l i m a t e became more s e c u l a r , t h e 

id e a o f e d u c a t i o n as c h a r a c t e r f o r m a t i o n remained an i m p o r t a n t 

p a r t o f t h e p r e s i d e n t s ' b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons. 

Only i n t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y d i d t h e p r e s i d e n t s s t r e s s 

i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r t r a i t s . I n 1941 Dodds d i s c u s s e d such 

p e r s o n a l t o p i c s , d e s p i t e t h e rumors o f war. " S u r e l y i t i s 

f i t t i n g and p r o p e r on an occa s i o n such as t h i s , " he s a i d , " t h a t 

we s h o u l d t h i n k about o u r s e l v e s as i n d i v i d u a l s and p l a n how we 

may develop our i n d i v i d u a l p o t e n t i a l i t i e s t o t h e full."*^° He, 

Hibben, and Goheen loaded t h e i r sermons w i t h r e f e r e n c e s t o such 

t r a i t s as t o l e r a n c e , courage, independence, and i n t e g r i t y . 

I n 1934 Dodds urged h i s s t u d e n t s t o " g i v e i m p o r t a n t p l a c e t o 

t h e v i r t u e o f t o l e r a n c e . To l o v e t h y ne i g h b o r as t h y s e l f i s 

s t i l l one o f t h e two commandments on which hang a l l t h e law and 

t h e p r o p h e t s . " Perhaps f e a r i n g t r e n d s i n Europe, he hoped t h a t 

America c o u l d keep t r u e t o i t s t r a d i t i o n o f t o l e r a n c e . " I n h i s 

l a s t sermon, i n 1957, he s t r e s s e d t h e importance o f r e a s o n a b l e ­

ness and t o l e r a n c e . " 

Hibben's f a v o r i t e t r a i t was independence. A f t e r l o o k i n g a t 

t h e p r e s s u r e s f o r c o n f o r m i t y i n modern American c u l t u r e , he 

s t a t e d t h a t 

t h e r e i s n o t h i n g t h a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l p r i z e s so h i g h l y 
as h i s own p e r s o n a l l i b e r t y o f t h o u g h t and o f conduct, 
b u t i f he f a l l s i n t o t h e h a b i t o f y i e l d i n g t o t h e 
p r e s s u r e from w i t h o u t , he i n e v i t a b l y becomes l e s s and 
l e s s a f r e e man . . . . 

He concluded by n o t i n g t h a t a P r i n c e t o n e d u c a t i o n was s p e c i f i c ­

a l l y designed " t o i n c i t e and a s s i s t you i n a c q u i r i n g t h e h a b i t o f 
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not f o n d o f t h e e d u c a t i o n a l l o c k - s t e p here. P r i n c e t o n has, we 

hope, f o s t e r e d i n you some c a p a c i t y f o r s e l f - s u s t a i n i n g t h o u g h t 

and independent judgment."^'' 

Hibben and Dodds b o t h s t r e s s e d t h e v i r t u e o f courage. 

Hibben s a i d i n 1923 t h a t "one of t h e lessons which you have 

l e a r n e d i n your P r i n c e t o n l i f e has been t h a t o f courage. I t i s 

an e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e s p i r i t o f t h e p l a c e . "*'•"' 

Dodds' 1937 address sought t o " p o i n t out t h e dangers o f ov e r ­

emphasis on s e c u r i t y as t h e g o a l o f l i f e and t o r e a f f i r m t h e more 

h e r o i c d o c t r i n e t h a t l i f e i s an adventure w i t h a h i g h e r purpose 

t h a n i n s u r a n c e a g a i n s t r i s k s " and concluded t h a t " t he message of 

Jesus i s a c a l l t o adventures o f t h e soul."^*' He t o l d h i s 1941 

audience t h a t "when one can f e e l f e a r and not be a f r a i d he has 

developed courage. "̂ ^ 

Speaking i n a t u m u l t u o u s age, Goheen put much o f h i s s t r e s s 

on i n t e g r i t y . H is theme i n 1965 was " s e l f - p o s s e s s i o n as p e r s o n a l 

i n t e g r i t y and t h e c a p a c i t y t o t a k e much i n t o account, w i t h o u t 

demanding o f l i f e e i t h e r a bang or a whimper."*'*' He r e c o g n i z e d 

t h e t e n s i o n s o f t r y i n g t o l i v e a l i f e o f i n t e g r i t y i n t h e modern 

w o r l d . I n 1967 he reminded h i s audience t h a t 

we s h o u l d n o t compromise p r i n c i p l e s a t our own c o n v e n i ­
ence; nor, on t h e o t h e r hand, can we j u s t i f i a b l y demand 
t h a t our views p r e v a i l a b s o l u t e l y . I n t h e face o f t h i s 
dilemma, some may p r e f e r t o brood alone i n t h e d a r k — o r 
t o p l a y bongo drums i n Tompkins Park. But these are 
h a r d l y i n v i t i n g o p t i o n s . " 

Goheen, l i k e a l l t h e p r e s i d e n t s , t o o k t h i s l a s t o p p o r t u n i t y t o 

suggest c h a r a c t e r t r a i t s t h a t would serve P r i n c e t o n g r a d u a t e s 
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w e l l i n t h e " r e a l w o r l d " beyond Nassau S t r e e t . As he s a i d i n 

1971, " I address m y s e l f t o a l l o f you, w i t h o u t e x c e p t i o n . U n t i l 

a s t u d e n t t a k e s h i s diploma i n hand and leaves town, I never g i v e 

up h o p i n g t h a t P r i n c e t o n w i l l get t o him!"^° 

I t ' s t h e l a s t Sunday o f t h e academic year, and t h e P r i n c e t o n 

chapel i s f i l l e d t o b u r s t i n g w i t h s e n i o r s , f a m i l y and f r i e n d s . 

The academic p r o c e s s i o n was grand, and t h e music as always i s 

s p e c t a c u l a r . Now i t i s up t o t h e p r e s i d e n t t o say something 

w o r t h w h i l e t o these newest sons (and t h e y were a l l sons f o r 

almost a l l t h i s p e r i o d ) o f P r i n c e t o n . I n h i s l a s t o p p o r t u n i t y t o 

shape t h e i r e d u c a t i o n , i n h i s l a s t l e c t u r e , he sounds t h e same 

themes o f h i s pred e c e s s o r s : t h e importance o f r e l i g i o n , t h e 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and d u t i e s o f educated men, t h e c h a l l e n g e o f 

p u b l i c e v e n t s , t h e r o l e o f e d u c a t i o n , and t h e v a l u e o f c h a r a c t e r . 

He asks them t o s t a n d as he speaks d i r e c t l y t o them. This i s 

where t h e p r e s i d e n t d e f i n e s t h e meaning o f a P r i n c e t o n e d u c a t i o n . 

One can l e g i t i m a t e l y argue t h a t t h e p r e c e d i n g paragraph, 

l i k e much o f t h e p r e c e d i n g t w e n t y - p l u s pages, makes o v e r l y s t r o n g 

assumptions about t h e s p i r i t u a l s t a t u s o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y and i t s 

s t u d e n t s . The n i n e t y years i n q u e s t i o n i n t h i s paper mark t h e 

g r e a t e s t years o f s e c u l a r i z a t i o n o f P r i n c e t o n - - t h e P r e s b y t e r i a n 

presence on t h e board decreases, t h e p r e s i d e n c y s h i f t s from 

clergymen t o s e c u l a r academics, c u r r i c u l u m and r e g u l a t i o n s show 

l e s s r e l i g i o u s i n f l u e n c e . For many b a c c a l a u r e a t e p a r t i c i p a n t s 

t h e r e l i g i o u s r i t u a l becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y pro forma. 
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Yet I would l i k e t o suggest i n c o n c l u s i o n t h a t w h i l e t h e 

C h r i s t i a n n a t u r e o f t h e u n i v e r s i t y d e c l i n e s , i t s r i t u a l s remain 

i m p o r t a n t . The h i s t o r y o f h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n i n t h e l a t e n i n e ­

t e e n t h and t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r i e s i s a s t o r y o f i n c r e a s i n g 

s p e c i a l i z a t i o n and f r a g m e n t a t i o n . R i t u a l s l i k e commencement and 

b a c c a l a u r e a t e serve t o overcome t h i s f r a g m e n t a t i o n by c r e a t i n g 

common ex p e r i e n c e s and language t h a t g i v e an i d e n t i t y t o P r i n c e ­

t o n as a community. Goheen f i n d s "the b a c c a l a u r e a t e s e r v i c e a 

k i n d o f moving e v e n t — a mass o f people, t h e r i t u a l o f t h e p r o c e s ­

s i o n , t h e d i g n i f i e d s o a r i n g beauty o f t h e P r i n c e t o n chapel."^^ 

The s e r v i c e i s not moving because o f any k i n d o f C h r i s t i a n 

c h a r a c t e r , b u t because i t i s a r i t u a l o f what we might c a l l a 

" P r i n c e t o n r e l i g i o n " — a c o n s t r u c t i o n o f ideas and words and 

p l a c e s and people t h a t s u s t a i n s t h e P r i n c e t o n community i n an 

i n c r e a s i n g l y s e c u l a r age. 

Making t h i s p o i n t more s t r o n g l y r e q u i r e s f u r t h e r r e s e a r c h ; 

l e t me note a few areas f o r such work. The l i t u r g y o f t h e 

b a c c a l a u r e a t e s e r v i c e changed c o n s i d e r a b l y over t h e year s , 

becoming much h i g h e r church i n t h e 1930s (perhaps i n response t o 

an a n t i - m o d e r n i s t l e a n i n g t o w a r d r i t u a l , per Jackson Lears, or 

s i m p l y because o f t h e Got h i c g l o r y o f t h e b u i l d i n g ) and much more 

p l u r a l i s t i n t h e 1980s. Understanding these s h i f t s i n r i t u a l i s 

i m p o r t a n t . We don't know how gr a d u a t e s , p a r e n t s , and alumni 

heard these sermons; some o r a l h i s t o r y might h e l p . Texts f o r t h e 

v e r y e a r l i e s t sermons do e x i s t , a l t h o u g h r e q u i r e c o n s i d e r a b l e 

d i g g i n g ; l o o k i n g a t them would a l l o w a b e t t e r sense o f change 
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over t i m e . B a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons were f o r a l o n g t i m e major news 

it e m s , p u b l i s h e d i n major newspapers and f o r a few years i n t h e 

1930s c a r r i e d l i v e over NBC r a d i o . S t u d y i n g t h e p u b l i c response 

might add t o our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e sermons' imp o r t a n c e . 

Looking more c l o s e l y a t these areas would h e l p us t o f u r t h e r 

f l e s h out t h e meaning o f t h e " P r i n c e t o n r e l i g i o n . " 

The c l a s s i c American c o l l e g e sought t o make boys i n t o men. 

These b a c c a l a u r e a t e sermons r e f l e c t t h a t t r a d i t i o n as t h e 

p r e a c h i n g p r e s i d e n t s sought t o p u t a capstone on a P r i n c e t o n 

e d u c a t i o n . They r e c o g n i z e d t h a t P r i n c e t o n i s a s p e c i a l p l a c e , 

and t h e i r sermons show t h e i r response. P r i n c e t o n i s i s o l a t e d , 

and so t h e y c h a l l e n g e d t h e i r s t u d e n t s t o l o o k beyond i t s fences. 

P r i n c e t o n i s an e l i t e p l a c e , and so t h e p r e s i d e n t s encouraged t h e 

s t u d e n t s t o pay a t t e n t i o n t o t h e d u t y o f educated men, i n t h e 

manner o f noblesse o b l i g e . Most i m p o r t a n t l y , t h e sermons show 

how t h e p r e s i d e n t s saw P r i n c e t o n as a community, a p l a c e w i t h 

t r a d i t i o n s and r i t u a l s and i d e a l s — a p l a c e w i t h a r e l i g i o n . 

My thanks t o t h e s t a f f o f t h e P r i n c e t o n U n i v e r s i t y A r c h i v e s a t 
Seeley Mudd L i b r a r y and t o Robert Goheen. 
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List of Baccalaureate speakers at Princeton University: 

Until 1972, the baccalaureate speaker was the current President of the University. 
Beginning in 1973, outside speakers were invited. A list of these outside speaker follows, 
with information about the occupation of the speaker in parentheses where known. 

1973: Rev. Dr. John B Cobum '36 (Charter Trustee) 
1974: Rev. Thomas P. Stewart '51 
1975: Prof. Gregory Vlastos (P.U. Philosophy Dep't) 
1976: James I. McCord 
1977: Theodore M. Hesburgh 
1978: Gerson D. Cohen 
1979: Redmond C. S. Finney '51 
1980: Michael M. Stewart 
1981: SisselaBok 
1982: Hon. Charles B. Renfrew '52 
1983: Rev. Homer U. Ashby '68 
1984: Hon. Paul Sarbanes '54 P'84 
1985: IraD. Silverman 
1986: Gov. Thomas H. Kean'57 , . "̂ 
1987: George E.Rupp'64 ' 
1988: Patricia Shroeder (congresswoman from Colorado) 
1989: Andrew Young 
1990: Johnnetta Cole (president of Spelman College) 
1991: William Crowe, Jr. *65 
1992: Cokie Roberts 
1993: Gary Trudeau (cartoonist) 
1994: Wynton Marsalis (jazz trumpeter, artistic director of Lincoln Center) 
1995: Jane Alexander (chair of National Endowment for the Arts) 
1996: Bill Bradley '65 (note that Bill Clinton spoke at Commencement this year) 
1997: Sen. William Frist '74 (Tenn.) 
1998: Sen. Tom Harkin P'98 (D -- Iowa) and Ruth Harkin P'98 

In 1998, Tom and Ruth Harkin (his wife) both spoke to honor 25 years of coeducation at 
Princeton. This is the first time that there have been two Baccalaureate speakers. 


