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The following essay was made possible 

through the support of a grant from the John 

Templeton Foundation. In September 2020, 

Upper House, a Christian study center serving 

the campus of the University of Wisconsin- 

Madison, began a two-year grant from the 

Templeton Foundation titled “Leveraging 

Christian Study Centers for a Flourishing 

World.” Once Upper House began to admin-

ister the grant, it renamed the initiative the 

Higher Pursuits Project (HPP).

The HPP included multiple components: 

sub-grants to a group of seven other 

study centers across the country, multiple 

gatherings of study center leaders, and 

funding for a faculty group at UW-Madison 

to explore the purpose and mission of public 

higher education, among other initiatives. 

Because Upper House had recently added 

a trained historian (the present author) to 

its staff, the grant proposal also included 

funding for research on the “spiritual 

history” of UW-Madison. This essay is one 

of a handful of creations from that work, 

along with a complementary audio tour of 

UW-Madison’s historic part of campus titled 

“Spirit and Stone,” and a short film titled 

“Marked by Faith.”

In the grant proposal to the John 

Templeton Foundation, we suggested that 

the history of religious engagement at a 

public university like UW-Madison was more 

complicated, and more interesting, than 

it might first appear. Upper House, along 

with dozens of other religious organizations 

around campus, knew this from lived 

experience. Moreover, there were hints in the 

official histories of UW-Madison, as well as 

in the numerous histories of local religious 

organizations, that the bigger story was 

underappreciated. This history could have 

taken one of a dozen different directions; 

the decision to focus on UW-Madison and 

its relation to organized religion was chosen 

to both limit the scope of the project and to 

best serve the goals of the HPP. This essay 

demonstrates one way that study centers—

which exist on dozens of campuses across 

the United States, many of them at public 

institutions—can fruitfully engage with the 

unique pasts of their universities and think 

about their presence on campus historically. 

Moreover, this essay is intended to make the 

case that historical knowledge can fuel the 
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imagination of university communities—

whether particular members identify as 

“religious” or not—to see with fresh eyes how 

religion has informed the values of higher 

education, campus buildings and layouts, 

and modes of teaching and learning. 

Special thanks for the creation of this 

work, including guidance, encouragement, 

and planning, go to the Upper House team, 

especially Cam Anderson, Jean Collins, 

Susan Smetzer-Anderson, and John Terrill. 

Important perspectives and research leads 

were offered at various points by Jon Dahl, 

Daniel Einstein, Phil Haslanger, and Scott 

Wilson. Quincy Kroner was a valuable 

research assistant at the early part of this 

project. For reading all or major parts of the 

manuscript, thanks go to Chuck Cohen, 

Vaneesa Cook, Adam Nelson, Ulrich  

Rosenhagen, and Kevin Walters.

The opinions expressed in this publi-

cation are those of the author and do not 

necessarily reflect the views of the John 

Templeton Foundation. The following pages 

are intended to be comprehensive in scope 

and fair in presentation, but inevitably reflect 

the vantage point of Upper House, which 

exists to cultivate a Christian identity that 

contributes to the UW–Madison community 

and beyond.

Daniel G. Hummel, PhD

Director of University Engagement  

Upper House

February 2023



Religion remains relevant to the life of 

American public universities—including the 

University of Wisconsin-Madison—well into 

the twenty-first century.1 Speaking in 2016, 

UW-Madison’s chancellor Rebecca Blank gave 

one such indication, calling for “the church” to 

relate more closely to the university and to join 

in “the public debates over big issues.” In her 

estimation, the “church” offers something that 

“secular society” cannot; its “role in talking 

about other frameworks—moral frameworks, 

which people can bring to their behavior in 

market society—is deeply important, partly 

because there are almost no other voices in 

that arena.”2

Blank’s comments recall a longer tradition 

of public-religious collaboration that 

undercuts a persistent narrative of secular-

ization at the university, either as an ideal 

or as a historical reality. UW-Madison was 

founded as a “nonsectarian” institution in 

1848, but this term meant something different 

than “secular” does today. In fact, John 

Bascom, the influential sixth president of the 

university, argued in an 1877 speech for the 

opposite understanding. “It is a bigoted and 

unworthy claim,” he said to the graduating 

class, “that nothing which has a religious 

bearing shall be discussed in a public insti-

tution.” Bascom insisted that a “nonsectarian” 

public university like UW was primed to 

teach “wisdom” wherever it was found. UW 

was located, he explained, “as God puts us, 

on the great plains of truth, and on its high 

mountains, in contact with many things, and 

gathering instruction and impulse from them 

all.” The public university, where “nothing is 

safe,” was actually the best equipped insti-

tution in American society to teach universal 

truths, including “religious” truth, because 

in a UW classroom “the nearest approach to 

safety is the honest effort to make all things 

safe on common grounds of advantage, and 

this means public instruction.”3

While the University of Wisconsin’s 

posture toward religion has changed since 

INTRODUCTION
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Bascom’s time, the ideal of nonsectarianism 

has remained a constant source of creativity 

and tension. The distance from Bascom’s 

era to today is, by some measures, quite far. 

Administrative energy that once focused on 

fostering religious pluralism now centers 

on racial, ethnic, and gender diversity and 

inclusion, with religion usually seen as a 

secondary dimension of student life. To 

take one example, the promotion of Judeo-

Christian (shared Protestant, Catholic, and 

Jewish) civic religion, which enjoyed robust 

institutional support in the past and was seen 

as one of the services the university provided 

to the state, is no longer held out as an ideal.

Yet there is also something consistent at 

the core of UW-Madison’s understanding 

of the role of religion in public education, 

as Chancellor Blank’s remarks suggest. 

In measurable ways, the UW-Madison of 

the twenty-first century is not really that 

secular of a place. Today the university 

recognizes more than 60 registered religious 

student organizations, which represent 

the affiliations of thousands of students,4 

while the University Religious Workers 

(URW) professional association counts more 

than a dozen churches and ministries as 

members.5 Though student demographics 

have shifted dramatically over the history of 

UW-Madison, significantly, more than half of 

students continue to identify with a religious 

affiliation.6 University buildings designate 

rooms around campus as “reflection and 

prayer spaces;”7 the university also funds the 

Center for Religion and Global Citizenry8 

and hosts an interfaith ecological project, the 

LOKA Initiative.9 While these may seem like 

scattered, anomalous examples of religious 

influence, when understood historically, they 

fit into a larger picture that is arranged, at 

least in part, through the developing logic of 

nonsectarianism. 

These realities also lend nuance to 

the “secularization thesis” that permeates 

popular depictions of public higher 

education. Roughly, this thesis contends 

that the influence of religion on campus 

culture is declining in elite and public 

universities with each passing year. While the 

secularization thesis is not entirely wrong, it 

fails to acknowledge how religious influence 

has persisted. At UW-Madison, the ideal 

of nonsectarianism has rather afforded 

(indeed, encouraged) religious influence 

without letting any particular church or sect 

dominate. The values of nonsectarianism 

have, furthermore, influenced more recent 

university articulations of related values, 

including pluralism, diversity, and inclusion. 

Since the university’s identity is not based 

on removing religion from public life (one 

popular definition of secularization), but on 

a distinctive nonsectarian ethos intended 

originally (and not without problems) to 

foster religious presence on campus, this has 

meant that religion has had a unique career 

at UW-Madison. 

If the following account of UW-Madison 

and its relationship to organized religion 



accomplishes anything, it should challenge 

readers to look with fresh eyes at how religion, 

broadly construed, has shaped and continues 

to shape the State of Wisconsin’s flagship 

university. This account of religion and 

UW-Madison is not one of decline but of vacil-

lating tensions between centralization and 

decentralization, of alternating “top-down” 

administrative priorities and “bottom-up” 

organizing by ministries and students, and of 

institutional initiatives existing in relation to 

outside interests pertaining to student life and 

moral education. 

Through a historical narrative stretching 

from 1848–2023, this essay seeks to show 

both the lines of continuity in UW-Madison’s 

posture as a “nonsectarian” university 

and the significant change over time 

this posture has undergone. Rather than 

advance a secular vision of higher education, 

the university’s early leaders pitted the 

advantages of public education against 

sectarian and denominational schools. This 

was a marketing scheme, and a classification 

strategy, typical of public higher education in 

the nineteenth century. As a 1953 university 

administration manual stated: “Like most 

state Universities, Wisconsin came into 

existence during a period of intense sectarian 

rivalry.”10 This history mattered then, just 

over a hundred years after the university’s 

founding, and it still matters today.

Bascom, just as much as Blank, was 

confident that religious institutions would 

work in support of public universities 

toward a shared goal of education and 

enlightenment. Bascom had no conception of 

an “impenetrable wall” of separation between 

church and state that became common 

sensical to public universities in the second 

half of the twentieth century. Here the theme 

is not continuity but rather change over time. 

Projecting a more recent view of church-

state relations backward in time distorts 

our understanding of how UW-Madison 

developed as an institution, how many of its 

founders and generations of faculty, staff, 

and students understood its mission, and 

how organized religion has interacted with 

UW-Madison throughout most of its history.

Since the mid-twentieth century, the 

secular ideal of public higher education  

has so permeated the image of UW-Madison 

that the ongoing role of religion in the insti-

tution has often been submerged in informal 

descriptions and official accounts alike. In 

this regard, UW-Madison is not alone. It is 

true for public education writ large, where 

the role of religion has received less focused 

scholarly attention. In part, this is due to 

the uneven influence of religious thought 

on public universities. Unlike a “sectarian” 

denominational school or seminary, public 

universities have always needed to navigate 

divergent visions of religion’s role on campus 

as mediated through their commitment  

to the public interest, religious disestab-

lishment (the state’s refusal to support an 

established denomination or church), and 

nonsectarianism.

I N T R O D U C T I O N   3
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A lack of attention to religion in the 

histories of places like UW-Madison is also 

due to the university itself, which shed the 

distinctive religious culture of its founding 

generations to such an extent that official 

accounts hardly acknowledge its earlier role. 

In the case of UW-Madison, the four-volume 

official history of the university mentions 

religion only sporadically.11 In an otherwise 

comprehensive, 500-page account of the 

University of Wisconsin System (Wisconsin’s 

network of public universities that includes 

UW-Madison), the topic of religion appears 

only a handful of times, almost entirely in the 

last few decades in reference to anti-discrim-

ination legal cases.12 Remarkably, a survey of 

UW-Madison’s official website and its “About 

UW” pages reveals no mention of religious 

influence in the history of the university.13

In some cases, this history has simply 

been ignored, even as scholars in and around 

UW-Madison have, for decades, been 

publishing about the confluence of religion 

and the university. This is especially true of 

the work of J. David Hoeveler, a now-emeritus 

professor of history at UW-Milwaukee, who 

has spent more than fifty years writing on 

the religious influences on UW-Madison, 

especially in relation to the Wisconsin Idea.14 

Researchers like Alfred Skerpan, David 

Weerts, Irvin G. Wyllie, and John Whitney 

Evans have probed the importance of 

religion at UW-Madison.15 Other scholars 

have documented the histories of religious 

institutions adjacent to campus, including 

Robert Booth Fowler, Jonathan Z. S. Pollack, 

Christine Ogren, and George Edwin Hunt.16 

Finally, UW-Madison’s history is deeply 

intertwined with scholarship exploring the 

broader history of religion and American 

higher education, including works by George 

Marsden, Andrea Turpin, Julie Reuben, John 

Schmalzbauer, and Katherine Mahoney.17

The legacy of religion is a burden 

carried by educational institutions, which 

continually evaluate the past based on their 

present identities. For the above reasons and 

more, it is worthwhile to look afresh at how 

UW-Madison as an institution has been 

shaped by cultural and religious trends, 

especially its relations with religious organi-

zations. The university has partnered with, 

grown alongside, contrasted itself to, and 

constantly interacted with those organized 

religious bodies in its midst and representing 

its staff, faculty, and students. 

From university policy to student life and 

from research agendas to public relations, 

thus far, religion has been an ever-present 

factor in the life of UW-Madison. The 

insights gleaned in this study would surely be 

enhanced by similar projects undertaken at 

other major public universities. Indeed, a few 

studies of this sort have been done, which 

suggests that a deeper and broader synthesis 

merits continued scholarly attention.18



Looking anew at the relationship of 

religious organizations to a public university 

like UW-Madison should prompt us to 

rethink how we talk about religion, and the 

relationship between public universities and 

religious organizations, in higher education. 

In today’s categories, public education and 

religion are separate and often mutually 

opposed sectors of society—where one 

advances, the other retreats. In certain legal 

framings, as well as in culture war debates 

about the guiding role of religion in the public 

square, this type of descriptive dichotomy 

can make sense. But in the history of higher 

education, it does not.

The University of Wisconsin was 

founded in 1848 as the State of Wisconsin’s 

original public university, written in the 

state’s constitution as “the establishment 

of a state university at or near the seat of 

state government.”19 In 1848, and for many 

decades after, there would have been almost 

no civic concern with a religiously-influenced 

“state university,” even as today the idea is 

a contradiction in terms. A state university 

is now defined by direct public funding 

and at least partial public oversight. Public 

universities adhere to federal policies that 

regulate government funding, accreditation, 

participation in sports, and much else. 

Maintaining a “wall of separation” between 

church and state is a value for many public 

universities (including UW-Madison), though 

what exactly this means and how it plays out 

is inconsistent.

In its earliest years, UW embodied its 

public educational mission by offering a 

curriculum that focused on a liberal arts 

education. The 1853–54 course offering, for 

example, outlined a four-year degree for all 

students (exclusively male) that began with 

Roman history and ended with Botany and 

Philosophy.20 By the 1870s, this curriculum 

had already split into four: a College of Arts, 

I
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College of Letters, Department of Agriculture, 

and Women’s College. Yet through this 21 

expansion, the liberal arts (and what became 

the College of Letters & Science) retained a 

place of privilege in the university, attracting 

the most students, faculty, and resources. 

With the Morrill Act of 1862, UW 

began extending beyond the liberal arts 

curriculum. Land-grant institutions were 

designated, in the words of the 1862 federal 

act, to teach “such branches of learning as 

are related to agriculture and the mechanic 

arts, in such manner as the legislatures of 

the States may respectively prescribe.”22 The 

growth of the university reflected the new 

emphasis on “practical” education. The 1900 

course catalogue listed five colleges (Letters 

and Science, Mechanics and Engineering, 

Law, Agriculture, and Music) that oversaw 

more than a dozen schools (e.g., School of 

Pharmacy), institutes, and stations—all of 

them containing their own courses and 

certificates for completion.23

In short, UW, founded with a liberal 

arts focus, expanded to fulfill the purpose 

of a land-grant designation. In practice, this 

meant that over the course of the university’s 

first fifty years, UW began to emphasize 

disciplines related to agricultural and factory 

work, reflecting some of the major industries 

in Wisconsin. Unlike other public universities 

that were founded to specifically fulfill the 

land-grant mission, UW expanded to fulfill 

this purpose. This path would affect the 

school’s relationship to religion, as well.

UW managed to retain both its classic 

liberal arts focus and to take advantage of 

federal land-grant support for the practical 

sciences. After the Morrill Act, UW also 

accepted the Hatch Grant of 1887 to support 

Figures 1–3. The “Course of Instruction” from UW’s fourth year, which embodied the liberal arts focus of the 
school’s first decades.21



agricultural experiment stations, and the 

Second Morrill Act of 1890—each extending 

the university in the direction of applied 24 

sciences. By 1900, the administration’s version 

of its mission largely mirrored that of the 

Morrill Act: “The State through the University 

undertakes to furnish through instruction 

in various branches of a liberal education, 

as well as in the technical branches of 

engineering, Law, agriculture, pharmacy, 

pedagogy, and music.”25

The expansion in UW’s educational 

mission did not diminish its commitment to 

the liberal arts curriculum but created an 

educational culture that moved beyond the 

traditional vision of liberal arts education. 

As a public and land-grant university, UW 

fostered a generative tension that has made 

it a leading university in the United States 

and the world. Its growth in size, resources, 

and scope since the nineteenth century 

confirms the preeminent role UW now plays 

in Wisconsin and beyond. Yet while UW 

still sees ethical and moral inquiry as its 

purview—even today the university’s mission 

statement emphasizes “knowledge, wisdom 

and values that will help ensure the survival 

of this and future generations and improve 

the quality of life for all”—this focus is no 

longer couched in religious terms, nor is it 

systematically integrated into the school’s 

curriculum.26

It is a point of study in the following 

pages to explore the correlation and deeper 

relationship between these developments. 

UW’s liberal arts roots originally committed 

the university to implicit forms of Protestant 

belief and worship. The school’s growing 

land-grant identity beginning in the late  

nineteenth century correlated with a decline 

Figure 4: A sketch of campus in the 1885 yearbook shows the three original buildings—University Hall (later 
Bascom Hall), North Hall, and South Hall. At this time, all three contained designated chapels.24

R E C A S T I N G  U W - M A D I S O N ’ S  R E L A T I O N S H I P   7
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in the predominant Protestant culture on 

campus. We will see in the following pages 

exactly how these developments created 

tensions. It took more than a century for UW’s 

Protestant culture to fall into decline, and 

longer still for it to disassemble. Some of the 

most defining features of UW’s history—from 

the expansion of agricultural sciences to 

becoming a national center of progressive 

social reform research—took place in an era 

of Protestant cultural dominance that was 

also riven with disagreement and competing 

ideals of nonsectarianism.

A commitment to moral instruction did 

not mean that UW was originally dedicated 

to promoting a particular theology or denom-

inational doctrine. Rather, the institution 

was anchored in nonsectarianism, an identity 

that has undergone numerous revisions and 

contestations in UW’s history. In forging 

its identity as a public institution, UW was 

vehemently opposed to identification with any 

particular religious group, thus cementing 

its “nonsectarian” character. The article of 

Wisconsin’s state constitution declaring the 

establishment of UW as a state university 

also declared that “no sectarian instruction 

shall be allowed in such a university.”27 The 

definition of nonsectarian prohibited any 

religious test for employment or office at 

the university, upheld the free exercise of 

religion, and forbade state support for religious 

organizations. In the context of the 1840s and 

1850s, nonsectarianism was nothing less 

than a raison d’être for UW’s founding in a 

higher education landscape dominated by 

denominational schools. UW had no interest 

in replicating or mimicking these institutions; 

in fact, direct competition with religious insti-

tutions underlay UW’s early sense of purpose. 

UW’s founding as a nonsectarian 

university was not intended to cultivate 

religious disinterest, however. In an early 1846 

draft of the Wisconsin constitution, the draft 

committee suggested that public education 

should contain “no book of religious doctrine 

or belief, and no sectarian instruction shall 

be used or permitted in any public school.” 

Interpreted by the public as a ban on religious 

instruction of any kind, this language received 

severe pushback. In a hearing a week later, 

the language was amended to wording that 

was closer to the final version: “No sectarian 

instruction shall be used or permitted in any 

common school in this state.” The modification 

was intended, precisely, to promote nonsec-

tarian religious instruction rather than ban it.28

In the 1840s, nonsectarian religious 

instruction at public universities was 

assumed to be Protestant in character.  

This assumption reflected the demographic 

makeup of UW in its early decades. A visitor 

in the nineteenth century would have found 

a sea of Protestant students, faculty, and staff 

and a few small pockets of non-Protestant 

students—most notably a handful of Jewish 

students and a growing Catholic community. 

In the university’s first century of existence, 

Protestant nonsectarianism shaped every 

aspect of its identity—its stated mission, 



classes, faculty, students, partnerships, 

and values. The various ways in which 

nonsectarianism was inflected through UW’s 

public and land-grant identities produced 

unique commitments, too. The Wisconsin 

Idea, codified in the early twentieth century 

as UW’s commitment to improve the state of 

Wisconsin through its research and teaching, 

was deeply shaped by this same Protestant 

nonsectarianism. So, too, were the progressive 

politics that the university became famous for, 

not to mention the string of famous alumni, 

from John Muir to Fredrick Jackson Turner, 

whose work evinced a cultural, if not always 

confessional, Protestant nonsectarianism.29

The university’s posture persisted even 

after the heyday of Protestant cultural 

supremacy had passed. By the 1970s, the 

university sought to maintain a wall of 

separation between church and state. In 

practice, this maintenance meant that by 

the late twentieth century, UW was not only 

removing the promotion of religion, but, in 

some cases, eschewing religious gatherings or 

religious discussions altogether.

But these findings had their own histories 

and nuances that should not be projected 

back in time. As we begin the story of UW and 

organized religion, we should not assume any 

particular arrangement as natural beyond the 

chronology that places Protestant nonsectari-

anism at the beginning of UW’s story.

R E C A S T I N G  U W - M A D I S O N ’ S  R E L A T I O N S H I P   9
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U W ’ S  O R I G I N A L  P O S T U R E :  A  S TAT E  U N I V E R S I T Y
A N D  P R O T E S TA N T  N O N S E C TA R I A N I S M ,  1 8 4 8 – 1 8 9 0

The long arc of UW’s relationship to 

religion begins in the school’s early decades 

when university leaders promoted a 

vision of public higher education that was 

thoroughly Protestant and nonsectarian. Key 

figures—from UW’s first chancellor, John 

Lathrop (1849–58) to president John Bascom 

(1874–87)—understood the school to be 

equally committed to promoting Protestant 

understandings of society, humanity, and 

knowledge, at the same time maintaining 

that these understandings were not confined 

to a particular denominational expression. 

Lathrop’s inaugural address to UW embodied 

this view. The university’s religious mission, 

he said in 1849, consisted of “ministering in 

no humble degree to the advancement of the 

cause of God in this world,” which “is none 

other than the cause of human intelligence 

and virtue—the great cause of an ever 

progressive civilization.”30 This conviction by 

UW’s early leaders had profound implications 

for its relationships to churches and denomi-

national schools.

There was a longer history that UW’s 

founding as a public nonsectarian university 

also reflected. In the U.S. Supreme Court case 

Trustees of Dartmouth College v. Woodward 

(1819), the court had ruled that the state of 

New Hampshire unlawfully interfered with 

the trustee appointments of Dartmouth 

College (the state’s legislature changed the 

school’s original charter by transferring the 

appointment of trustees to the governor). This 

case is famous in the annals of constitutional 

law for extending the Contract Clause of the 

U.S. Constitution to chartered institutions 

(like Dartmouth). But in the annals of higher 

education, the ruling was interesting for the 

reason New Hampshire interfered in the 

first place, namely the college’s increasingly 

“sectarian” culture, defined by renewed 

religious identity and activism on the part of 

its president and students. A series of revivals, 
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part of the larger Second Great Awakening 

(1800–1830), occurred in New Hampshire 

in the early nineteenth century. Religious 

affections took hold on Dartmouth’s campus, 

pitting the college’s president against the 

school’s trustees. The resulting tensions, and 

the conclusion by the state legislature that 

the school had forsaken its original charter to 

maintain “nonsectarian” teaching, led to the 

public action against the trustees.

The Dartmouth v. Woodward ruling 

reverberated throughout U.S. higher 

education, down to 1848 and the new state 

of Wisconsin. As the response of New 

Hampshire’s legislature made clear, for a 

state university to be in the public interest 

and deserve taxpayer support, a credible 

nonsectarianism had to be maintained as 

a core value. Anything less—anything that 

smacked of a “sectarian” agenda—would 

surely fail to satisfy the Wisconsin legislature 

and the expectation that it served the whole 

public. Crucially, however, at Dartmouth as 

much as UW, the question was not between 

a secular or religious school, but between 

nonsectarian and sectarian religious ideals. 

In the case of New Hampshire, throughout 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, state-sponsored religion in the 

form of taxation to the “established” Congre-

gationalist Church had been considered 

a “nonsectarian” norm. In the case of 

Wisconsin, there was no established church 

but a pervasive Protestant culture, and the 

university’s nonsectarian service to that broad 

“public” culture was a basic precondition for 

its founding.31

Though decades in the past and 

involving a private college, the forces shaping 

Dartmouth in the early 1800s were evident 

elsewhere in the higher education landscape. 

Closer to UW’s situation was the University of 

Virginia, founded in 1819 by Thomas Jefferson 

as that state’s flagship public institution. 

Jefferson was famous for his insistence 

on a strict separation of church and state 

(pioneering something closer to an ideal of 

secularism on campus), but after Jefferson’s 

death in 1826, UVA tracked much more 

closely to the Protestant nonsectarianism of 

the New Hampshire legislature in the 1810s. 

In professing nonsectarianism, UVA allowed 

for an official chaplaincy, the construction of 

a prayer chapel, and a robust student religious 

life—made up of Protestant denominational 

interests and organizations like the YMCA—

that were aligned with the administration and 

promoted to students.32 

When compared to the history of 

nonsectarianism in higher education and 

other trends in education up to 1848, UW’s 

founding fits well into the patterns of the 

mid-nineteenth century. Indeed, UW would 

accommodate all of UVA’s nonsectarian 

features and more. The school’s first 

buildings—University Hall, North Hall, and 

South Hall—all housed designated chapels. 

Students attended a mandated student chapel 

service through the 1860s (often twice a day), 

and the university employed a chaplain 



through the end of the Civil War.33 The 1858 

course catalogue explained that students 

were required to take courses in “mental 

philosophy,” including a logic course in which 

“the evidences of Christianity are examined.”34 

They were also required to participate in 

“religious exercises” at designated chapels and 

were encouraged to join Bible studies, with 

some led by fellow classmates and others led 

by faculty on Sundays.35 

In the early days of higher education in 

Wisconsin, UW’s nonsectarianism stood out 

amid a sea of sectarian offerings. In the 1840s, 

the territory witnessed a burst of denom-

inational colleges, comprising a scramble 

for the small but emerging market of higher 

education. The Nashotah Mission (Episcopal), 

the oldest institution of higher education in 

Wisconsin, was established thirty miles west 

of Milwaukee in 1842. Beloit College (Congre-

gational)36 was founded in the southwest of 

the territory in 1846, the same year as Carroll 

College (Presbyterian)37 was founded in 

Waukesha. Lawrence College (Methodist)38 

was chartered in 1847 in Appleton. Still more 

sectarian schools arrived after UW’s founding: 

Ripon College in 1851 (Presbyterian and 

Congregational),39 Mission House College 

and Seminary in 1862 (Reformed Church 

in the United States),40 Milton College in 

1867 (Seventh-Day Baptist),41 and Marquette 

College in 1881 (Catholic).42 43 44  

In this educational market, virtually every 

aspect of UW’s initial branding was tailored 

to reinforce its nonsectarian identity. John 

Lathrop, the university’s first chancellor, 

selected “Numen Lumen” as the university’s 

motto. The Latin phrase means “God is the 

light,” or “God our light.” But Lathrop inter-

preted it in nonsectarian terms: “The divine 

within the universe, however manifested, is my 

light.” The accompanying symbol, designed by 
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Lathrop himself, gives credence to a generous 

interpretation. The open eye below rays of 

sunlight resembled the Christian symbol of 

the Eye of Providence (and was later associated 

with Illuminati iconography). While the 

symbol had roots in Renaissance era Christian 

art, it stood for values hardly exclusive to 

Christianity—knowledge, enlightenment, and 

learning.

If the university’s seal, first introduced in 

1854, suggests that UW was positioning itself 

against sectarian education, its selection of 

chancellors and presidents reinforced the 

same Protestant-leaning nonsectarian ideal. 

After Lathrop (1849–58, a lay Presbyterian) 

and his brief successor, Chancellor Henry 

Barnard (1859–60, a Baptist educator), there 

followed leaders who reflected nonsectari-

anism in miniature. John Whelan Sterling 

(1861–67) was a Princeton seminary graduate 

and Presbyterian minister who took on the 

role of Chief Executive Officer. Presidents Paul 

Chadbourne (1867–70) held a degree from the 

Congregationalist-run Hartford Theological 

Seminary; John Twombly (1871–74) was a 

Methodist minister before he was an educator; 

and John Bascom (1874–87) was a lifelong 

Congregationalist with a degree from Andover 

Theological Seminary. No other school in 

Wisconsin could claim or desired such an 

ecumenical Protestant pedigree. 

The upshot of this nonsectarian leadership 

was twofold. From the start, UW’s public 

reputation and most significant public 

relations challenge resided in articulating 

the difference between nonsectarian and 

Figure 7: A rendering of UW’s seal, motto, and hymn in the 1962 commencement program.45



“secular,” or what denominational critics in the 

mid-nineteenth century called the university’s 

“godless” and “atheistic” education.45 46 

On its face, the accusation of “godless” 

makes little sense in UW’s early decades. Yet 

understood in terms of UW’s nonsectarian 

identity, the charge of secularism makes 

more sense. Beyond Protestant culture and 

a few theological assumptions, the god of 

UW’s chaplain services and baccalaureate 

sermons was defined by no particular dogma, 

nor could this god be contained in any 

single confession. More to the point, UW’s 

nonsectarianism implied that the perpetuation 

of dogma and confessional theology was a 

distraction, or even a waste of intellectual and 

moral resources. As John Bascom spoke to the 

university in 1877, the wrong way of education 

was to “build up our faith as a castle, and set 

up our doctrines as its gates, and gather in 

whom we can as camp-followers.” This type of 

education was common enough in sectarian 

schools, but it amounted to “the crowning 

risk in the world’s history hitherto, that of 

narrowing dogma, stifled sympathy, interior 

corruption and slow decay.”47 Articulating 

that such a view was not, in fact, anti-religious 

but merely nonsectarian was a major part of 

Bascom’s job as president. 

Bascom himself embodied the nonsec-

tarian ethos of the university. He was born 

in Genoa, New York, in 1827, into a modest 

farming family. His father died when John was 

less than a year old. Even so, he followed his 

father’s educational path, attending Williams 

College and then Andover Theological 

Seminary, both in Massachusetts. He left a 

faculty position in rhetoric at Williams in 1874 

to lead UW, where he served for thirteen years 

before returning to Williams in 1887, where 

he replaced another past UW president, Paul 

Chadbourne, as president.

Bascom arrived at UW when the university 

was less than 30 years old and enrolled fewer 

than 500 students. His tenure had a profound 

effect on every aspect of the school’s formation 

as a public university, including its spiritual 

dimensions. Bascom turned the existing 

tradition of the annual baccalaureate sermon 

given each spring during commencement 

into a highly anticipated opportunity to 

preach about education and religion. In 

his first sermon in 1874, he urged every 

person in attendance to “deeply, strongly, 

devoutly believe” in something, though he 

was ambivalent in promoting any particular 

sectarian dogma. “Belief is the supreme power 

of the soul; unbelief is its supreme weakness. 

No faculty gives us the range of the spiritual 

universe but this, the faculty of faith.”48 

Of course, Bascom’s elevation of “belief” 

confirmed the Protestant assumptions behind 

his petition, but his nonsectarian language 

signalled how he intended to offer an open 

posture in relation to the churches.

Another early feature of the university 

relates to the importance of moral instruction 

in its curriculum. Although nonsectarianism 

eliminated the option of theological education 

at UW, the assumed Protestant culture 
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stimulated curiosity in moral education 

and ethics. As Andrea Turpin has written 

about nineteenth-century higher education, 

religious instruction tended to come in two 

directions. The vertical orientation of sectarian 

theology identified the relationship between 

humans and God as preeminent and in most 

need of clarity and focus through education. 

Conversely, nonsectarians, and 

especially those like Bascom, 

identified the horizontal 

relationships between humans 

and different segments of 

society as the chief locus of sin 

and, in turn, the most in need 

of Christian study, hence the 

appeal of ethics.49

Horizontal moral inquiry 

fueled the nonsectarian ethos 

of UW, equipping it with 

a utilitarian, rather than a 

theoretical, articulation of the 

university’s purpose and value 

to the public. By the end of 

the nineteenth century, UW’s 

areas of research and teaching 

ignored “vertical” concerns while prioritizing 

moral instruction and academic research that 

advanced “horizontal” social relations. The 

latter included the school’s emerging focus on 

agriculture, though this interest hardly set UW 

apart from other public universities at the time. 

More exceptional were UW’s growing depart-

ments of economics, sociology, and political 

science at the turn of the twentieth century, 

which probed the problems of horizontal 

social relations and proposed increasingly 

robust solutions during the Progressive era, 

eventually crystalizing in the Wisconsin 

Idea. In these areas of social science, UW’s 

professors and administrators bent the 

mission of the public university toward 

applied research. It would be the 

generation after Bascom that 

fully embraced the land-grant 

mission that further accelerated 

applied research in areas such 

as agriculture, chemistry, and 

resource management. 

None of these developments 

are accurately captured in a 

simplistic secular-religious 

binary. UW’s early leaders, 

starting with Lathrop, 

understood themselves to be 

agents of nonsectarianism, not 

secularization. Rather, UW 

promoted a Protestant culture 

that, by the end of John Bascom’s 

presidency in 1887, had become 

so entrenched in the institution that it was 

regarded as the basis for advancing multiple, 

and eventually competing, ideals of nonsectar-

ianism—all framed as addressing the vectors 

of liberal arts education, moral instruction, 

scientific research, and social reform set in 

place in the university’s first four decades.50

Figure 8: A portrait of 
John Bascom by James 
Stuart in his last year as 
president of UW, 1887.50
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By 1890 UW had established itself as 

a nonsectarian public university. But what 

exactly did the ideal of nonsectarianism 

entail besides disavowing dogmatic 

teachings? As will be clear throughout 

this essay, what nonsectarianism meant at 

UW has changed over time. For the era of 

Lathrop and Bascom, nonsectarianism meant 

negotiating between Protestant denomi-

nations and offering a sharp alternative to 

denominational schools in the state. In the 

late nineteenth century, the term was directed 

by a new generation of university leadership. 

Nonsectarianism adapted to the expansion 

of the university’s offerings beyond the 

liberal arts curriculum and addressed the 

emerging tensions felt by many faculty and 

students between religious and scientific 

knowledge. This adaptive ideal—termed here 

“Common Sense nonsectarianism”—took 

hold especially as UW embraced its 

land-grant status. Common Sense philosophy 

underpinned this era’s debates and made 

claims about the nature of knowledge and 

the purpose of education. The proponents of 

Common Sense nonsectarianism suggested 

that separate spheres for religious instruction 

and scientific knowledge offered the best 

chance at preserving the coherence of know- 

ledge across disciplines, departments, and 

fields—and also for further democratizing 

access to higher education.51

As George Marsden and others have 

shown, by the late nineteenth century a 

potent mix of Enlightenment ideas, Chris-

tianity, science, nationalism, and moralism 

dominated American thought.52 This 

amalgam shaped the nonsectarian university 

curriculum as well. Common Sense moral 

reasoning (so called for its appeal to 

self-evident truths) had the benefit of being 

perceived as scientific, democratic, and 
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nonsectarian by wide swaths of American 

educators. Its association with the Scottish 

Enlightenment—especially philosophers 

Thomas Reid and Francis Hutcheson, both of 

whom were Presbyterians—made Common 

Sense philosophy both academically and 

politically palatable and would undergird 

science, rationality, and religion as corrobo-

rating one another.

Common Sense philosophy, following 

in the tradition of Sir Francis Bacon and 

the inductive scientific method, posited 

that moral truths are self-evident, and that 

amassed empirical data can answer philo-

sophical and moral questions. Introducing 

timeless-though-untestable theological 

concepts, or appealing to prior sectarian 

commitments and treating them as “facts,” 

cut against the empirical grain. For propo-

nents of Common Sense philosophy, outside 

assumptions undermined the purity of 

inductive research methods in both physical 

and moral domains, and by extension, dimin-

ished a nonsectarian Christianity that needed 

no outside (or supernatural) assistance.

Common Sense assumptions were also 

well-suited to the new Darwinian theory 

of evolution and the larger revolution in 

scientific thinking. In 1890, most scientists 

insisted on the continuity between biblical, 

moral, and scientific knowledge, often (in 

the context of nonsectarian education) by 

interpreting the biblical account of creation 

in light of Darwinian evolution. The position 

that religious and scientific knowledge were 

incommensurable and thus in perpetual 

conflict was gaining hold in some quarters, 

but in general, nonsectarian educators 

remained committed to reconciling biblical 

and scientific truth. Many interpreted the 

Bible through universal categories that 

treated Christianity as a type of a larger 

species of “religion” useful for comparison 

with other world religions—Judaism, Islam, 

Hinduism, Buddhism—a strategy that 

highlighted the ethical commonalities, 

rather than theological differences, of these 

traditions. In this context, moral instruction 

was eminently suitable for public university 

curricula. In the case of an institution like 

UW, this new understanding of religion 

and morality was framed by nonsectarian 

educators with a deep commitment to 

Common Sense reasoning that drew 

Darwinism, comparative religion, and 

Protestant assumptions together.

Darwinism, at least in its narrative 

of selective adaptation, also reinforced a 

key Protestant teaching that virtually all 

nineteenth-century nonsectarian educators 

shared: postmillennialism. In doctrinal 

language, postmillennialism is the belief 

that the kingdom of God will be ushered in 

gradually by Christians and the influence 

of the Holy Spirit. Instead of a sudden, 

catastrophic apocalypse that will establish 

the kingdom through Christ’s physical 

appearance (the view of premillennialists), 

postmillennialists look for the reign of 

Christ through the establishment of justice, 



peace, and order within human society. 

While no strangers to individual piety or 

popular revivalism, postmillennialists in the 

nonsectarian mold emphasized sin’s embed-

dedness in human institutions, the social and 

aforementioned horizontal implications of 

sin, and God’s immanence in the reform of 

institutions. 

Alongside the growth of Common Sense 

philosophy, the religious community at UW 

diversified with growing numbers of Catholic 

and Jewish students, even as implicit and 

nonsectarian understandings of theological 

concepts diminished. The Melvin Club was 

founded at UW in 1883 by a Catholic law 

student for “the study of Irish and Catholic 

history and literature” as a bulwark against 

anti-Catholic attitudes held by UW faculty.53 

As the first Catholic student group in the 

country, the club became a model for the 

Newman Center movement that would grow 

into a presence on over 800 campuses in 

the United States by the 2020s.54 Back in 

Madison, the Catholic student population 

had grown to nearly 200 students by 1900 

(nine percent of the student body). The 

Melvin Club planted the seeds of what 

became the first Catholic chapel at a public 

university in the United States, built in 1909 

as St. Paul’s University Catholic Center.55

Jewish students, who joined UW in 

larger numbers after the turn of the century, 

were the other notable non-Protestant 

presence on campus. The first Jewish 

student matriculated in 1861, while the 

first Jewish professor joined in 1888. As a 

reminder that the story of religion at UW is 

not linear, until 1920 most UW chapters of 

fraternities and sororities allowed Jews to 

join (bans on Jewish entry were erected from 

then until after World War II). For Jewish 

students in the nineteenth century—and 

there were usually only a handful in any 

given year—UW was relatively freer than for 

later generations.56 The first Jewish student 

organization, the Menorah Society, opened 

in 1911. The UW chapter was founded by 

famed sociology professor Horace Kellen, 

who had helped found the original Menorah 

Society chapter at Harvard five years earlier. 

Billed as a debate society to study Judaism 

through the methods of modern science, the 

group especially attracted nonconformist 

professors and faculty, though conventional 

practitioners of Judaism attended, as well.57 

The Menorah Society would be absorbed 

by the Hillel Foundation, founded at UW in 

1924, as the second Hillel in the country.58 

Though the organization of both 

Catholic and Jewish students signalled a 

shift from UW’s most religiously uniform 

era, the biggest new organized religious 

presence on campus solidified the school’s 

Protestant culture. The Young Men’s 

Christian Association (YMCA) was organized 

by students at UW in 1870 and, by 1900, 

counted more than ten percent of the student 

body as members.59 A chapter of the Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) 

was formed in 1884 to complement the 
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YMCA. Both quickly aligned with university 

administration. Their activities often became 

de facto university gatherings; the YMCA 60 

and YWCA published a popular university 

student handbook for incoming freshmen, 

as well. The YMCA–YWCA’s ethos closely 

aligned with the nonsectarian priorities of 

the administration. According to the annual 

handbook, the organizations’ identities were 

“entirely undenominational in character, 

and no questions are asked as to belief.” The 

implicit Protestant boundaries of “belief” 

were evident in the next sentence when the 

handbook clarified that “any student or 

member of the Faculty who is a member of 

an evangelical church may become an active 

member.”61 The YMCA tended to interpret 

“evangelical” broadly, but not so broadly as to 

extend beyond the Protestant fold.

Even beyond the Catholic, Jewish, and 

non-denominational Protestant offerings, 

student religious activity grew in the late 

nineteenth century. The Channing Club, 

founded in 1885, was intended for Unitarian 

students. A short-lived Free Religious Associ-

ation, propounding an entirely individualized 

understanding of spiritual progress, appeared 

and disappeared in the 1880s. What is 

Figure 9: An illustration of the YMCA Building at the height of its influence on campus, c. 1910. Between 1905 
and 1928 this building also housed the student union until the completion of Memorial Union next door. In 1956, 
the building was razed and a parking lot put in its place. The location is now the site of the Alumni Park.60



perhaps the summary takeaway from all 

this religious activity is that UW in the 1880s 

and 1890s was still deeply Protestant in its 

orientation and culture, but this Protestant 

identity had newly visible limits. 

More to the point for the university’s 

relationship to organized religion, this period 

was defined by, in the words of historian 

Alfred Skerpan, “a porous wall of separation” 

between the university and these religious 

organizations.62 Porosity facilitated the 

growth of religious culture on campus, 

but also primed a backlash to the ideal of 

nonsectarianism as it had been advocated 

throughout the presidency of Bascom.

The resistance came most forcefully 

through Bascom’s immediate successor, 

Thomas C. Chamberlin. The president of 

UW from 1887–92 (when he left to form 

the geology department of the University 

of Chicago), Chamberlin embodied one 

version of the combined philosophical, 

scientific, and theological dimensions of 

Common Sense nonsectarianism. The son of 

a Methodist minister and one-time lecturer at 

the Congregationalist aligned Beloit College, 

Chamberlin left behind any distinct confes-

sional identity by the time he began a career 

as professor of geology and became the chief 

geologist for the Wisconsin geological survey 

conducted by the U.S. government (part of 

what became the Wisconsin Geological and 

Natural History Survey).63 He would later 

say of biblical cosmology, in a speech on the 

“scientific spirit,” that “the heavens are not as 

they were imagined. The beauty of thought 

does not make it true,” and concluded about 

sacred scripture that, “as products of the past 

their value is beyond estimate. As factors 

of present and future creations they have 

lost their potency.”64 Chamberlin’s inventive 

research on glaciers in Wisconsin impressed 

upon him an awe for the universe, but one 

distant from the Bible or Protestant doctrines 

of any kind. 

This skepticism about organized religion 

should not be mistaken for secularism, 

however. Chamberlin remained indebted to 

the thoroughly Protestant educational culture 

in which he was trained and worked. His  

son wrote after his death that Chamberlin 

“was deeply religious in the truest sense 

. . . his belief in the honesty of the Cosmos, 

as he expressed it, and from his prophetic 

outlook on life and its proper place in the 

Universe.”65 Yet he harbored no reservations 

about excluding religious instruction from 

UW’s curriculum and purview. The tension 

was palpable in Chamberlin’s 1890 address to 

UW graduates titled “The Appropriate Moral 

Field of Public Educational Institutions.” The 

baccalaureate sermon was one of the first in 

UW’s history not to cite a biblical passage or 

to invoke the “kingdom of God.” Chamberlin’s 

rhetorical distance from his Protestant prede-

cessor was notable, as his son later recalled:

At the University of Wisconsin, 
whose previous presidents had been 
clergymen, he answered the sneering 
question: “Who will now preach the 
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baccalaureate sermon?” by giving his 
own baccalaureate addresses, and 
so effectively as to create a profound 
impression by his originality of 
thought and his inspiring delivery.66

The whole purpose of Chamberlin’s 

address, in fact, was to invert the meaning 

of a “baccalaureate sermon” and downsize 

the Protestant trappings of UW’s nonsec-

tarian identity. Relying on Common Sense 

reasoning, Chamberlin insisted that moral 

instruction, which he saw as the purview 

of public education, should “rest upon a 

secure foundation of things demonstrated 

either by broad experience or by the sharp 

crucial investigations of science.” He allowed 

for moral instruction “based on beliefs” to 

take place “under appropriate auspices” 

of churches and sectarian schools, but his 

preference was for reasoning “which will 

not perish” in contrast to dogma or beliefs 

that, lacking scientific support, were likely 

to change or fade away. “There is a special 

advantage to believers as well as unbelievers,” 

he told the students, “in the teaching of 

moral precepts on the basis of knowledge, 

independently of religious belief.” Detecting 

the shifting ground of religious belief, he 

concluded that “it is of inestimable value to 

our rising generation that they be consci-

entiously instructed in the knowledge upon 

which morals rest,” but that the discovery 

of moral knowledge “be done in so much of 

independence from controverted doctrines 

that it shall stand whatever the fate of those 

doctrines.”67

Chamberlin went further than any 

previous UW president to reduce the scope 

of Protestant nonsectarianism and propose a 

new division of labor between scientific and 

religious instruction. In its place, he offered 

an alternative ideal that rejected the need 

or desirability for Protestant assumptions 

to underpin UW’s vision of education. 

Chamberlin wanted to adjudicate the 

school’s nonsectarian ethos through scientific 

knowledge derived from Common Sense 

philosophical assumptions. 

In his 1890 address, Chamberlin did this 

by infusing his vision of education with a 

progressive optimism for the future based 

on scientific advancement. On the surface, 

this vision was not much different than the 

hopes of Bascom, where injustice shrank 

in the face of order, and error in the light of 

knowledge. But Chamberlin’s grounding was 

not Protestant faith, or a god of any kind, 

but scientific surety. “The time was when 

the engineer might build upon judgment; 

the time is at hand when he must build 

only upon knowledge,” he intoned. “The 

strength and stability of his great bridges 

must rest on computations in which there 

is no flaw, upon tests in which there is no 

defect.”68 Chamberlin contrasted the dim past 

to the enlightened present, making it clear 

that a new social reality was at hand. This 

realization spanned the kind of moral and 

physical knowledge that could be offered by 

the university and was devoid of confessional 



content or reference to the Bible in any way. 

In the same speech, Chamberlin did more 

than simply secularize an expectation of the 

kingdom of God. He pointedly reversed the 

biblical vision of a descending New Heaven 

and New Earth, depicting instead humanity’s 

solo ascent to new heights of enlightenment. 

The image that Chamberlin chose was 

provocative, a reimagined tower of Babel 

that sanctified Common Sense philosophical 

reasoning. He employed the imagery in his 

concluding call for students to:

build the ethical structure of your 
lives as you would a pyramid . . . Lay 
the foundation broadly. Rest not 
upon one stone or a few. Then build 
up ethical fact upon fact, ethical 
experience upon experience, ethical 
induction upon induction until the 
structure reaches the upper horizons, 
ever growing toward the skies and 
pointing onward to the celestial 
region as the ultimate goal which an 
absolute and infinite system would 
reach were the foundation broad 
enough and the constructive life long 
enough, and which faith supplies 
where knowledge ends.6970

Thus, Chamberlin elevated scientific 

reasoning and retooled nonsectarianism to 

accommodate separate but complementary 

knowledge of science and religion. His 

intent became clearer two years later when, 

at his second and final baccalaureate 

sermon in 1892, he refused to offer a Bible 

reading or a prayer because the university 

was “constrained by a wise constitutional 

provision from everything partisan and 

sectarian.”71

Examining the results of Chamberlin’s 

Common Sense ideal for the growth of 

UW as an institution, it is hard to fault 

his approach. His vision helped shape 
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the university’s relationship to organized 

religion from 1890 through 1910, one of 

the school’s most critical periods of growth 

when concepts like the Wisconsin Idea were 

crystalized. Moreover, Chamberlin’s influence 

never faded completely, even after his short 

tenure as president. The elevation of the 

scientific method as the proper mode for all 

inquiry continues to influence large sectors of 

the university. At its origins, Common Sense 

nonsectarianism captured the imagination 

of those like Chamberlin, who strategically 

refined the approach in contrast to the 

previous era. 72

UW emerged as a liberal arts and 

land-grant research university in the 

twenty-year period that began with 

Chamberlin’s presidency in 1890. Up to 

that point, the liberal arts curriculum had 

supplied a coherence to UW’s mission that 

aligned, roughly, with what is now UW’s 

College of Letters & Science. From biology to 

philosophy, this curricular approach offered 

a comprehensive liberal arts education 

intended to form future professionals 

and leaders. With the land-grant mission 

and emphasis on applied sciences, UW’s 

growth extended into areas of agriculture, 

engineering, and health services—mirroring 

the emerging needs of the state’s population. 

The trajectory that Chamberlin’s adminis-

tration set in motion toward embracing the 

land-grant mission helps fill out the picture 

of today’s UW in its sprawling disciplines and 

Figure 11: An 1886 map of Madison, inserted in that year’s student handbook, that identifies many of the 
churches in close proximity to campus. The map captures the organized religious scene before the growth of 
campus-oriented ministries and churches.72



expansive articulation of its mission. 

Outside the addition of the land-grant 

emphases, student enrollment rapidly grew 

after 1890. In 1887, Bascom’s final year as 

president, the school enrolled around 500 

students; 20 years later it enrolled more than 

4,000. In the intervening two decades, the 

school’s architectural footprint in Madison 

ballooned, its budget and administration 

expanded, its research profile and funding 

increased, and its relations with religious 

organizations in Madison deepened. Nation-

ally-prominent faculty, including agricultural 

chemist Stephen Babcock and U.S. historian 

Fredrick Jackson Turner, represented the 

pervasive Common Sense nonsectarianism 

that animated much of UW’s maturing into 

a leading research university of mass higher 

education. Their scholarship—whether in 

the sciences or the humanities—empha-

sized inductive and empiricist methods 

and deemphasized idealism, theory, and 

metaphysics.

At the same time, Common Sense 

nonsectarianism was not hostile to religion 

as such. Chamberlin was at pains to make 

this clear. “Rightly viewed,” he explained of 

religious beliefs about the world, “their value 

is even heightened by the very fact that their 

day is gone to return no more. The bone that 

lies in the gutter is a matter for the scavenger. 

The bone embedded in the Cambrian shales 

is beyond price.”73 This sentiment, cynical to 

the believer, hardly satisfied denominational 

Christians observing UW’s evolution, but 

did offer a path forward that accommodated 

science and religion.
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As UW grew, a shared sense of what was 

meant by “nonsectarian” further fractured. 

We see this in the way Chamberlin shifted 

the grounds of the nonsectarian ideal in his 

short presidency. At the same time, another 

new ideal emerged in the years following 

1890 that updated the original Protestant 

assumptions of UW’s founding. The Social 

Gospel, a movement within Protestantism to 

address societal problems in labor, poverty, 

and crime through the application of 

Christian ethics, swept over UW beginning 

in the 1890s. Over the next half-century, the 

Social Gospel became deeply embedded in 

parts of the university. Its influence was such 

that it contributed its own ideal of nonsectar-

ianism, maintaining, in principle, a rejection 

of denominational and creedal sectarianism 

through prioritizing the ecumenical 

Protestant ethics of Social Gospel reform. 

A chief faculty member who helped 

spark this new nonsectarianism at UW was 

the economist Richard T. Ely, who in 1892 

left Johns Hopkins University and taught in 

Madison until 1925. Ely was also an active 

Episcopalian layman and cited his Christian 

commitments in much of his published 

work. During his lifetime, he was hailed by 

UW’s student body as “the Man behind” the 

“New Economics” critique of capitalism, a 

perspective that, in 1924, the school predicted 

“will come to dominate the life of the nation 

and the world.”74 

Such accolades were well-founded at 

the time. During Ely’s first decade at UW, he 

assembled, according to historian Robert 

Crunden, “one of the most progressive and 

influential groupings of social scientists 

in America.”75 This cohort advanced an 

ambitious research agenda that probed the 

failings of industrial capitalism, helping to 

make UW a premiere research center for the 
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national progressive movement on issues 

of labor, finance, and business reform. At 

the same time, this cohort—which counted 

prominent students of Ely, including John 

R. Commons and Edward A. Ross, both of 

whom also taught at UW—overtly brought 

Christian ethics to bear on social issues. In 

Ely’s words, this meant that Christians were 

called to “redeem all our social relations” by 

establishing the kingdom of God through 

social reform.76 In his view, the truth of 

Christianity had less to do with dogmatic 

propositions and more with the beneficence 

of Christian action as demonstrated through 

social reform and the eradication of social 

sin. Ely’s spirituality was unabashedly 

“horizontal” and primed with ethical and 

social implications. “Vertical” theology 

struck Ely as sectarian, leading to favoritism 

and causing division based on religious 

difference.77

Though remembered as a pioneering 

analytic social scientist, Ely was also a 

Christian socialist who in 1891 founded the 

Christian Social Union, a small membership 

organization to promote “sacramental 

socialism” in the Anglican Church.78 

Just as he wished for the dissolution of 

sectarian rivalries among Christians, he 

had no qualms about collapsing the wall of 

separation between church and state when 

it came to informal cooperation. Writing in 

1895, Ely found it “a peculiar thing” that 

some opposed public education on religious 

grounds (referencing sectarian critics of 

UW) while others opposed the influence 

of religion in public education (a reference 

to Chamberlin’s Common Sense position). 

The correct view, he insisted, acknowledged 

“the sanctity of the state and the sacredness 

Figure 12: A portrait of Richard T. Ely, professor of 
economics, political science, and history, who was a 
foremost promoter of the Social Gospel on campus, 
c. 1910.77
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of public life.”79 As historian Jean Quandt 

described his thinking, Ely viewed the state 

as a “divine instrument” which was based 

on “the post-Reformation abolition of the 

division between the sacred and the secular 

and on the State’s power to implement ethical 

solutions to public problems.” This concep-

tualization “enabled Ely to both divinize the 

state and socialize Christianity: he thought 

of government as God’s main instrument of 

redemption.”80 As Ely explained elsewhere: 

“The legislator in city, state, or nation is 

likewise a minister in Christ’s church, and 

he is guilty of violation of a sacred trust if 

he does not endeavor to bring to pass the 

kingdom of God in his sphere.”81

Ely played an important role in shaping 

the university’s engagement with organized 

religion at UW in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Crunden profiles 

several progressive reformers, including Ely, 

as “a generation of intelligent youth” deeply 

shaped by Protestant piety and doctrines like 

postmillennialism, who also “resisted efforts 

to compel them into ministry or missionary 

work.” Rather, they “found that settlement 

work, higher education, law, and journalism 

all offered possibilities for preaching without 

pulpits.”82 A handful of these leaders, like Ely, 

became thought leaders in the Social Gospel 

movement and established connections 

with other progressive-minded thinkers, 

both inside and outside the university: 

economists Harold Groves and Alvin Harvey 

Hansen, social reformers Charles McCarthy 

and Edwin W. Witte, and state politicians 

Robert M. La Follette, James O. Davidson, 

and Francis E. McGovern. They influenced 

not only the national Progressive and Social 

Gospel movements, but also the relationship 

of the public university to churches, denomi-

nations, and student ministries. 

Even as faculty from the social sciences 

agitated for reform during the high tide 

of Progressive influence, the university 

administrators tried to walk a fine line. 

President Adams’s baccalaureate address of 

1894, “The Limitations of Reform,” rebuked 

what he considered to be overzealous 

efforts at economic and social reform. “In 

the name of all that is sacred in the history 

of liberty,” he intoned, “let us not give men 

opportunity and encouragement, and then 

rob them of their success!” Adams was no 

reactionary—he affirmed that “progress” 

was inevitable and that “the wheels of time 

cannot be reversed”—but he was wary of the 

God-inspired certainty of socialist reformers 

like Ely.83 Adams mentioned his concerns 

about “loose thinking,” “wrong feeling,” and 

“mistakes” in progressive economic reforms 

that called for increased taxation of wealth or 

new definitions of private property—reforms 

of which Ely and his colleagues were some of 

the leading influencers in all the country.84

In his calls for Christian ethics to inform 

the most pressing issues of the progressive 

movement, Ely was suggesting a new 

relationship between public universities 

and organized religion that, indeed, Adams 
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could also endorse. In an 1893 article on the 

subject, Ely pushed for public universities 

to take the lead in partnering with churches 

to advance reform. He began by critiquing 

sectarian schools. “The denominational 

institutions in the country are, with notable 

exceptions…poor institutions,” he reflected, 

meaning in terms of both finances and 

quality of education. The dire state of 

non-public colleges came about, he lamented, 

“through a mistaken policy” of education 

that went back decades: a laissez-faire, big 

donor approach to sectarian education that 

resembled the laissez-fare practices that Ely 

so detested in the U.S. economy. Concern for 

dogma had taken over curricula and left no 

room for more social scientific educational 

approaches. Denominations had created a 

host of “private and sectarian foundations 

[that] have been brought into existence 

resulting in the educational chaos from 

which we are struggling to emerge.” The 

solution, Ely announced, resided with the 

public universities. “The state universities 

have come to stay,” he proclaimed. Their 

growth made them “the leading universities 

in the United States and they are rapidly 

gaining upon all others.”85

Ely drew a division not between secular 

and religious schools, but between public 

schools like UW and sectarian colleges. He 

cast a vision of public universities replacing 

sectarian education entirely, freeing up 

resources put forward by denominations for 

education to be dedicated instead to global 

missions and ecumenical projects. “The 

plan which I have advocated will tend to 

the unity of Christendom which is now so 

earnestly longed for by Christian people,” 

he argued, making this deeply Christian 

preoccupation one aim of public education.86 

More modestly, Ely envisioned “the closest 

relations” between public universities 

and the Protestant churches, encouraging 

denominations to take advantage of “every 

opportunity which they can desire to exercise 

influence upon the students of the state 

university.”87 This invitation synthesized 

Protestant nonsectarian interest in religious 

instruction and the Common Sense 

approach of dividing scientific and religious 

knowledge. It was embraced by subsequent 

UW presidents including Edward A. Birge 

(1901–1903, 1918–1925) and Charles Van 

Hise (1903–1918).

Ely’s plan, outlined repeatedly in the 

1890s, became widely discussed in higher 

education circles. Recognizing the impor-

tance of formal church and state separation, 

he nonetheless called on denominations, in 

one concise statement of his plan, to invest in 

public education:

It is proposed that various religious 
denominations should group their 
educational efforts, so far as these 
touch higher education, around the 
state universities of the country... 
These efforts should include the 
formation of Christian associations 
of young men and women and other 
like societies; the establishment of 
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guild houses, with reading rooms 
and libraries, the foundation of 
dormitories to furnish homes for 
the students of the universities. 
With these dormitories should be 
connected educational features.88

This vision was rooted in a commitment 

to both the U.S. university system and the 

disestablishment of religion: “In the free 

state the free university allied to the free 

church will give us a glorious civilization,” 

he concluded one speech.89 In Ely’s mind, 

the involvement in public educational insti-

tutions of churches did not breach the First 

Amendment, nor did it contradict the state 

Constitution’s demand for “an attitude of full 

neutrality” toward religion by the state.

Ely was not the president of UW, nor 

did he speak in any official capacity for the 

faculty, but his “plan” presaged the moves 

by the university and denominations at 

UW in the coming decades. It is important 

to remember that UW still navigated 

between two sets of criticisms at the turn 

of the century. On one hand, proponents of 

denominational education regarded UW 

as a force for secularization and atheism, 

while, on the other, promoters of church and 

state separation objected to any recognition 

of religion by the university as violating the 

state’s ban on publicly funded sectarianism. 

In an 1898 discussion with the Board of 

Regents, President Adams recommended 

that UW err on the side of affirming religion’s 

partnering role with public education. 

Writing to the board, he declared:

One of the most serious obstacles in 
the way of increasing the numbers 
coming to the institution is the 
impression created, or encouraged, by 
the agents of denominational colleges 
that the University necessarily tends 
to stifle all religious activity and 
growth. These considerations force 
upon me the belief that aside from 
all intrinsic merits of the question, 
any considerable modification of 
the present custom would put an 
additional weapon into the hands of 
those who are already hostile.90 

A year earlier, Adams had admonished 

students to “continue their church 

connections and keep up their spiritual 

relations” even as he decoupled such piety 

from the reformist impulse of the Social 

Gospel.91 In short, Adams—navigating 

the various cross-currents and interests 

in the university—decided to throw in the 

university’s lot with seeking deeper church 

partnerships. By 1910, under the leadership 

of Charles Van Hise, UW was encouraging 

the growth of a vast ecosystem of religious 

organizations bordering its campus.92 

New religious organizations began to 

congregate around campus in response to 

overtures by the university and for reasons 

unique to each denomination. Madison-area 

churches—especially Congregationalists, 

Baptists, and Presbyterians—had already 

begun to host outreach events to students in 

the 1890s. They sponsored Bible classes for 
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students through organizations such as the 

Young People’s Society of Christian Endeavor 

(YPSCE), which retained the confessional 

distinctives of local churches. While 

numbers are difficult to come by, in 1896 

the YMCA–YWCA student handbook listed 

fifteen churches—ranging from Catholic to 

Unitarian—that catered to students.93 The 

majority of the Protestant churches hosted 

YPSCE or similar programs, many of which 

were still active decades later.94 A religious 

census of the 2,000+ student body conducted 

in 1900 indicated that more than 70% of 

UW students held religious affiliation with a 

church or (for eight students) a synagogue.95

In pursuing “the closest relations” with 

religious organizations, the university moved 

away from its reliance on the YMCA–YWCA 

as its primary Protestant ally. Eventually, 

a handful of ministries would construct 

prominent buildings that altered the archi-

tectural landscape bordering campus. The 

eastern edge of campus soon hosted Calvary 

Lutheran Chapel (Lutheran Church-Missouri 

Synod), St. Paul’s Catholic Student Center, 

and Pres House (Northern Presbyterian). 

Fundraising and plans for large buildings 

(which would be completed in the 1920s and 

1930s) began in anticipation of the need 

to house growing ministries. Pres House, 

established by a local Presbyterian minister 

in 1907, with the building completed in 1935, 

later became the only regularly constituted 

all-student-directed church in the country, 

an arrangement that continued until 1969. 

The nearby First Congregational Church, 

a popular church for faculty and admin-

istrators, established the Congregational 

Student Association in 1906 on the southeast 

end of campus. Luther Memorial (Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in America) was estab-

lished two blocks west in 1907 (the building 

completed in 1923), as was St. Francis House 

(Episcopal Church) in 1915 (the building 

completed in 1930). 

The university’s two-pronged public 

mission—its liberal arts curriculum and 

its expanding efforts at applied research 

bolstered by its land-grant status—were 

nurtured under the influence of the Social 

Gospel. Glenn Frank, a onetime Methodist 

circuit rider and editor of The Century before 

joining UW as president from 1925–1937, 

was a proponent of applying the Social 

Gospel in education. Frank and educator 

Alexander Meiklejohn launched the short-

lived Experimental College (1927–32) to 

revive an integrated liberal arts curriculum. 

The program offered a two-year interdis-

ciplinary curriculum focused on ancient 

Athens and modern America and was based 

on reading Great Books. Students were 

encouraged to self-regulate their studies, 

with no letter grades assigned and no fixed 

meeting times. Though the experiment folded 

in only five years, it signalled an enduring 

interest in the original UW liberal arts 

curriculum.96 At the same time, Frank also 

pressed forward on the land-grant mission 

of the university by expanding the Farm 
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Short Course, a longstanding series offered to 

Wisconsin farmers on the practical dimen-

sions of agriculture. The program attracted 

more than 400 students per winter term 

(most students were high school-educated 

farmers from around the state), but was in 

decline after World War I. Frank revived 

the program to its prewar status through 

restaffing and distributing the first scholar-

ships to attract new students.97  98

Social Gospel influence reached a high 

mark at the university in the 1920s. To cite 

just two examples, the school’s “hymn,” 

sung at most major functions including 

commencements and the dedication of new 

buildings, was introduced in this period. 

The anonymously written “Light for All,” 

gestured to Christian and biblical imagery 

and advanced a postmillennial optimism 

concerning the work of the university. 

Second, beginning in 1915, the YMCA 

sponsored an annual campuswide religious 

event, eventually known as “Religious 

Emphasis Week,”99 featuring nationally 

recognized Social Gospel leaders who came 

to Madison to speak. The 1922 conference,  

to take a prime example, included talks by 

John Mott, general secretary of the YMCA, 

the popular modernist preacher Harry 

Emerson Fosdick, and missionary Sherwood 

Eddy. Later annual meetings, then hosted by 

a variety of campus associations and ad-hoc 

councils, included theologians H. Richard 

Niebuhr and Howard Thurman, and Quaker 

ecumenist Douglas V. Steere. Many of these 

speakers were well-known torch bearers in 

the country for Social Gospel reform.

At the same time, with more than 7,500 

students by 1924, religious interests on 

campus were organizing in new ways. In 

1916, the Wisconsin Federation of Churches 

(affiliated with the recently formed Federal 

Council of Churches) unveiled plans for a 

“Union Religious Center,” an ecumenical 

building funded through private donations 

to create a space on campus “which would 

have the full confidence of church and state.” 

Promotional materials explained that the 

center would indeed centralize all religious 

activity on campus, providing office space 

for all recognized ministries, meeting space 

Figure 13: The “University Hymn” sung at most major 
functions, including orientations, commencements, 
and building dedications from the 1920s to the 
1960s.98
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for worship, regular gatherings, and religious 

classes, and a three-to-four-thousand seat 

auditorium for large events. A critical mass 

of Protestants had already promised to lend 

their support by December 1916:100“Baptists, 

Congregationalists, Reformed, United Presby-

terians and Y.M.C.A. have, through their 

official organizations, elected to co-operate 

in the Union Religious Center.”101 Voicing 

his approval, President Van Hise speculated 

that, if public support increased, he could 

imagine a university-sanctioned “School of 

Religion” emerging.102 Yet the $500,000 price 

tag proved too steep, and the building never 

moved forward. By 1917, the student body  

had been transformed by the U.S.  

entrance into World War I, and plans  

for a school-sponsored ecumenical center 

evaporated.

Activities that had a longer-term  

impact came in the form of the Campus 

Religious Council, which was also created 

in the 1910s. As a body with representatives 

from a mix of students, faculty, and university 

Figure 14: In the 1920s, the university hosted all-campus events including the annual week-long University 
Religious Conference, here from 1928. The contrast of Congregationalist pastor Albert W. Palmer and the 
quote by Voltaire is one indication of how the nonsectarian ideal was expressed in an era of intensified 
religiosity.100
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administrators, the council’s primary purview 

was administering the voluntary student 

religious census every year, as well as repre-

senting to the administration the interests 

of campus ministries and student churches, 

where students themselves assumed many 

of the leadership roles (including as elders, 

trustees, and deacons). In 1940, this council 

gave way to the University Religious Council, 

which performed many of the same functions 

and also assumed permanent oversight of 

the Religious Emphasis Week events, by far 

the most high-profile displays of religion on 

campus throughout the academic year. 

The Social Gospel was also evident 

in the influence UW faculty exercised on 

state and national reforms that aligned 

with their research. Wisconsin’s reputation 

as a progressive “laboratory for wise 

experimental legislation” (a term famously 

applied to the state by Theodore Roosevelt 

in 1912) extended to labor laws, government 

transparency, and state infrastructure.103 

Outside of Wisconsin, economists such as 

Ely, Commons, and Ross were consulted on 

national labor laws, anti-trust regulations, 

and immigration reform. Among their many 

examples of influence, one of Commons’ PhD 

students was Edwin E. Witte, the architect of 

the Social Security program.104

Social Gospel researchers also influenced 

reform in areas that are now deemed 

retrograde. Ely, Commons, and Ross 

argued for racial segregation in the labor 

market, sterilization of certain classes of 

people based on a mix of racial and labor 

stereotypes, and, perhaps most notably, for 

massive immigration restrictions, including 

the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924. 

This act effectively eliminated the migration 

of Catholics and Jews from southern and 

eastern Europe by establishing entrance 

quotas based on admission rates in 1890, 

before immigration from these areas had 

reshaped the country’s population. Ely was a 

leading academic proponent of its passage. In 

this case as in others, Social Gospel reformers 

supported numerous positions now deemed 

anathema in progressive circles.

A final example of the Social Gospel’s 

influence at UW was connected to the 

fundamentalist-modernist controversy 

erupting within Protestant churches. The 

president of UW in the early 1920s, Edward 

A. Birge, found himself in a maelstrom as 

UW became a high exposure target for 

anti-evolutionist campaigners. An active 

member of First Congregational Church 

and sympathetic to the Social Gospel, 

Birge saw no conflict between his field of 

expertise—limnology—and his Protestant 

faith. “I have taken part both in the religious 

and the scientific activities of the world in 

which I have lived, with no thought of conflict 

or even division between them,” he wrote 

in 1922, adding that “I have never found it 

necessary to justify religion to science or to 

excuse science to religion. I have accepted 

both as equally divine revelations, and both 

are equally wrought into the constitution of 
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the world.”105 

Birge published this formulation in 

Madison’s Capital Times, a public venue that 

had facilitated an ongoing back and forth 

between Birge and William Jennings Bryan, 

the country’s foremost anti-evolutionist and 

nationally-recognized leader of the emerging 

fundamentalist movement. Bryan had been 

an influential progressive from the 1890s to 

the 1910s, winning the Democratic Party’s 

nomination for U.S. President three times and 

finally achieving office in the Wilson admin-

istration as Secretary of State (1913–1915). 

He resigned from office over increasing U.S. 

war preparedness and soon advanced the 

interpretation that Darwinism was a chief 

cause of World War I and one of the gravest 

existential threats to the American way of life. 

On a visit to UW’s gymnasium in May 

1921, Bryan—in front of 2,500 students, the 

state’s governor, and Birge himself—charged 

public universities such as UW, which uncrit-

ically promoted evolution, with fostering 

atheism. Taking the stage immediately 

following Bryan’s talk, Birge turned the 

charge of atheism back on Bryan and 106 

claimed that Bryan’s anti-evolutionism itself 

actually promoted atheism. A few days later, 

Birge elaborated: “when one attempts to 

induce young people to unite their religious 

faiths to discredited scientific doctrines, he 

commits a very grievous error and endangers 

the religious life of those he is trying to help.”107 

Competing op-eds continued for another 

Figure 15: The proposed building, as of 1916, for the Union Religious Center. The fundraising material cited 
ecumenical leader John Mott’s popular saying that “the college students of to-day will make the world of 
to-morrow” and wondered, without sufficient religious education, “What will they make of it?”106
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year. Bryan returned to Madison later in 1921, 

reigniting passions, and Birge responded 

again in print in 1922. By that time, the debate 

had long left the bounds of sedate discourse, 

with Birge calling into question Bryan’s sanity 

and dismissing him as an amateur, a mere 

“Chautauqua lecturer from Florida.”108 As 

the historian Irvin G. Wyllie summed up the 

contest: “To say that men were enlightened or 

swayed by either disputant would be to stretch 

the truth.”109 In what was an exceptional 

display by a UW president, Birge got into the 

mud with a “sectarian” agitator and called into 

question, for a swath of Wisconsinites and 

outside observers, the nonsectarian credibility 

of the university. 

From attracting denominational partners, 

to advancing social reform research, to 

aggravating fundamentalists, the Social 

Gospel’s influence became a part of the 

school’s reputation. While later UW presi-

dents and faculty would repudiate eugenics 

and racist analyses of labor, they would 

also hail the reformist impulses of Social 

Gospel leaders like Ely and the framing of the 

university’s mission around the “Wisconsin 

Idea”—codified by President Van Hise 

in a 1904 speech, in which he explained 

that he would “never be content until the 

beneficent influence of the university reaches 

every family in the state.”110 And while the 

ascendant Christian ethics provided a shared 

language of cooperation across Protestant 

and public-private divides, fundamentalists 

and non-Christian religious organizations 

were challenged, each in different ways, as 

outsiders to the university’s culture informed 

by the Social Gospel.





The influence of the Social Gospel  

aligned UW with the Protestant denomina-

tions, but the university’s era of deepest and 

broadest religious collaboration still lay in the 

future. The middle of the twentieth century—

the age of public religiosity that included 

Billy Graham, Reinhold Niebuhr, Abraham 

Joshua Heschel, and Martin Luther King, 

Jr.—was also a time of unparalleled institu-

tional cooperation between UW and religious 

organizations. Student religious observance 

(and data collection on observance) was 

never stronger than in the 1950s. The fusion 

of religion and war—during World War II 

and followed by the Cold War—strengthened 

a Judeo-Christian civic religion that regarded 

the very essence of American identity as 

the biblical and ethical inheritance of the 

combined Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish 

traditions which, in this formulation, was 

inherently opposed to the atheistic ideol-

ogies of fascism and communism. Public 

universities were key sites of inculcating 

students with these values.111 Indeed, the 

early 1960s witnessed a rash of legal rulings 

curtailing official religious expressions in 

public education, in part as a backlash to the 

religiosity of the previous decade. Two U.S. 

Supreme Court rulings, Engel v. Vitale (1962) 

and Abington School District v. Schempp 

(1963), made it unconstitutional for public 

schools to offer prayers and Bible readings, 

respectively, and revealed cracks in the 

nonsectarian framework.

As these rulings suggest, the form of 

religious identification in the 1950s was 

different than in previous eras that assumed 

a strictly Protestant cultural context. The 

widespread invocation of the moniker  

“Judeo-Christian” differed from the 

successive nonsectarian frameworks up to 

this point.112 In each previous case, the elite 

discourse (and the majority of student life) 

at UW was contending with the Protestant 

V
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tradition—nonsectarianism was intended 

to broker peace between Methodists and 

Presbyterians, not between Protestants 

and Jews, the latter of whom experienced 

prejudice on campus well into the twentieth 

century. Yet this state of affairs began to 

change in the 1950s into a more pluralistic 

religious culture, once again shaped by the 

contending visions of nonsectarianism—and 

the diverse approaches to education—that 

had informed previous generations at UW. 113

For a variety of reasons, including 

the success of anti-immigration reforms 

advanced by Progressive leaders at UW, the 

United States experienced a uniquely low 

influx of immigrants from 1925 to 1965. 

Historian Jefferson Cowie has termed this 

period “The Great Exception” in American 

demographic history, which facilitated 

the rise of a New Deal political coalition 

(extending from Franklin Roosevelt to 

Lyndon Johnson) that depended on higher-

than-average social cohesion among white 

Americans.114 The blurring of religious 

divisions helped solidify this consensus. 

Prominent stories such as the “Four 

Chaplains” (two Protestant, one Catholic, one 

Jewish) who drowned during a sea battle in 

1943 promoted interfaith cooperation along 

Judeo-Christian lines. In 1955, the sociologist 

Will Herberg famously pronounced that “not 

to identify oneself and be identified as either 

a Protestant, a Catholic, or a Jew is somehow 

not to be American.”115

Herberg has been commonly misunder-

stood to have been endorsing this situation. 

In fact, he worried that it was confused as 

much with the “American Way of Life” of 

Figure 16: A WWII-era pamphlet “The Lowdown on Prejudice—Where, When, How” by the Armed Forces  
Press Service circulated “to all fraternities” on campus c .1946–48, that warns against “racial and religious 
prejudice,” signaling the cultural shift to a wider embrace of religious diversity within the context of Judeo-
Christian civic religion.113



upward social mobility and consumerism 

as it was rooted in deeper commitments to 

religion.116 Herberg’s caution is instructive for 

this era of nonsectarianism at UW, Judeo-

Christian civic religion was a fleeting passion 

and would not last. By the end of the 1950s, 

the upward trends of religious observance at 

UW, as elsewhere, were slowing; the nature 

of religious engagement was changing 

dramatically alongside higher education, 

which in the 1960s experienced the most 

lasting ruptures in student life in the history 

of public universities.  

From one perspective, the high mark of 

religious engagement on campus came in 

1958. In a survey of more than 12,000 (of a 

total of 17,000) students enrolled in UW that 

fall, less than 5% of respondents claimed “no 

religious preference,” while 25% identified 

as Catholic, 8% as Jewish, and the remaining 

62% as Protestant, with the largest contingent 

identifying as Lutheran.117 This remarkable 

mix of high identification and diversity was 

unprecedented in the periods before and 

after 1958. 

The engagement of religious organiza-

tions and church-university collaboration 

had also reached a high point. The University 

Religious Workers Group, a gathering of 

professional religious workers on campus 

that had been meeting informally since 

the 1940s, was officially founded in 1958 

as University Religious Workers (URW) to 

coordinate activities with, and respond to the 

policy proposals of,118 the University Religious 

Council.119 The URW had 18 original 

members, representing historic Protestant 

ministries, St. Paul’s Catholic Center, and 

the Hillel Foundation. Never before had 

these organizations joined into a shared 

institutional framework for collaboration 

and collective representation within the 

university. 

The apotheosis of religious engagement 

in the 1950s had still more facets, many of 

them surprising from a twenty-first century 

perspective. With the Wisconsin Council of 

Churches (the state-level organization of the 

National Council of Churches), the university 

cosponsored a conference for pastors that 

met annually for more than a decade, 

beginning in 1946. UW also partnered in 

1948 with the National Lutheran Council for 

a “Wisconsin Rural Church Conference,” an 

event that UW’s assistant vice president for 

Academic Affairs, Leroy Luberg, described as 

a fulfillment of the Wisconsin Idea.120 

Other programming showed surprising 

twists in the new nonsectarian paradigm 

pursued by the university. One occasion 

that illustrated its shifting meaning was the 

“Wisconsin Conference on Christianity and 

Scholarship,” an annual event in the early 

1950s hosted by UW’s YMCA and YWCA 

chapters.121 The conference’s purpose was to 

connect Christian faith to higher education. 

Aimed at “faculty, administrators, and 

graduate students of colleges and universities 

in the state of Wisconsin,” the conference 

drew a majority of its presenters from the 
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“sectarian” redoubts across the state that 

at one time were UW’s chief rivals—Beloit, 

Ripon, Carroll, and Lawrence colleges. 

Faculty from these schools were asked to 

play the ironic role of guiding their public 

university counterparts in how to better 

implement a proper “religious perspective” 

in their “college teaching.”122 Some of the 

schools had shed many of their own denom-

inational vestiges, but the flow of advice 

and purpose of the conference would have 

nevertheless been surprising to UW’s early 

leaders.

This high point in religious engagement 

brought with it new dynamics. Non-Prot-

estant scholars began to join the faculty in 

growing numbers, creating new trajectories 

for the university’s culture. A forerunner was 

the philosophy professor Max Otto, who 

taught at UW from 1910–47, when he retired 

as chair of the Department of Philosophy. A 

German immigrant and catechized Lutheran, 

Otto worked part time for a YMCA in 

Milwaukee before embarking on university 

work. Through his studies, he rejected 

Christian theology and promoted a view 

of “scientific humanism,” publishing such 

works as Is There a God? (1932). The next 

generation of non-Protestant faculty included 

skeptics in the vein of Otto, as well as a more 

religiously diverse array of scholars. Liter-

ature professor and devout Catholic Helen 

C. White, who taught at UW from 1924–67, 

was the first woman to achieve the rank of 

full professor in UW’s College of Letters & 

Science. Elizabeth Brandeis Raushenbush, 

a Jewish economist and student of John R. 

Commons, taught at UW for more than four 

decades beginning in 1924. Raushenbush 

was the daughter of U.S. Supreme Court 

Justice Louis Brandeis and wife of Paul 

Raushenbush, who himself was the son 

of famed Social Gospel theologian Walter 

Rauschenbusch. A later embodiment of this 

same trend was the addition of psychology 

professor Richard Davidson, who joined UW 

in 1984. A confidante of the Dalai Lama, who 

he first met in 1992, Davidson fused insights 

from Buddhist meditation with neuroscience 

research and founded UW’s Center for 

Healthy Minds.123

The growth of non-Protestant faculty 

and research perspectives had its roots 

in the cultural highpoint of promoting 

Judeo-Christian religious pluralism. 

Indeed, a 1955 report on religious offerings 

in UW’s curriculum surfaced a growing 

unease on the part of some faculty that the 

university’s close cooperation with religion 

had to be contained. The “Committee on 

Courses Involving Religion” was made up 

of 10 faculty and 10 students in 1954–55 to 

respond to growing student demands for 

“further courses at the University involving 

religion in higher education.”124 With 

Judeo-Christian civic religion lodged in the 

public consciousness, also at the height 

of anticommunist sentiment stoked by 

Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy, the 

pressure to bolster religion came from both 



outside and inside the institution. Ultimately, 

the 1955 report rejected a proposal that more 

religious classes be offered across the school, 

concluding that “the State constitution and 

the State statutes forbid sectarian instruction 

in the University, and that as a matter of law 

a sectarian doctrine is defined as one which 

is not shared by all sects.”125 The key term 

“nonsectarian” was once again invoked as 

the core framework for UW’s stance toward 

religion, more than a century after the univer-

sity’s founding. 126

While deployed by the committee to base 

its findings in the tradition of the university, 

“nonsectarian” took on a new meaning in 

the 1950s, opening religious space outside 

of Protestantism. What was meant by “all 

sects” was expanded to include, at minimum, 

Catholics and Jews. Nonsectarianism was no 

longer protecting an ecosystem of Protestant 

denominations. If the ethics of Jesus and 

Protestant assumptions about individualism 

passed for nonsectarian in previous eras, it no 

longer held preeminence. Anti-communism, 

instead, became the unifying perspective of 

nonsectarianism. The 1955 committee took 

neither Protestantism itself nor previous 

Protestant understandings of nonsectari-

anism as the university’s self-evident religious 

baseline. Instead, it regarded religion as 

a diverse phenomenon, something to be 

studied as an aspect of “human experience” 

rather than as a shaper of intrinsic campus 

values.127

In doing so, the UW committee also 

rejected accommodations to Protestant 

influence on the curriculum that had been 

granted by neighboring public universities. 

The University of Illinois, for example, 

hosted a special program for chaplains to 

teach courses on religion. The University of 

Iowa offered a minor in biblical studies that 

included classes on Christian theology and 

ethics. While past UW presidents had given 

lip-service to similar initiatives, the prospect 

of creating such a program along Protestant 

lines was dim by the 1950s. The committee 

referred to these efforts as it recommended 

that UW follow a different path, asserting: 

“The ‘wall of separation’ between State and 

church in Wisconsin is high.” The committee 

described the goal as being to “free the state 

from sectarian strife, and to avoid chaining 

Figure 17. 
Hosted at 
the Memorial 
Union in 1956, 
this pastor’s 
conference 
brought 
together UW 
faculty, pastors 
from Madison 
and Milwaukee, 
and leaders  
of Christian 
organizations 
(such as the 
Lutheran  
Welfare Society 
of Madison and 
the Wisconsin 
Council on 
Alcoholism).126
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religion to a worldly establishment” rather 

than to pursue religious offerings.128

Other factors in the late 1950s 

indicated that the high mark of religious 

engagement was waning. Of the 15 Protestant 

organizations that founded the URW, 

none represented the “fundamentalist” or 

evangelical wings of Protestantism, leaving 

out a swath of students and their religious 

interests. Likewise, by 1958, the official 

University Religious Council (URC) was in 

decline. The body continued to administer 

annual religious appreciation events and act 

as a clearing house for religious organiza-

tions related to campus. But after decades in 

operation, many of those very organizations 

had come to believe that the council stifled 

more than it empowered cooperation. As 

early as 1953, the URC was aware of 13 

“major current” problems on the horizon 

for its survival, ranging from financial 

difficulties to the low faculty participation 

rate in campus ministries. What topped the 

list was most existential: the challenge of 

the “interpretation of religious work to the 

campus as a whole.”129 If this problem was 

on the horizon in the early 1950s, it proved 

fatal by the end of the decade. Francis Fay, 

one of the directors of the YMCA, led the 

call for the URC’s abolition later in the 

decade, suggesting that “the name and its 

organizational manifestation should be 

junked. Frankly, I don’t believe students or 

staff will miss it.”130 With the founding of 

the URW in 1958, the URC’s primary coordi-

nating function had been coopted, while the 

campus-wide religious appreciation events 

fell off from low attendance.

The shifting sands were evident at the 

YMCA itself. Its central building on campus, 

near Lake Mendota, acted as the unofficial 

student union after it was built in 1907, until 

the larger, university-run Memorial Union 

was finished in 1926. For the next 30 years, 

the YMCA’s prominence as a convener 

of students steadily declined; its building 

became used for housing rather than public 

space. The YMCA remained deeply invested 

in university engagement and active in 

hosting conferences and events, albeit the 

target audiences continued to shift further 

away from students and toward faculty, staff, 

and professional clergy. In 1954, the original 

YMCA building was sold to UW, and in 1956 

it was razed to make room for a parking lot. 

The YMCA building’s fate was a harbinger 

of harder times for the historic Protestant 

ministries that had dominated religious 

engagement in the previous half century. 

With more than 20,000 students enrolled by 

1961, UW typified the Cold War university, 

situated at the crossroads of mass education, 

government research, and rising student 

activism directed against some of the very 

initiatives that had helped the school to accrue 

the resources necessary for its continued 

growth.131 As the university became a center 

for New Left activism in the 1960s, many of 

its historic Protestant ministries attracted 

student activism. The Draft Counseling and 



Information Center, one of the leading organi-

zations on campus for draft-eligible students 

to gain legal consultation, was funded by 

the American Friends Service Committee 

(a Quaker organization) and housed in St. 

Francis House (Episcopal). Similarly, Pres 

House hosted numerous speakers and other 

events promoting Black civil rights and 

antiwar protesting.132 A URW conference 

in 1970 on “Man’s Environment: God’s 

Creation” (co-sponsored with the university) 

was promoted as an ecumenical gathering 

of clergy to “help the churches in becoming 

aware of their role in these issues.”133

By the mid-1970s, many of the historic 

denominational ministries were in crisis. 

After routinely welcoming a thousand 

students to Sunday services in the 1950s, 

the University Presbyterian Church at Pres 

House closed in 1969 due to declining 

student involvement.134 For the most part, 

university-area churches and the historic 

Protestant campus ministries were shrinking, 

even as student enrollment nearly tripled 

between 1953 and 1969 (when it reached 

more than 35,000).135 The most revealing 

signifier of historic Protestant consolidation 

was the merger in 1970 of four ministries 

into a new entity called Madison Campus 

Ministry. The American Baptists, United 

Church of Christ, United Methodists, and 

Presbyterian Church USA all closed their 

separate ministries in favor of an ecumenical 

front that offered hospitality in the historic 

Pres House building. 

Outside the historic Protestant ministries, 

momentum was shifting toward activism. 

A 1971 URW conference, titled “Analysis, 

Action, and Contemplation,” featured 

the antiwar Catholic organizer Michael 

Novak. The co-author of Vietnam: Crisis of 

Conscience with Robert McAfee Brown and 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Novak 

reflected the antiwar views of St. Paul’s Fr. 

Fred Kreuziger, who served during the tumul-

tuous years of 1969–74.136 The basement of 

St. Paul’s also became, for a time, the central 

meeting space for the first-in-the-nation 

student workers union, the Teaching Assis-

tants Association, which was founded in 1966 

as an anti-draft organization.137

Non-Christian religious organizations 

also grew and gained in stature. As a symbol 

of the changing religious dynamics on 

campus, the same year the YMCA building 

was razed, Hillel completed a thirteen-year 

building project and opened its new 

headquarters on campus. The early postwar 

period had seen Hillel’s student engagement 

balloon to more than half of all Jewish 

students on campus (numbering some 2,000 

in 1963). By the 1960s, Hillel was known as 

both a center of Jewish religious life and a 

center for Jewish social activism. The organi-

zation hosted religious services, observed 

Jewish religious holidays, and participated in 

antiwar activism and other issues of concern 

for Jewish students, including support for 

Soviet Jewish dissidents and Zionism. On the 

latter, the 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli wars 
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made support for Israel a central feature 

of Jewish identity for students at UW and 

elsewhere. 

By 1960, there was also a Muslim 

Students Association (MSA) at UW, which 

agitated for equal access afforded to the 

historic Protestant ministries, especially for 

meeting space to host group prayers.138 In the 

case of university space, the administration 

cited the 1955 report to deny the MSA access 

to university buildings because prayer 

constituted “worship,” the support of which 

was forbidden by the state’s constitution. 

The decision uncritically reflected Protestant 

assumptions about categories of religious 

gathering, worship, and observance and 

made no room for a nonsectarianism that 

included Muslim practices.

The growth of non-Protestant and 

non-Christian organizations also reflected 

changing student preferences in the obser-

vance of religion. Taking Jewish students as 

an example, the approximately 10% represen-

tation in the student body remained steady 

through the era of massive growth from the 

1920s to the 1960s. This meant that by the 

1963 student religious survey, more than 

2,000 UW students claimed Jewish identity. 

While all other non-Christian religions made 

up only three percent of student responses, 

this represented an increase from less than 

one percent just 15 years earlier.

Thus, excepting Catholic and Jewish 

students, in just a few short years, the 

religious affiliations on campus had changed 

dramatically. While in 1958 less than 

five percent of students responded to the 

university’s voluntary religious census with 

“no-preference,” that number had nearly 

tripled by 1963. The United Church of Christ 

suffered the largest drop, with its number of 

students cut by more than half since the end 

of World War II (from 1,441 to 759) while 

UW’s enrollment rose from 18,000 (1946) to 

24,000 (1963).139 A further sign of change 

was the ending of the university’s regular 

religious census. Insight into student religious 

observance became more opaque, the data 

less frequent and less verifiable. With a few 

exceptions, this remained the state of affairs 

until the university commissioned its first 

“Campus Climate Survey” in 2016. 
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Since the 1970s, the ideal of nonsectar-

ianism at UW (which changed its name to 

the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 

1971 with the creation of the University 

of Wisconsin System) shifted once again. 

Following the precipitous decline of 

Protestant identification, UW-Madison 

increasingly removed itself from promoting 

organized religion as part of student life. At 

the same time, the university invested more 

deeply than ever in the foundational ideals 

of diversity, inclusion, and representation 

that had also supported, in different 

understandings, religious nonsectarianism. 

Most interesting to note during this period 

was the resemblance between efforts to 

promote nonsectarianism in the university’s 

first hundred years and the multicultural 

initiatives of the past fifty years that have 

supported racial, ethnic, and other measures 

of diversity. Many of the original tensions, 

institutional responses, and patterns of public 

rhetoric that were features of the university’s 

historical nonsectarianism have persisted in 

the advancement of multiculturalism (a term 

popular in the 1980s and 1990s) and, more 

recently in efforts around diversity, equity, 

and inclusion.

Underpinning this shift away from 

promoting nonsectarianism is one 

more episode in the religious history of 

UW-Madison: the emergence of organized 

evangelical Christian ministries on campus. 

Starting in the 1960s, the evangelical model 

of national parachurch ministries, with 

university chapters typically possessing 

limited or no property and instead reserving 

space on campus, rapidly outpaced the 

historic “landed” Protestant ministries at 

UW-Madison. By the end of the twentieth 

century, these ministries had become the 

most numerous type of religiously affiliated 

organization on campus. As previous sections 

have illustrated, the brand of Protestantism 
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promoted by UW’s administration in its 

first hundred years, and the flavor of Judeo-

Christian pluralism advanced at mid-century, 

tended to elevate alternate expressions of 

Protestantism. Both the “sectarian” denomi-

national schools (ranging from Lutheran and 

Catholic to independent Bible institutes and 

seminaries), as well as fundamentalists in 

the vein of William Jennings Bryan, were cast 

outside the preferred institutional boundaries 

of the university’s nonsectarianism.

At the same time, evangelical, fundamen-

talist, charismatic, and Pentecostal students 

and faculty were present on campus in signif-

icant numbers. The 1880s witnessed a split in 

the YMCA between conservative and liberal 

evangelical wings, which led to the existence 

of a short-lived parallel liberal organization 

called the United Christian Association. 

In other words, in the 1880s, the more 

theologically conservative Protestants, who 

professed higher views of biblical authority 

and inerrancy, held credibility on campus. In 

the 1920s, there were demonstrated efforts 

to invite fundamentalist figures (William 

Jennings Bryan’s multiple visits in 1921 being 

a prime example) amid the constant stream 

of Social Gospel speakers sanctioned by the 

university.140 

Only in the 1930s, however, did 

evangelical students begin to organize 

their activity in an effort undertaken by 

the international evangelical organization 

Inter-Varsity (later InterVarsity) Christian 

Fellowship, which founded a chapter 

at UW in 1939 under the name Badger 

Christian Fellowship. With a history in the 

United Kingdom and Canada dating to the 

1870s, InterVarsity tended toward a more 

ecumenical and academically-engaged 

evangelical Christianity than did many 

of its similarly theologically-conservative 

American counterparts. The UW InterVarsity 

chapter represented the organization’s early 

expansion into the United States, and its 

British origins gave it a unique orientation 

that emphasized an “interdenominational 

conservative” identity.141 The Badger 

Christian Fellowship continued to grow 

in the postwar period, as did InterVarsity’s 

presence in Madison. In 1964, the chair 

of UW’s geography department, John 

Alexander, left his faculty position to become 

InterVarsity’s national president. In 1969, the 

organization moved its national headquarters 

to Madison.142

InterVarsity’s parachurch model of 

student ministry differed from historic 

Protestant denominational organizations in 

two crucial respects. First, with no property 

and no denominational ties, chapters like 

the Badger Christian Fellowship depended 

on reserving or renting university space 

for its meetings. The necessity of obtaining 

university recognition—a requirement shared 

with many other non-religious campus 

organizations—gave the ministry a different 

flavor for students and faculty as it situated 

its work squarely in the university. The 

Harvard Divinity School professor Harvey 



Cox noted in his classic The Secular City 

(1965) that InterVarsity was notable for 

its “lay-led, highly visible, and extremely 

mobile” approach to ministry. Rather than 

replicate the historic denominational model 

to be “next to the world of the university,” 

InterVarsity positioned its chapters to “live in 

the same world with everyone else.”143 This 

feature of evangelical parachurch ministries 

helps to explain both InterVarsity’s rapid 

growth and its constant involvement in 

litigation relating to access to university 

space, including a high-profile 2006 suit 

against the University of Wisconsin System’s 

anti-discrimination policy, which prohibited 

student groups from using a religious test 

to qualify candidates for leadership of a 

religious organization.144  145 

A second defining feature was InterVar-

sity’s diffuse structure, which encouraged 

student leadership of chapters rather than 

professional clerical oversight. Even when 

a chapter could obtain field staff, a team of 

students made many of the key decisions 

about chapter programs. In most cases, both 

staff and students were not ordained. That 

circumstance, combined with theological and 

denominational diversity within InterVarsity 

itself, contributed to challenges of mission 

drift. To prevent this, InterVarsity required a 

consistent confessional commitment from 

all of its leaders, be they staff or students. 

In practice, this usually meant that leaders 

annually affirmed creedal commitments that 

were more theologically conservative than the 

historic Protestant ministries at UW-Madison 

that had shaped the religious norms of 

campus. At various times, especially in recent 

decades, InterVarsity’s confessional statement 

(with commitments, for instance, to historical 

Christian definitions of marriage), its focus on 

Bible study, and its pledge to evangelism, was 

perceived by university administrations as 

more “sectarian” within a public university’s 

religious ecosystem. This model of religious 

engagement centered the maintenance of 

confessional identity among lay leadership 

and created unprecedented opportunities for 

conflict with the university administration in 

a public education context. 146
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Figure 18: The Badger Christian Fellowship in the 
1951 Badger Yearbook. The oldest of the evangelical 
parachurch ministries to arrive on campus, InterVarsity 
Christian Fellowship helped to usher in a new era  
of organized religious presence at UW in the 
mid-twentieth century.145
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InterVarsity was but one of many 

evangelical campus ministries employing 

the parachurch model. Badger Christian 

Fellowship’s relatively early arrival on 

campus in 1939 gave it some stature in 

relation to other evangelical ministries, but 

by the 1960s, it had become one of a dozen 

options for evangelical-leaning students. 

Other organizations establishing chapters 

at UW-Madison included Campus Crusade 

for Christ (now Cru), Navigators, Athletes 

in Action, Chi Alpha, and Young Life. These 

national organizations existed alongside 

numerous other regional or local groups, 

many of them fleeting.

The rapidity of change in the Protestant 

scene at UW-Madison mirrored national 

trends. In 1960, InterVarsity and the largest 

evangelical ministry using the parachurch 

model, Campus Crusade for Christ, had a 

combined fulltime staff of less than 200 

workers across the entire United States, 

while ecumenical and denominational 

ministries counted about 1,300 clergy.147 As 

John Schmalzbauer and Kathleen Mahoney 

explain, few observers in the 1960s took 

note of the evangelical ministries at all. And 

yet the model paid huge dividends in the 

following decades. Taking InterVarsity as 

an example, what started as 22 chapters in 

1939 (including UW-Madison’s chapter) 

grew to 277 chapters in 1946, more than 400 

in 1969, more than 800 in 1981, and by the 

2010s, chapters were present on almost 1,000 

campuses. The growth trajectory of Campus 

Crusade, which was founded in 1951, was 

even sharper as it reached more than 2,000 

chapters by the 2010s.148

The changing makeup of the Protestant 

landscape at UW-Madison—with declining 

denominational and increasing evangelical 

influence—was also visible in the makeup 

of the URW. Of the founding members of 

the organization, all were affiliated with 

a Protestant denomination except Hillel 

(Jewish) and St. Paul’s (Catholic). By 1971, 

InterVarsity and Campus Crusade were 

members, as was the nondenominational 

Christian Student Fellowship. By the 2020s, 

only a handful of original URW members 

remained active, with five of the 14 members 

Figure 19: A map of religious organizations around 
the east side of campus from 1967 reveals how 
significant the geography of organized religion had 
changed since the late nineteenth century. The 
streets east and south of campus were teaming with 
Christian, Jewish, and, increasingly, other religious 
organizations.146
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being parachurch evangelical ministries 

(Intervarsity, Cru, Navigators, and Wisconsin 

Christian Campus Ministries) and local 

evangelical organizations (Upper House and 

Blackhawk Church).149 

The changing URW membership 

also revealed that the historic Protestant 

establishment was on its last legs. New 

representation included Saints Cyril & 

Methodius Orthodox Church (supporting 

the UW Orthodox Christian Fellowship), as 

well as UW-Madison’s Center for Religion 

and Global Citizenry, which promoted 

religious literacy and interfaith dialogue. 

St. Paul’s and Hillel continued to grow, with 

updated facilities accommodating thousands 

of students that identified as Catholic and 

Jewish. For the campus as a whole, of the 63 

registered student organizations classified 

as “Religious/Spiritual” in 2022, 14 were 

non-Christian, representing everything from 

Baha’i and Hindu students to an astrology 

club. There were additional options for 

students identifying as Chabad (Orthodox 

Jewish), Sikh, and Buddhist, as well as an 

active organization for Atheists, Humanists, 

and Agnostics.150

The collapse of the historically Protestant 

religious culture at UW-Madison was the 

backdrop for the administration’s declining 

interest in promoting nonsectarianism 

as a university ideal. The reasons for this 

decline were multifaceted. With no shared or 

dominant religious culture, nonsectarianism 

could be both unmanageable and counter-

productive. The university increasingly 

understood religious diversity as a problem 

to be solved rather than an opportunity to 

be leveraged. At worst, the promotion of 

competing religious value statements and the 

celebration of distinctive religious traditions 

created tension points on campus; at best 

nonsectarianism could be enlisted to help 

other efforts at improving campus diversity.

In one sense, the decline of interest in the 

nonsectarian ideal was a sign of its success. 

In the span of 50 years beginning in 1970, 

the university had transitioned away from a 

Protestant-centric institution into a university 

culture that celebrated—officially and in the 

activities of students—religious diversity. Of 

course, these two ideals—nonsectarianism 

and diversity—were not identical (as previous 

eras of high nonsectarianism and low 

diversity had shown), but there was signif-

icant overlap. In the late twentieth century, 

the campus experienced a rapid increase 

in the self-identification of faculty and 

administrators—and increasing numbers 

of students—as nonreligious, atheistic, or 

agnostic, and a decrease in self-identification 

as “Christian.” Moreover, the growth of 

non-Christian religions also accelerated, 

both in areas of academic interest (including 

the creation of area studies centers in 

Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Africa) and 

as represented by the faculty and student 

body. By 2021, a “Campus Climate Survey” 

of 12,000 students (out of more than 48,000) 

indicated that just over a third of students 
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(34%) identified as Christian, with the 

largest segment (38%) identifying as “Atheist, 

Agnostic, No Religious Affiliation.” The third 

largest category was “multifaith” (having 

more than one affiliation) at 17%, with other 

students identifying as Hindu (3%), Jewish 

(3%), Muslim (2%), and Buddhist (1%).151 

With such seismic changes in religious 

identification over the span of fifty years, 

nonsectarianism had helped UW-Madison 

achieve a historic transformation.

Reflecting the new demographic 

landscape in the twenty-first century, 

UW-Madison’s attention to religion was 

defined by addressing discrimination 

(including issues of religious holiday obser-

vance and dietary preferences) and incidents 

of religious-based prejudice (including acts 

of antisemitism and the Campus Climate 

Survey, first administered in 2016, finding 

that minority religious students felt less safe 

on campus). In these cases, religious identity 

was interpreted in a broader university 

effort to enhance diversity and inclusion. 

As the newly appointed Chancellor Jennifer 

Mnookin explained in a letter to religious 

leaders after antisemitic graffiti defaced 

campus property in September 2022, “state-

ments targeting students or student groups 

on the basis of identity cause serious damage 

to the culture of belonging for which we 

strive.”152 In response, Mnookin committed 

to meet with leaders from Hillel and the 

Orthodox Jewish organization Chabad, even 

as the university protected the content of 

the antisemitic statements (which invoked 

historical tropes and anti-Zionist sentiments) 

as free speech.

In the twenty-first century the university 

approached religion largely through diversity 

initiatives, including the 2014 Framework 

for Diversity report. That report cited recent 

university initiatives, including the founding 

of the Lubar Institute for the Study of the 

Abrahamic Religions in 2005 (in the wake 

of the September 11, 2001 attacks), as efforts 

to raise “the visibility of religious acceptance 

on campus.”153 The Lubar Institute was an 

interesting case to invoke in that it aimed at 

something more than visibility; its mission 

was “to create better understanding of the 

Abrahamic traditions and their interrelation-

ships” by enfolding clergy, theologians, and 

laity into proactive dialogue.154 Its closing in 

2016 marked the end of this comprehensive 

effort. The university’s primary focus on 

reducing discrimination and prejudice could 

be read as both a testament to the historical 

success and ongoing relevance of the ideal of 

nonsectarianism, or to a more pointed effort 

to demote religion’s saliency on campus. 

In another development that brings the 

story of nonsectarianism nearly full-circle, 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries were also defined by the university 

adjudicating the legal legacy of nonsectar-

ianism. Much in the same way as the U.S. 

Supreme Court decision in Dartmouth v. 

Woodward (1819) created an original context 

for UW’s commitment to nonsectarianism, 
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legal cases in the 2000s signalled something 

of a death knell of that ideal. 155 

In 1996, three UW-Madison law 

students challenged the university’s 

system of mandatory student fees to fund 

registered student organization activity. The 

students, led by Scott Harold Southworth, 

a self-identified conservative Christian, 

claimed that their rights of free speech, free 

association, and free exercise under the First 

Amendment were violated by having to fund 

the liberal-leaning Wisconsin Student Public 

Interest Research Group. The case made its 

way to the U.S. Supreme Court as Board of 

Regents of the University of Wisconsin System 

v. Southworth (2000). The court found that 

the student fee system was legal, but only so 

long as it distributed funds “with viewpoint 

neutrality as the operational principle.” 

Political and ideological expression, in 

its interpretation, undermined viewpoint 

neutrality. Thus, the court sided with 

Southworth, finding that viewpoint neutrality, 

and only viewpoint neutrality, assured that 

students’ First Amendment rights would not 

be violated. Situated in the longer history 

Figure 20: By the late 1990s, the URW (founded in 1958) counted 16 member organizations including historic 
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish organizations and a number of evangelical organizations, as well: Campus 
Crusade for Christ, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, and Navigators.155
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of nonsectarianism, the Southworth case 

secured the prominent place of “viewpoint 

neutrality” as the test for public universities 

(following a prior case, Rosenberger v. Rectors 

and Visitors of the University of Virginia [1995]) 

that diminished the historical tendency 

of nonsectarianism to promote religious 

expression. 156

Only a few years later, the university was 

again at the center of a viewpoint neutrality 

legal debate. In 2006, the university refused 

to fund, through mandatory student fees, 

any student activities that included prayer, 

worship, or proselytizing. The administration 

did so by citing support for these activities 

as violating the Establishment Clause of the 

First Amendment. In this case, the admin-

istration claimed it was not violating the 

standard of “viewpoint neutrality” cited, but 

rather legitimately engaged in subject matter 

discrimination.

As a consequence of UW-Madison’s 

policy, Badger Catholic (sponsored by St. 

Paul’s Catholic Center), the largest Catholic 

student group on campus, effectively lost 

all access to university funds in 2006. In 

Badger Catholic, Inc. v. Walsh, the student 

organization disputed UW-Madison’s 

decision and won. The university settled after 

an initial injunction from a federal court, but 

then reassumed its original position. The case 

wound its way to be reviewed by the Supreme 

Court, which refused to hear it in 2010, thus 

securing Badger Catholic’s victory.157

In these legal decisions, a vision of UW 

contributing to the public good by promoting 

nonsectarian religious expression was 

replaced with questions over toleration and 

recognition of religious expression itself. The 

ideal of nonsectarianism, in the form it took 

in 1848 and adapted in each subsequent 

generation, had little credence in the twenty-

first century.

There is an additional explanation for 

the troubles of nonsectarianism in addition 

to those referenced above—including the 

decline of historic Protestant ministries, 

changing religious demographics, declining 

religious identification, and legal rulings. 

In the same decades as nonsectarianism’s 

demise, the university undertook a concerted 

effort to address historic inequalities defined 

less by religion than by race, ethnicity, and 

class. The shift began in earnest with the 

“Final Report of the Steering Committee on 

Minority Affairs” in 1987, the first systematic 

study of minority affairs on campus. The 

report, colloquially named the Holley Report 

after committee chairperson Charles Holley, 

an undergraduate and co-president of the 

Black Student Union, proposed suggestions 

for a number of campus social problems, 

including lack of racial and ethnic diversity, 

sexism, discrimination, and lack of ethnic 

studies in the curriculum. The report 

observed that “in regard to promoting a 

truly multi-cultural community of learning, 

UW-Madison has fallen far short of its stated 

goals and ideals.”158 

The Holley Report is an important 



D E C L I N I N G  N O N S E C T A R I A N I S M   55

document in the recent history of 

UW-Madison. It set the university on a 

trajectory of deeper commitment to diversity 

initiatives that have continued into the 

2020s. For our purposes, it is notable that 

religion appeared fleetingly in the report. Its 

only mention in 88 pages is as part of the 

proposed strategy to increase undergraduate 

recruitment of ethnic minorities (to reach 

“parents, counselors, and religious/social 

organizations” with “high minority student 

concentration”) and as part of the purview 

of the Multicultural Student Center, founded 

in 1988 to support five groups in particular 

(African-Americans, American Indians, 

Chicanos, Asian Americans, and Puerto 

Ricans).159 The lack of attention to religious 

diversity aligned with the growth of area 

studies and ethnic studies in the preceding 

two decades. In those fields, religion was 

understood to be expressions of culture more 

than, in the words of the 1950s UW-Madison 

faculty, immutable parts of “human 

experience” on par with ethnic, sexual, and 

gender identities.

In the wake of the Holley Report, the 

university distanced itself from the type of 

religious engagement it had historically 

pursued and, by the 1990s, the university’s 

nonsectarianism was recast along the lines 

envisioned by the report. The university 

privileged diversity but was not particularly 

interested in the diversity of religious value 

statements. Rather than fostering competing 

religious discourses, the expansion of diversity 

was now considered best served by reducing 

religious discourses to minimize conflict.

The Multicultural Student Center and 

campus-wide diversity initiatives also 

resembled the functions of the University 

Religious Council in the 1950s. Institutionally, 

campus-wide diversity initiatives engaged 

dozens, if not hundreds, of entities on 

campus, channeling incentives and planning 

toward centralizing objectives. This type of 

pressure, which every sprawling institution 

like UW-Madison necessarily exercises, 

demoted promoting religious instruction 

and expression. In effect, this pressure had 

shifted, from an acute interest in nonsectar-

ianism in the 1950s, often at the expense of 

other metrics of diversity and representation, 

to the reverse in the 2020s. As public 

religiosity polarized along political lines 

in the 1980s, and as conservative religious 

bromides against public education increased, 

it was predictable that universities like 

UW-Madison demoted nonsectarianism. 

The demotion contrasted with the univer-

sity’s position in the mid-twentieth century, 

when religious identity was considered 

the preeminent dimension of diversity to 

be managed through nonsectarianism. 

The decline and collapse of the University 

Religious Council after the 1950s signalled a 

shift in university priorities at the very apex 

of religious identification on campus; the 

opening of the Multicultural Student Center 

signalled something of the same increased 

attention to racial and ethnic diversity over 
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the subsequent decades. 

The trends of the post-1970 era are not 

captured in simplistic narratives of religious 

“decline.” Instead, as John Schmalzbauer and 

Kathleen Mahoney have argued, there was 

a late twentieth century “revitalization” of 

religion at public universities in at least two 

ways: more evangelical students and students 

from minority religious traditions were 

admitted; and universities showed increased 

concern for broadening religious diversity 

as part of efforts toward inclusion.160 Both 

of these areas also provoked new tensions 

which are more discernable when the longer 

history of nonsectarianism is kept in mind. 

By the twenty-first century, UW-Madison 

was both in a very different posture toward 

religion than it had been historically, and  

yet was also acting in consonance with  

that history.



CONCLUSION

M A N A G I N G  A  C O M P L E X  I N H E R I TA N C E

The sweep of UW-Madison’s relations 

with organized religion reveals that the story 

contains no simple arc. This interpretation 

counters what many outsiders assume: that 

as a public university, UW-Madison was 

founded as and remains a secular institution, 

or that UW-Madison was at one point, in a 

distant golden age, a Christian university, but 

it is no longer hospitable to people of faith. 

In polarized debates over education and 

American culture, both of these narratives 

serve political ends but do not comport to 

the historical record. To those opposed to 

religious influence in public education, a 

flat interpretation places secularism at the 

core of UW-Madison’s identity. To those who 

oppose the influence of public universities, 

a declensionist interpretation posits that 

UW-Madison had strong religious influence 

at its founding, but that today it undermines 

authentic religion.

As this essay has demonstrated, however, 

the story of UW-Madison and organized 

religion is anything but flat or linear. The 

periodization of the history—stretching from 

Protestant nonsectarianism to diversifi-

cation—is intended to tell a narrative that is 

neither static nor inevitable. The distinction 

between public and land-grant educational 

missions is intended to nuance any summary 

of what the university’s singular vision for 

religion has been. At times UW-Madison 

paralleled broader trends in U.S. higher 

education, and at other times it conformed to 

local and institutionally-specific pressures. 

Brokering relationships, ideas, public expec-

tations, and state mandates, UW-Madison 

has forged ahead with a vested interest in 

educating the masses, among whom are 

those who are religious and those who are 

not.

The relations between UW-Madison and 
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organized religion offer a fascinating window 

into the core identity of the university and 

highlights three concluding thoughts.

1.  The ideal of nonsectarianism, while 
shifting in its goals and content 
over 175 years, has continued to 
animate UW-Madison. A preference 
for both avoiding sectarian conflict 
and promoting religion has often 
been a strength for UW-Madison’s 
reputation, but just as often a 
weakness perceived by outsiders—
especially those the university has 
deemed “sectarian,” denominational, 
or insufficiently compliant to the 
nonsectarian ideal. UW-Madison 
has enjoyed long periods of warm 
relations with Wisconsin’s religious 
population; however, when it 
has clashed with outsiders, its 
retreating to a nonsectarian 
posture has rarely resolved 
tensions; in some cases this posture 
has exacerbated them.

2.  From the perspective of the twenty-
first century, much of UW-Madison’s 
mission, public image, and values 
was forged in periods when nonsec-
tarianism was a high institutional 
priority. The Wisconsin Idea and the 
growth of the university into one of 
the largest centers of research in the 
world (to take two examples) occurred 
during periods when relations with 
organized religion—and religious 
life on campus—were at high marks 
of cooperation. This observation 
does not reduce UW-Madison’s 
cornerstone missional values to the 
influence of religion, but acknowl-
edges that the assumptions of 

the university contained religious 
dimensions. UW-Madison’s ability in 
the twenty-first century to revitalize 
these same missional priorities will, 
if history is any indication, depend on 
its ability to negotiate this history and 
maintain live relations with religious 
communities.

3.  A final insight is that the case of 
UW-Madison and organized religion 
is a microcosm of the challenges 
of religious pluralization that are 
evident in other parts of society. For 
example, the university’s priority 
since the 1980s to increase racial and 
ethnic diversity on campus echoes 
some of the challenges that religious 
pluralism posed in earlier eras. 
Essentially, UW-Madison originated 
as a monocultural project of liberal 
arts education (white New England 
Protestant) and land-grant mission 
(white Midwestern populist) that 
both accommodated and resisted 
efforts of religious pluralization. The 
university’s response to religious 
pluralization is not fixed or obvious. 
The influence of individuals—presi-
dents, chancellors, faculty, outside 
leaders, and students—matters.

In sum, this history can prompt a new 

evaluation of UW-Madison’s relationship 

to religion. Consider this historical 

reframing: while UW-Madison no longer 

hires university presidents who invoke the 

“kingdom of God” in official speeches, and 

while it is no longer known as a center of 

religiously-informed social reform research, 

UW-Madison in the twenty-first century has 



likely trained more “religious workers” than 

at any time in its past. Having completed 

their coursework, UW-Madison students 

by the hundreds, perhaps thousands, enter 

careers every year working for religious 

organizations, or non-profit organizations 

with religious commitments, or businesses 

with stated religious values or religious 

clients. Today there are also more churches, 

campus ministries, religious student organi-

zations, and courses on religious themes 

available to students at UW-Madison than 

at any previous time. This reframing should 

not be pressed into the service of an equally 

erroneous claim that today’s UW-Madison 

is more religious (or ripe for religious 

conversion) than previous generations. 

Rather, evaluating religiosity is less important 

than having a clear understanding of the 

dynamics that have shaped the relationship 

between the university and the organizations 

of campus religious life.161

A concluding note: this essay has been 

researched and written at Upper House, a 

Christian (nondenominational) study center 

opened in 2015. As a member of the URW 

with broadly evangelical commitments 

and a desire for ecumenical and interfaith 

cooperation, Upper House is one of the 

youngest entrants to this history. It will 

certainly not be the last. Understanding the 

past should encourage new members of the 

UW-Madison religious community to hold 

in equal tension postures of humility, hope, 

and gratitude. Humility in the evidentiary 

affirmation that, as the writer of Ecclesiastes 

reminds us, “there is nothing new under the 

sun.” Hope, that the dynamism between and 

within organized religious communities, the 

UW-Madison administration, faculty, and 

students continues to produce new align-

ments and new possibilities; tomorrow will 

not be exactly like yesterday. And gratitude 

for access to a past that has the potential to 

shed light on the present and inform how we 

approach the future.

Figure 21: Rebecca Blank, UW-Madison’s chancellor 
from 2013–2022, attended the same church (First 
Congregational) that a half dozen previous university 
presidents had. Here pictured in the Wisconsin 
Engineer magazine in 2013.161
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B A C C A L A U R E AT E  S E R M O N  T I T L E S  A N D  
P R E S I D E N T I A L  S P E A K E R S ,  1 8 7 4 – 1 9 1 3

The commencement address became a sermon during the Civil War era at UW-Madison.  

It was John Bascom, who joined UW-Madison as president in 1874, that turned the sermon into 

a separate event preceding commencement (usually on the Sunday prior), offering an annual 

statement from the office of the president on issues related to religion and education. Bascom’s 

successor, Thomas Chamberlin, did not approve of the practice and offered only two sermons 

in his four-year term. Charles Kendall Adams revived it as a consistent practice, while interim 

president Edward Birge offered one sermon during his first three-year tenure. Van Hise summoned 

Bascom back for his first two years but began the practice of merging commencement and the 

baccalaureate sermon into one event. With a few exceptions that stretched into the 1960s, this 

became the norm and concluded the era of the presidential sermon.

1874 – “Freedom from Faith” by John Bascom

1875 – “Faith and Reason” by John Bascom

1876 – “Seat of Sin” by John Bascom

1877 – “Education and the State” by John Bascom

1878 – “Common Schools” by John Bascom

1879 – “Growth by Government” by John Bascom

1880 – “Tests of a School-System” by John Bascom

1881 – “Truth and Truthfulness” by John Bascom

1882 – “The Lawyer and Lawyers’ Questions” by John Bascom

1883 – “The Natural and the Supernatural” by John Bascom

1884 – “The New Theology” by John Bascom

1885 – “Hero-Worship” by John Bascom

1886 – “Common Sense and Spiritual Insight” by John Bascom

1887 – “A Christian State” by John Bascom

1890 –  “The Appropriate Moral Field of Public Educational Institutions”  

by Thomas Chrowder Chamberlin

1892 –  “Religious Work in Connection with the University of Wisconsin”  

by Thomas Chrowder Chamberlin

1893 – “The Responsibilities of Liberty” by Charles Kendall Adams
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1894 – “The Limitations of Reform” by Charles Kendall Adams

1895 – “The Predominance of Character” by Charles Kendall Adams

1896 – “The University and the State” by Charles Kendall Adams

1897 – “The Present Obligations of a Scholar” by Charles Kendall Adams

1899 – “Irresistible Tendencies” by Charles Kendall Adams

1902 – “University Ideals” by Edward A. Birge

1904 – “Wisdom by Growth and Growth by Wisdom” by John Bascom

1905 – Untitled Baccalaureate Address by John Bascom

1907 – “The Attainment of Success” by Charles Van Hise

1913 – “The University Man in the Twentieth Century” by Charles Van Hise

62 A P P E N D I X  1



U W - M A D I S O N  S T U D E N T  R E L I G I O U S  A F F I L I AT I O N 
O V E R  T I M E ,  1 9 0 0 – 2 0 2 1  (All Numbers %)

Categories 1900162

(2,000)*
1928163

(8,000)*
1946
(18,500)*

1958
(17,000)*

1963164

(24,000)*
Categories**** 2016165

(43,000)*
2021
(47,000)*

PROTESTANT 90 70 64 59 51

CHRISTIAN 42 34

Lutheran 12 16 20 24 22

Presbyterian 13 10 9 7 6

Congregationalist 24 14 10 8 4

Episcopalian 8 7 5 4 4

Methodist 20 15 12 11 9

Baptist 8 5 2 2 2

Other *** 4 3 6 3 4

CATHOLIC 9 16 23 25 23

JEWISH <1 9 9 9 10 JEWISH 2 3

UNAFFILIATED/ 
NO PREFERENCE

<1 5 3 4 13 ATHEIST,  
AGNOSTIC, 

NONE

33 38

OTHER  
RELIGIONS**

1 3 3 19 23

MUSLIM 2 2

BUDDHIST 2 1

HINDU 1 3

OTHER/ 
MULTIFAITH

14 17
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*     Total Student Enrollment 
**   “Other Religions” includes Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and “Miscellaneous”
*** “ Other Protestant” includes at various times Unitarian, Christian Scientist,  

“Christian,” “Protestant,” and Evangelical-United Brethren.
****  The Campus Climate Surveys (2016 & 2021) included the following categories: 

Christian, Jewish, “Atheist, Agnostic, None,” Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and  
“Other/Multifaith.” 



U R W  M E M B E R  O R G A N I Z AT I O N S ,  1 9 5 9 – 2 0 2 3

Founded in 1958, the University Religious Workers became the principal organized body 

of religious representatives working on the campus of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Its 

membership, however, has changed significantly over time and reflects broader trends: the decline 

of historic Protestant denominational ministries; a growing evangelical presence; and the unstable 

nature of many of the ministries that do not have their own properties. As of 2023, the URW does 

not, however, reflect the significant diversification of students’ religious affiliations (documented in 

Appendix 2); Hillel remains the only non-Christian member.
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1959 (original members)166 1971167 1994168 2023169

Baptist Student Union (American 

Baptist)
Calvary Lutheran (LCMS) Calvary Lutheran (LCMS)

Concord House (Christian 
Science)

Calvary Lutheran (LCMS)
Channing-Murray Foundation 

(Unitarian)

Channing-Murray Foundation 

(Unitarian)

The Crossing Campus Ministry 
(formerly Madison Campus 

Ministry)

Channing-Murray Foundation 

(Unitarian)
Christian Science Center Christian Science Center Hillel (Reform Jewish)

Christian Science Center Evangelical Brethren Union First Congregational (UCC) Lutheran Campus Ministry (ELCA)

Evangelical Brethren Union Hillel (Reform Jewish) Hillel (Reform Jewish) Pres House (PCUSA)

First Congregational (UCC) Lutheran Campus Ministry (LCA) Lutheran Campus Ministry (ELCA) St. Francis House (Episcopal)

Hillel (Reform Jewish)

Madison Campus Ministry (merger 
of American Baptist, United 

Church of Christ, United Methodist, 
and United Presbyterian)

Madison Campus Ministry (merger 
of American Baptist, United 

Church of Christ, United Methodist, 
and United Presbyterian)

St. Paul’s (Catholic)

Lutheran Campus Ministry (AELC) St. Francis House (Episcopal) St. Francis House (Episcopal)
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship 

(non-denominational)

Pres House (Presbyterian) St. Paul’s (Catholic) St. Paul’s (Catholic)
UW Orthodox Christian Fellowship 

(Ss Cyril and Methodius 
[Ukranian] Orthodox Church)

St. Francis House (Episcopal) YMCA
Wisconsin Lutheran Chapel 

(WELS)

Wisconsin Christian Campus 
Ministries (formerly Christian 

Student Fellowship)

St. Paul’s (Catholic) YWCA
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship 

(non-denominational)
Blackhawk Church (Evangelical 

Free Church)

University Religious Council 

(UW-Madison)
American Society of Friends

Geneva Chapel (Christian 

Reformed)
Center for Religion and Global 

Citizenry (UW-Madison)

Wayland House (Wesley 

Foundation)
Chi Alpha (Assembly of God)

Orthodox Student Fellowship 
(Assumption Greek Orthodox 

Church)

The Navigators (non-denomi-
national)

YMCA Bahai Club
Christian Student Fellowship 

(non-denominational)
Upper House (non-denomina-

tional)

YWCA
Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship 

(non-denominational)
Edgewood College (Catholic-Do-

minican)

Latter Day Saints Institute of 

Religion
Grace Episcopal Church

Campus Crusade for Christ 
(non-denominational)

University United Methodist 

Church

Christian Student Fellowship 
(non-denominational)

Geneva Forum (Christian 

Reformed)

Assumption Greek Orthodox 

Church

Baptist Student Union (Southern 

Baptist)

 Original members

 New members by 1971

 New members by 1994

 New members by 2022
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1 In the following pages I alternate between 
“University of Wisconsin”/“UW” and “University of 
Wisconsin-Madison”/“UW-Madison” depending on the 
time-frame of the reference. Before 1971, what is now 
UW-Madison was known simply as the “University of 
Wisconsin” or “UW.” With the creation of the University 
of Wisconsin System, UW-Madison became part of a 
network of more than a dozen universities in the state of 
Wisconsin, with Madison being simply the oldest and 
largest campus.

2 “Rebecca M. Blank: The Teachings of 
the Church are Important for Me as an Effective 
Leader,” Faith & Leadership, April 9, 2016, https://
faithandleadership.com/rebecca-m-blank-the-teachings-
the-church-are-important-me-effective-leader, accessed 
August 30, 2022.

3 John Bascom, Education and the State: A Bacca-
laureate Sermon Delivered at the University of Wisconsin, 
June 17, 1877 (Madison: Democrat Co., 1877), 18.

4 https://win.wisc.edu/organizations?cate-
gories=2467

5 https://urwmadison.org/organizations/

6 James A. Yonker and Rosie E. Bae, UW-Madison 
2021 Student Campus Climate Survey Technical Report, 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2022), 12, 
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The University of Wisconsin and the Ideal of Nonsectarianism illuminates the long 

arc of UW’s relationship to organized religion, especially Christianity. After its 

founding in 1848, the school promoted a vision of public higher education that was 

thoroughly Protestant, but also detached from any particular denominational, or 

“sectarian,” expression. This posture both persisted and changed over the following 

century. As religious expression diversified in the twentieth century, and as wider 

religious pluralism became a reality at UW, the ideal of nonsectarianism came 

under intense pressure. Today its legacy is mixed, but it remains a key to under-

standing UW’s history and enduring relationship to religion. 
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