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Father J. Bryan Hehir from the start was on loan to Harvard.
When he came to teach at the Divinity School and be part of
the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs in 1992, he
also had an ecclesiastical assignment as pastor of St. Paul’s
Church in Cambridge.When President Neil L. Rudenstine asked
Hehir (pronounced hare) to take on the leadership of the Divin-
ity School in 1999, the diocesan priest was spending part of each
week in Baltimore, providing policy analysis and advice to
Catholic Relief Services, the relief and development agency of
the Catholic bishops of the United States.To signal that he had
responsibilities elsewhere, Hehir was not called dean, although
he functioned as dean, but rather chair of the Divinity School
executive committee, and in announcing his appointment,
Rudenstine noted that Harvard might not have Father Hehir’s
services for long. Now the church has called him to a new set of
tasks, and on January 1, 2002, he will become president of
Catholic Charities USA, a network of more than 1,400 social-
service agencies with headquarters in Virginia.

The appointment of a Roman Catholic to lead Harvard’s di-
vinity school was a first and seemed to some observers remark-
ably ecumenical. Hehir says today that he found dealing with the
complex life of the school, with its multiple constituencies, chal-
lenging and stimulating, and through his contacts with the presi-
dent and other deans, he came to sense what an extraordinary
number of things go on at Harvard and how much people ex-
pect of it. Though brief, his time at the top was “very satisfying”
and “a great experience.” From his perspective, the fact that he
is Catholic was “neither a burden nor a problem,” and he en-
countered nothing but “openness and cooperation.”

The faculty of the school, he points out, is “very rich and di-
verse in its background and traditions.” He made it more so,
overseeing the establishment of newly endowed professorships

that will enhance the school’s work in Buddhist, Islamic, and
women’s studies, and on the role of religion in international con-
flict. He also brought to fruition a campaign to raise $11 million
to add two floors and a modern infrastructure to the Andover-
Harvard Theological Library, and he saw through to completion
the transformation of historic Divinity Hall from a down-at-heel
dormitory to a spiffy new facility with many faculty offices.

Hehir has regularly taught “The Use of Force: Political and
Moral Criteria,” a course offered both in the Divinity School and
the Kennedy School. He explores the ethics of war and to that
end looks at weapons of mass destruction, large-scale conven-
tional war, and the problems of humanitarian interventions.With
University Professor Stanley Hoffmann, he has taught a Core
course in the College on ethics and international affairs. And he
has taught about Catholic social ethics and bioethics.

What are his views about stem-cell research? “I’m a great be-
liever that if you deal with the intersection of ethics and some
field,” says Hehir, “you’ve got to be immersed in the nature of
the problem. I don’t understand the science of stem-cell re-
search and couldn’t offer any more than a layman’s view.”

Interviewed for this article in late August, he was asked what
he thought of the Bush administration’s stance in the world,
which at the time seemed noninterventionist. “It’s part of a
much larger debate that has been going on since the end of the
Cold War about how the United States should understand its
place in the world,” says Hehir. “One argument is that the U.S. is
a great power and should act like one, and what great powers
do is to deal with other great powers and not get involved in sit-
uations like Somalia, Rwanda, even Kosovo.The alternative argu-
ment says that the U.S. ought to be something else in addition to
a great power: that it ought to be willing to expend time, trea-
sure, talent, money, and lives in situations where there are mas-

A Divinity Activist

ing group’ was a term people used fresh-
man year only, when they were getting
into their Houses. Now we have sopho-
mores, juniors, seniors who still talk about
their blocking groups,” says Jamie Ciocco
’94, who lived in North (now Pforzheimer)
House as an undergraduate and has served
as a resident tutor in Adams for five years.
Cut o≠ from living with larger networks of
their peers, students chose to stick with 15
people like themselves, instead of fulfilling
the administration’s hope and branching
out. What’s more, huge blocking groups—
particularly if they were homogeneous—
made a truly random population unlikely
in any given House. One year Cabot House
received very few female sophomores; in
another, Mather House had so many var-
sity athletes that it was in danger of violat-

ing the NCAA rule against athletic dormi-
tories. (Part of this was due to the popula-
tion that existed before randomization,
but the new additions pushed it over the
edge.) Subsequent administrative fine-
tuning ameliorated the situation.

The situation was compounded by stu-
dents who wanted to preserve the old
House personalities at all costs. Even if the
residents of a given House were not homo-
geneous, the culture of each House usually
reflected its stereotypes, discouraging
some newcomers. “Randomization was
particularly tough on Adams House, be-
cause at the time I was a freshman, there
was a definite population of students who
were a little afraid of Adams, who didn’t
identify with the stereotype of Adams and
didn’t want to live here,” says Ciocco. He

recalls an Adams House with people who
dressed all in black and smoked in the din-
ing hall, with an unusual predominance of
English concentrators and a strong tradi-
tion of drama, and with traditions like
Drag Night and a sadomasochism-themed
Halloween masquerade.

But over time, the edges softened.
“When I was a sophomore and attended
House Committee meetings, they were
non-inclusive and pretty much run by
men,” says Katie Murphy ’01, who served
as cochair of the Adams House Committee
in 2000. During her first year in the House,
the meetings were held in seniors’ dorm
rooms. “Nobody in my class actually at-
tended,” says Murphy. “I was pretty much
the only one who broke through the front.”
But spring semester brought a new—and
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more inclusive—set of committee chairs:
“They had meetings in places that were
lighted and accessible.” Murphy and her
cochair changed things even more a year
later: they advertised meetings, putting up
posters and sending out announcements
over the House e-mail list. House-wide
parties filled the Molotov Café, drawing in
students who’d previously feared that
shadowy, candle-lit basement lair. The
new master and co-master, Judith Palfrey
and Sean Palfrey, coordinated a series of
“Life Seminars,” inviting experts to give
presentations and lead discussions on such
useful topics as cooking the basics, fixing a
bicycle, and preparing one’s taxes. Imme-
diately post-randomization, attendance at
traditional House events—not just Drag
Night or the masquerade, but also the

Winter Swing and the Spring Waltz—
dropped severely. Since then, House chairs
have been working to bring the crowds
back. “We had a tough time trying to dis-
pel this image of the House as gay, black-
wearing, and artsy,” says Murphy.

But the loss of that image, and the move
toward mainstream, inclusive events,
means that something real is also lost.
Drag Night and the masquerade, for in-
stance, live on, but the culture that went
with them is relegated to further reaches
of the College. “Drag night started as a cel-
ebration of being out,” says Ciocco, who
dressed up in a peach-colored, floor-
length bridesmaid’s gown and matching
dyed satin pumps to sing a song entitled
“Bridesmaid Blues” for last year’s Drag
Night. “It was much more of an activist

event. Now, for better or for worse, it’s be-
come kind of campy, and it’s become a lot
safer for straight students.”

So where exactly has the gay commu-
nity gone? And for that matter, the black
community, the Asian community, the
white-collar aristocratic community? The
groups needed other means for associat-
ing with one another and distributing
needed information—and the Internet ap-
peared on the scene at just the right time.
Now all that the head of such a group
must do is send out an announcement on
its e-mail list; most members will likely
know about the event within minutes.

Still, extracurricular groups can’t al-
ways fill the void left when a space-based
community is removed. “When you join
[the Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian, Transgen-

sive human-rights violations but not necessarily an identifiable,
material, U.S. interest.To some degree the Bush administration
came into office with a strong critique of the Clinton adminis-
tration’s willingness to get involved in some of those situations.
But I think it has become clear, that it’s not possible just to
walk away from these matters. As the administration now deals
with Bosnia and Macedonia and Kosovo, it, too, feels the pull of
these questions. My view is that we ought to be a great power
plus. But that is a contested view, and you will find loads of
Harvard people on all sides of this issue, that’s for sure.”

President Lawrence H. Summers has yet to name a succes-
sor to Hehir, and an interim dean may occupy the office while
a search goes on. Hehir can suggest many
items for his successor’s agenda, but one that
has occupied him is the development of closer
ties between the Divinity School and other
parts of the University. He sees lots of poten-
tial in dialogue “on a range of issues, particu-
larly in the public dimensions of religion as it
relates to politics, and law, and business, and
medicine.”

Catholic Charities, says Hehir, is devoted “to placing the so-
cial teaching and the resources of the Catholic church at the
service of those most vulnerable in this society, and its focus
tends to be on poverty, social and economic justice, and the
stability of family life and how you reinforce that.What my new
post does for me is to take my concern with the issues I’ve
taught for 30 years—Catholic social teaching and the role of
the church in public policy—and place them in the context of
another institution in the Catholic community. I’m just inter-
ested in making sure that the church maximizes its potential in
the service of people and, secondly, that it can contribute intel-
lectually and substantively to the public-policy debate in the
United States.”

Father Hehir,
the renewed
Divinity School
library behind
him, moves on
to the next
stage of a ca-
reer devoted
to dialogue
and service.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n
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