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orators, become ever more important.
Along with the talent, business humor

was on display. Discussing the end of the
dot.com bubble, Sir Ronald M. Cohen,
M.B.A. ’69, chairman of Apax Partners
Holdings (a private investment firm), said,
“We realized it was going to burst and so
we sold most of our public securities.”

Asked Sahlman, “Why didn’t you tell
the rest of us?”

Said Cohen, “Well, if we had all sold,…”
prompting Sahlman to interrupt, “Then
this campaign would be easy.”

It won’t be easy, and the outcome will be
important beyond HBS. This is the first
capital campaign during the administra-
tion of President Summers, and the first
conducted out from under the aegis of a
Harvard-wide e≠ort like the $2.6-billion
University Campaign that ended in 1999.
The relationships built with donors may
spill over to other schools and University
priorities, as education-minded HBS sup-
porters, for example, look to improve
American schools by engaging with faculty
and programs at the Graduate School of

Education. Such cross-school links were a
significant factor in pushing the University
Campaign’s fundraising total a half-billion
dollars beyond its goal.

Those subplots aside, the people who
gathered September 21 to celebrate HBS
and lead its campaign focused, first and
foremost, on its mission of educating busi-
ness leaders—a mission that Kim Clark
says “has never required as much new in-
vestment to pursue with excellence and
with its desired impact” on a changing
world since the school began.

Rethinking the
Divinity School
“The university is very healthy as a
whole. The immensely successful Ruden-
stine presidency has placed us in an ex-
cellent position to face some radical chal-
lenges in the next few decades. From
what I’ve seen of President Summers’s
initiatives and momentum, I have a feel-
ing that all of the faculties will be in-
volved in an era of real change—and op-
portunity—and that the Harvard of 30
years from now is going to be a lot
stronger and probably a lot di≠erent. The
only thing that could persuade me to be-
come a dean, late in my career when I
have a couple of unfinished books that I’d
like to be working on, is my belief that
this will be an era when Harvard is in one
of its periods of renewal and re-creation.
It’s an honor to be a small part of that.”

So says William A. Graham, who be-
came dean of Harvard Divinity School in
August, after serving as interim dean
since last January. Now 58, he has had
plenty of opportunity to study up on
Harvard. He earned a Ph.D. in compara-
tive history of religion and Islamic studies
from the Faculty of Arts and Sciences
(FAS) in 1973, and has since risen through
its professorial ranks to become Albert-
son professor of Middle Eastern studies
and professor of the history of religion.

Last spring, as interim dean, Graham
went with his faculty on a retreat. Subse-
quently, he organized them into three task
forces, which began in September to eval-
uate all of the school’s degree programs,
except for the doctoral program, which is

administered jointly with FAS. These in-
clude the three-year master of divinity
program, which has about 150 students,
most of whom are in training as Christian
ministers. The largest program, with 200
students, is a two-year course of study
leading to the master of theological stud-
ies degree, which may be pursued for a
wide variety of reasons—by a potential
academic as a run-up to the doctoral pro-
gram, by a journalist wishing to study
ethics. The third task force is reviewing
the one-year master of theology program. 

“It’s possible that a program could be
abandoned,” says Graham, “or completely
revised and changed in length and con-
tent. Almost everything is on the table in
these discussions, and I expect them to be
quite lively. But what I think I saw last
spring—and one of the things that en-
couraged me to…reorient my own plans
for the next five years or more—was a real
willingness of the faculty to rethink what
we’re doing here.”

Harvard has unusual strength in world
religions, “a strength that most divinity
schools, with the exception of Chicago,
probably can’t match,” says Graham. “Per-
haps we should build on that strength.”
Yet others wonder what the place of non-
Christian religions should be within an
ostensibly Christian divinity school.

Graham comes to his new job, and
the puzzlements that face the school,
with the tools of a strong scholar and an
experienced academic leader. A student
of the history of religion and a compara-
tivist, he is author of an influential work
on the oral uses of written texts in Hin-
duism, Christianity, and Islam, Beyond the

Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the
Histor y of Religion. He speaks Arabic,
French, and German fluently, and gets
along with a dictionary in Greek, Latin,
Dutch, Italian, Turkish, Persian, Sanskrit,
and Pali (a Buddhist scriptural language).
He speaks with strong geniality in Eng-
lish, with the slight Southern accent of a
native North Carolinian. (He did his un-
dergraduate work at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.)

Graham has taught a wide variety of
courses over the years, many of them cross-
listed at the Divinity School. Because of his
new responsibilities, he has had to cancel
two of them this year, an Arabic reading
course and a Core o≠ering that had more
than 300 students the last time out: “To
Far Places: Literature of Journey and

Thoroughgoing Harvardian William A. 
Graham changes course for Divinity Ave.
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Quest.” He will teach in the doctoral semi-
nar for second-year students in religion in
the spring, and he will retain his o∞ce in
FAS’s Barker Center for the Humanities.

The new dean has worn numerous ad-
ministrative hats, including director of the
Harvard Center for Middle Eastern Stud-
ies and chair of the Department of Near
Eastern Languages and Civilizations.
Since 1991 he has also been master of Cur-
rier House; his wife, co-master Barbara
Graham, is associate director of the Har-
vard University Library for administration
and programs. Their son, Powell, 14, is a
freshman at Roxbury Latin. 

The Grahams expect to decide by
Christmastime whether to stay on at Cur-
rier after this academic year. The Divinity
School has been without a permanent dean
for the past four years, and faculty and stu-
dents express some sentiment that a sense
of stability would be encouraged should
the Grahams take up residence in the dean-
ery on Francis Avenue, close by the school.
(Graham’s predecessor in the o∞ce, al-
though at his request he was not called
“dean,” was Father J. Bryan Hehir, a dioce-
san priest whom all knew was on loan and
could at any time be assigned elsewhere.
He now heads Catholic Charities USA in
Virginia [see “A Divinity Activist,” Novem-
ber-December 2001, page 76].)

Graham may be the first person without
ministerial training to lead the school. He
is a church-going Protestant whose reli-
gious beliefs do not match up exactly with
any denomination. “Study of other reli-
gions introduces a certain degree of rela-
tivism in one’s own self-understanding of
what faith is about,” he says. “I don’t see
one tradition having a monopoly on truth.
I’m enough of an historian to feel that reli-
gious communities and theologies are hu-
manly conditioned e≠orts to apprehend
whatever is beyond our apprehension. To
recognize the contingency of the human
side of religious faith still leaves open all
sorts of possibilities on the transcendent
side, things that we’re not given to know
and can only speculate about in the end, or
judge from our own experience ultimately. 

“I have some di∞culty with organized
religion in general,” Graham adds. “Orga-
nizations tend to get wrapped up in them-
selves, rather than in their object and pur-

pose. It’s a problem for every institution.”
Graham hopes to lead his faculty to re-

consider the school’s complex mission, to
recruit new colleagues, to overhaul the
curriculum as need be. How will he fare in
a school described by some observers as
strangled by organized dogmas? 

Three years ago, List professor of Jewish
studies Jon D. Levenson ’71, Ph.D. ’75, was
quoted in these pages (see “The 30 Years’
War,” September-October 1999, page 57)
as saying, “In the old days, one was re-
quired to believe certain theological dog-
mas: the incarnation of God in Jesus, the
Resurrection, and so on. Now the school
requires that one subscribe to radical fem-
inism, to inclusive language, to their views
on homosexuality and a∞rmative ac-
tion….Political correctness is the new or-
thodoxy.”

“I am not sympathetic to dogma of any
kind,” says Graham. “The great privilege
—and therefore responsibility—that we in
the university have is precisely the readi-
ness to listen to every point of view and
not disparage it. We may refute it, and be
as vehement as we have to be, as long as we
are doing that on the playing field of ideas. 

“Debate will always be heated in the
area of religion,” he believes. “People will
feel their faith challenged by challenges to
particular ideas. The key thing is respect
for one’s interlocutors. That makes it pos-
sible for people to clash with each other
without it becoming an irrational matter
of conformity to dogma.

“One of the sad facts of history is that
those who have been oppressed tend to be-
come oppressors. We see it around the
world all the time [and] in the intellectual
world as well. But in my brief time at the
Divinity School,” says Graham, “I haven’t
seen the emergence of orthodoxies that
anyone is demanding people conform to.
The potential is there in several di≠erent
areas, no question. But I like to think that
both students and faculty in the end will
opt for rational debate rather than oppres-
sion of any particular viewpoint.”

Professorial turnover at the school “is
possibly going to be not massive, but no-
table, in the next five to 10 years because
of the age of the faculty,” says Graham.
“We have a heavily tenured faculty, and
that means we need a lot of new blood.” 

He cites three outstanding faculty ap-

pointments in the past year—in American
Christian history, in Buddhist studies, in
Meso-American and Latino-Christian
studies—and hopes to add seven or eight
junior and senior people in the next two
years. “That will immediately change the
demographics of a faculty of just under 40
people,” he notes.

Certain obvious fields must be covered
by new hires, but Graham subscribes to
the “Red Auerbach system of selection,” a
reference to the man who put together
some superb basketball teams for the
Boston Celtics. “We don’t worry so much
about the positions they play. We want re-
ally outstanding individuals, and if we in-
sist upon hiring only outstanding faculty,
we’ll be all right.

“The last big surge that this school ex-
perienced, in the late 1950s and ’60s, hap-
pened,” says Graham, “because a variety of
young scholars came to the school at the
same time and built the strongest New
Testament department probably in the
world and strong theology studies. There
followed a period when, arguably, this was
the place where everybody wanted to
come. I think that’s possible again.”

A Cluster of
(Scholarly) Stars
The radcliffe institute, spreading
its wings as a center for advanced study
a∞liated with a major research university,
is extending the reach of its fellowship
program literally to the edge of the cos-
mos. A “cluster” of seven fellows ap-
pointed for the 2002-2003 academic year
plans to pursue studies in theoretical
physics, astronomy, and planetary sci-
ences. As such, it melds several of the in-
stitute’s interests: promoting research at
the frontiers of knowledge—and crossing
institutional boundaries in the process;
supporting the work of women in science;
building bridges to Harvard’s faculties;
and enabling promising young scholars to
advance professionally and intellectually.

The intersection of physics, astronomy,
and astrophysics proved an ideal starting
point, says Barbara J. Grosz, Radcli≠e’s
dean of science and Higgins professor of
natural sciences in the Faculty of Arts and

JHJ-51-67  10/7/02  10:45 PM  Page 62

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746.


