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“Let your women keep silence in the churches,” declares Paul in Corinthians 14:34. 
Catherine Brekus specializes in hearing the voices of America’s early female religious 
leaders, nearly lost to history—a casualty of neglect, or sometimes a more deliberate 
excision from the historical record. Her work has required some sleuthing—!nding 
manuscripts scattered across libraries and antiquarian societies—and deep dives into 
material history, learning about everything from eighteenth-century medicine to laundry. 
Always striving for “empathetic engagement with the past,” Brekus easily gets swept 
up in describing past events. Her voice drops as she describes the revival leader at the 
center of her most recent book, Sarah Osborne’s World, noting the irony that a “free 
will person” should be the historian to delve into these !ercely Calvinist writings. In an 
interview upon winning the 2013 Aldersgate Prize (which annually recognizes works of 
Christian scholarship), Brekus said that in imagined debates, Osborne has “tried very 
hard to convince me”—though without success. “I did not like studying history in high 
school,” the Warren professor of the history of religion at Harvard Divinity School 
confesses, smiling. “I was always good at it…but the idea is that you memorize a lot of 
facts, mostly about political history, and what happened when.” When she taught the 
subject to high-school students for two years, Brekus noticed that textbooks “have this 
narrative of political events…and then you have this little human-interest thing in a box. 
That was where the women would appear. My goal as a historian,” she adds, “is to get 
women out of those boxes and into the main texts.” !SOPHIA NGUYEN

C a t h e r i n e  B r e k u s

have shifted to team-based learning, or to 
flipped classrooms in which students ab-
sorb material on their own time by watch-
ing videos; a number of schools have also 
asked their students to complete a scholarly 
research project after their clerkship year, 
says Hundert. But HMS is unusual in that 
“We’re making all of these changes at once, 
and in an amazingly integrated way.”

The changes, the result of a three-year, 
faculty-led process, were deemed neces-
sary at least in part because both biomed-
ical science and the practice of medicine 
itself are changing rapidly. Hundert tells 
arriving students that “half of what we 
teach you during four years of medical 
school is going to turn out to be wrong or 
irrelevant by the time you graduate.” Or 
as Gordon professor of medical education 
Richard Schwartzstein puts it, “Facts are 
necessary, but they are not su0cient. And 
there are too many facts for everybody to 
learn anyhow, so let’s get away from this 
notion that you could possibly learn them 
all, even if you wanted to.”

The institution of a scholarly research 
requirement, beginning with the class of 
2015, created the opportunity for students 
to work closely with a faculty member in a 
focused area of interest, but under the two 
plus two model, the research took place 
during the summer after the first year. 
This timing meant students had to choose 
a project mentor just months after arriving 
on campus, says Keenan Mahan, president 
of the class of 2018 and president of the 
HMS and Harvard School of Dental Medi-
cine (HSDM) Student Council. “It felt a 
lot like speed dating.”

Mahan, a member of the last class un-
der the old curriculum, says that some 
of his peers are involved in their summer 
internship now, but others haven’t been 
able even to start them because of Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) deliberations 
over research involving human subjects. 
By the time his classmates write up their 
research projects in their third or fourth 
year, their biomedical interests may have 
turned elsewhere. In the new curriculum, 
the project will start at the end of the 
third year and continue into the fourth. All 
the students Mahan has talked to think 
this shift is “excellent.” (The exception to 
the new curriculum: the 30 or so students 
enrolled annually in the Health Sciences & 
Technology program jointly run with MIT 
will continue in the two plus two format, 
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