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Abstract What role does organized religion play in the life
of the American campus? Among both scholarly and popular observers, the university has long been regarded as
secular territory. Contrary to the .cphsecularization thesis,
the history of campus religion is not a declension narrative.
This essay provides an overview of the student religious
landscape in America, focusing most of its attention on
schools that are not affiliated with a religious tradition. It
identifies six signs of religious vitality on campus: 1) the
expansion of evangelicalism; 2) the revitalization of Catholic student organizations; 3) the reinvention of campus Judaism; 4) the growth of new immigrant and alternative
religions; 5) the beginnings of renewal in mainline Protestant campus ministries; 6) the embrace of spirituality by
student affairs professionals. Noting several recent studies
on education and religiosity, it concludes that college is not
especially damaging to religious commitment.
Keywords Religion . Secularization . Higher education .
Campus ministry . Student spirituality . Colleges and
universities
What role does organized religion play in the life of the
American campus? 1 Among both scholarly and religious
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observers, the university has long been regarded as secular
territory. Writing in the Atlantic, a 1928 Harvard graduate
described the “wholesale apostasy of the younger generation,” recounting “what college did to my religion.” Recent
works have sounded a similar theme. In books like How to
Stay Christian in College (2004), evangelicals have portrayed higher education as a threat to religious faith. In a
more academic vein, historians have chronicled the marginalization of campus religious groups, telling a tale of
declension.2
There is a good deal of truth in the secularization narrative. At many elite universities the Gothic Revival chapel at
the center of campus sits empty except for Sunday morning
services that attract a handful of worshippers. Once overflowing with young Methodists and Presbyterians, Wesley
and Westminster Foundations face tighter budgets and lower
student participation. The once massive student Christian
movement is a shadow of its former self after selfdestructing in the late 1960’s.3
At the same time, it is an open question whether campus
life has fully secularized. While mainline Protestantism no
longer dominates student life, new movements have filled
the religious vacuum. Nearly invisible at the end of
World War II, evangelical parachurch groups are among
the largest religious organizations on campus. Reflecting
a renaissance in campus Judaism, Hillel and Chabad are
enjoying impressive growth. So are Mormon Institutes
of Religion. Likewise, the presence of Hindu Students
Councils and Buddhist Student Associations continues
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to expand. Far from secular, the campus has become a
“spiritual marketplace.”4
Contrary to the secularization thesis, the history of
campus religion is not a declension narrative. A mixture
of cyclical and linear motifs, it resembles the larger
fluctuations in American religion. When older denominations lose their followers, they are replaced by religious newcomers. The result, note Roger Finke and
Rodney Stark, “is not a decline in religion, but only a
decline in the fortunes of specific religious organizations
as they give way to new ones.” In a similar way, flagging campus ministries are replaced by newer religious
groups. Sometimes they recycle elements from the past.
Sometimes they introduce religious innovations. As in
the wider story of American religion, the result is not
decline, but revitalization.5
This essay provides an overview of the student religious
landscape in America, focusing most of its attention on
schools that are not affiliated with a religious tradition. It
identifies six signs of religious vitality on campus: 1) the
expansion of evangelicalism; 2) the revitalization of Catholic student organizations; 3) the reinvention of campus
Judaism; 4) the growth of new immigrant and alternative
religions; 5) the beginnings of renewal in mainline Protestantism; 6) the embrace of spirituality by student affairs
professionals. This chapter concludes by discussing the
impact of college on student religiosity and the state of
religion on campus.6
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Fellowship of Christian Athletes, and the Navigators. An
additional 130,000 college students were involved in ministries sponsored by conservative Protestant denominations.7
It did not start out that way. In 1960 only 60 campus
ministers worked for InterVarsity. Slightly larger, Campus Crusade had just 109 staff members. Both were
dwarfed by the 1,300 clergy employed in denominational and ecumenical campus ministries. Not surprisingly,
the landmark studies of campus ministry barely mentioned either group. Only Harvey Cox was prescient
enough to notice the rise of campus evangelicalism. In
a forgotten passage of The Secular City (1965), Cox
called InterVarsity “a remarkable organization,” notable
for its “lay-led, highly visible, and extremely mobile”
approach. Criticizing mainline Protestants for erecting
denominational foundations “next to the world of the
university,” he praised InterVarsity’s decision to “live in
the same world with everyone else.”8 In reviving campus evangelicalism, InterVarsity drew on a long tradition
of student religious organizing going back to John Wesley’s Holy Club, the nineteenth-century college missionary societies, and the campus YMCA. This lay-oriented
organizational strategy was a recipe for rapid growth.
Starting with 22 chapters at the beginning of the 1940’s,
InterVarsity had established a presence on 277 campuses
by the 1946–1947 academic year. When Cox caught up
with the organization in 1964–1965, it had grown to
772 chapters with 9,053 students. Today, 35,000 students participate in 893 chapters on 576 campuses.9

The Expansion of Campus Evangelicalism
7

The decline of mainline Protestant campus ministries after
1970 left a hole in the religious ecology of American higher
education. Yet instead of leading to the secularization of
student life, the displacement of the mainline made room for
a host of religious newcomers. The most successful of these
newcomers were the evangelical parachurch groups. In 2012
well over 120,000 students were active in the likes of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, Campus Crusade for Christ, the
4
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Absent such qualitative research, organizational statistics are the
best we have to work with.

Figures for evangelical parachurch groups are taken from the Campus
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groups, see John Hall, “Student Ministries Survive by Coping with Cultural, Denominational Changes,” Associated Baptist Press News 9 October
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http://www.intervarsity.org/about/our/vital-statistics. Despite a slight
decline in student participation during a time of organizational restructuring in the late 1980s, InterVarsity has enjoyed steady growth since
1990.
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InterVarsity wasn’t the only conservative Protestant
group to find success in the vineyards of American higher
education. The largest evangelical campus ministry was
founded in 1951 by a California businessman named Bill
Bright. Beginning with one chapter at UCLA, Campus
Crusade (now known as Cru) currently reaches 73,000
students on 1,140 campuses.10 Influenced by the pragmatist
and pietist streams of American evangelicalism, Bright was
a religious entrepreneur. Once described as the Henry Ford
of campus ministry, he presided over an organization that
resembled a “well-run company.”11 In its business-like approach, Cru also resembled the YMCA and the Student Volunteer Movement. Like the Y, it kept careful track of the
statistical bottom line, tallying the number of “decisions,”
“exposures,” and “total students involved” each year.12
Much of the growth in parachurch organizations is
due to the presence of Asian-American evangelicals.
Since the late 1970’s the number of Asian Americans
in InterVarsity has risen by over 260 %. Currently,
racial and ethnic minorities make up 36 % of InterVarsity’s students.13 More than any other tradition, evangelicalism has pioneered the niche marketing of campus
religion. Along with ethnic-specific groups for Blacks,
Asians, and Latinos, InterVarsity and Cru have reached
out to fraternities and sports teams. Currently, Greek
InterVarsity ministers to 2,900 undergraduates, while
Cru’s Athletes in Action maintains a network of
15,000 students and alumni. Present in high schools
and colleges, the Fellowship of Christian Athletes reaches over 340,000 young people. At many universities,
evangelicalism is the unofficial religion of intercollegiate athletics. While aimed at a different audience,
evangelical ministries to Ivy League students have a
similar goal: “to influence the influencers.” At Princeton
University, one-tenth of the student body participates in
an evangelical group. Maintaining ministry centers at
three Ivy League institutions, Christian Union has a
budget of $3.3 million. In 2011 the organization hosted
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the Ivy League Congress on Faith and Action, drawing
400 students to a Cambridge, Massachusetts hotel.14
The influence of evangelicalism on campus is not confined
to parachurch organizations. Countless Bible studies fly under
the radar, unaffiliated with any national group. In addition,
several conservative Protestant denominations maintain a
strong presence in higher education. Active on 275 campuses,
the Assemblies of God ministers to 25,000 college students, up
from 13,000 in 2003. Reaching over 10,000 students on 100
campuses, Reformed University Fellowship represents the
evangelical Presbyterian Church in America. On any given
Sunday, 8,000 students worship in the campus ministry centers
run by the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. Last but not least,
87,000 students are actively involved in Southern Baptist collegiate ministries. According to a Baptist official, “Campus
ministries outside the Bible Belt – such as in New England,
California and the Northwest – are multiplying rapidly.”15
Evangelical campus ministries serve a substantial pool of
evangelical students. According to UCLA’s landmark study
on the spiritual life of college students, one-fourth of freshmen claim the born again label.16 Far from destructive to
evangelical faith, colleges and universities may actually
strengthen it. A 2011 study found that evangelicals who
attend college have higher rates of church attendance and
prayer than those who do not. About 40 % of conservative
Protestants with some college have been involved in a

14

Data on InterVarsity’s Greek ministries is taken from http://www.
intervarsity.org/about/our/vital-statistics. Data on FCA can be found at
http://fca.org/assets/2012/06/FCA-Ministry-Report-Lg-2011-Final.pdf.
For more on Athletes in Action, see http://www.athletesinaction.org/
about/. See also DeBerg, (2002) The phrase “influence the influencers”
comes from a profile of Christian Union by MacDonald, (2009). The
Princeton statistic is from Lindsay, (2007). For more information on
Christian Union, see http://involve.christian-union.org/site/PageServer?
pagename=homepage. See also Scott, (2011).
15
The Ivy Jungle report on “The State of College and University Ministry”
was retrieved from http://www.ivyjungle.org/GenericPage/DisplayPage.
aspx?guid=6E181B64-8F79-4CD0-A8E9-AA71B441605C. Ivy Jungle
reported that between 10,000 and 12,000 students participating in Reformed University Fellowship (2001 data). According to the 2011 RUF
webpage, the group is active on over 100 campuses, up from 65 in 2001.
That information is available at http://www.ruf.org/learn-about-ruf/whowe-are/. Chi Alpha data can be found at http://www.chialpha.com/AboutXA/how-we-got-here.html. The 2003 Chi Alpha figure is from the 2003–
2004 Chi Alpha Census Summary, Assemblies of God. Data on student
participation in Missouri Synod campus centers is available at http://
www.in.lcms.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=
34&Itemid=41. Southern Baptist Convention data and quotation from
official can be found in John Hall, “Student Ministries Survive by Coping
with Cultural, Denominational Changes,”Associated Baptist Press News 9
October 2003, at http://www.thealabamabaptist.org/print-edition-articledetail.php?id_art=748&pricat_art=5.
16
The Spiritual Life of College Students: A National Study of College
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Spiritual_Life_College_Students_Full_Report.pdf.

118

campus religious group.17 Though barely on the radar
screen in the 1960’s, evangelicals are an unavoidable part
of the campus religious landscape today.

The Revitalization of Catholic Student Organizations
Like evangelicals, Catholics have maintained a large presence
in American higher education, employing approximately
2,200 campus ministers. According to a Georgetown University study, there are 1,351 Catholic campus ministry organizations in the United States, three-fourths of which are found
on non-Catholic campuses. At non-sectarian institutions,
22 % of Catholic seniors frequently attend religious services,
while 50 % do so occasionally.18
Once regarded as a place for “Catholic ping-pong,” Catholic campus ministries were not always embraced by church
officials. This changed in the decades following Vatican
II.19 By 1981 historian Jay Dolan could call the Newman
movement “one of the most popular and creative ministries
of the church.”20 In 1985 the U.S. Catholic Bishops issued a
landmark pastoral letter, “Empowered by the Spirit: Campus
Ministry Faces the Future.”21 As Catholic campus ministries
entered the 1990’s, they faced new challenges. On the one
hand, many Newman centers reported healthy attendance
and “growing interest in religion among college students.”22
On the other hand, budget cuts made it difficult for campus
ministries to take advantage of this spiritual curiosity. In
1996 the National Catholic Reporter described “dramatic
cutbacks . . . in a number of dioceses.”23
In the face of such adversity, campus ministries have been
forced to innovate. Since the 1990’s, Catholic student centers
have engaged in serious fundraising efforts, with 15 %
employing a development officer. At the University of Kansas, the well-funded St. Lawrence Center has received 90 % of
its budget from private donations. These funds have subsidized a great books symposium, courses on Catholic doctrine,
an Institute for Faith and Culture, as well as a full schedule of
Masses and service activities. More recently, Yale University’s
Catholic campus ministry raised $70 million for a new
17

Philip Schwadel, (2011). See also Briggs, (2011). See also Uecker et
al., (2007). The statistic on conservative Protestant campus ministry
participation can be found in Smith, (2009).
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Education Research Institute and reported in Reilly, (2003).
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21
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, Empowered by the Spirit:
Campus Ministry Faces the Future, 15 November 1985, available at
http://old.usccb.org/education/highered/empowered.shtml.
22
Rice, (1994).
23
Jones, (1996).
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Catholic student center. Completed in 2006, it includes space
for a lecture hall, music room, volunteer center, dining room,
meditation chapel, and library. New projects are also underway at Duke and Ohio State. While Duke’s Newman Center
recently tripled its staff, Ohio State’s Catholics has completed
a $1.2 million capital campaign. Across the nation, the Petrus
Development firm is helping Catholic campus ministries professionalize their fundraising. In a similar way, the Catholic
Campus Ministry Association has sponsored training sessions
on development.24
At most schools, the mainstays of Catholic campus ministry programs are Sunday and weekday masses, retreats,
and service projects. Sixty-four percent of programs at private non-Catholic institutions and 73% of those at public
universities offer lectures on church teachings, while about
half of programs at both types of institutions offer the Rite
of Christian Initiation for Adults.25
To be sure, Catholic campus ministries have not been
without conflict or controversy. Like Catholic colleges and
universities, they have been accused of departing from orthodox Catholic doctrine. The Newman Center at the University of Minnesota was closed after repeated clashes
between Archdiocese-appointed Paulist priests and a progressive staff of lay people. The campus ministry has been
relocated to a nearby parish. At the University of Toronto,
conservative protesters complained about the appearance of
theologian Gregory Baum.26
Emphasizing orthodoxy and renewal, some groups have
taken a page from the playbook of evangelical parachurch
organizations. Established in 1998, the Fellowship of Catholic University Students (FOCUS) has embraced Pope John
Paul II’s call for a “new evangelization.” Like the evangelical ministries it emulates, FOCUS has experienced a dramatic increase in membership, growing from 24 students in
1998 to 4,000 in 2011. Employing 260 campus missionaries, it maintains a presence at 74 institutions. By 2014
FOCUS hopes to have 537 campus missionaries at
work in the United States.27 Ministering to a more elite
Jones, “Campus Ministry Fills Need as Funds Shrink,” 10. The 15 %
figure comes from Donovan, (2003). The $70 million figure comes
from “New Church Management Group Called Testament to Lay
Generosity,” Catholic News Service, 12 July 2005, available at http://
www.catholicnews.com/data/briefs/cns/20050712.htm. For more on the
St. Thomas More Catholic Chapel and Center at Yale see http://www.yale.
edu/stm/development/. For more on the St. Lawrence Catholic Campus
Center at the University of Kansas, see http://www.st-lawrence.org/. Information on Duke, Ohio State, and the Petrus Development firm is available
at http://www.petrusdevelopment.com/.
25
Gray and Bendyna, (2003).
26
Berggren, (1998); Malcolm, (1996).
27
FOCUS has referred to Pope John Paul II and the “new evangelization”
on its web page. The figure of 24 students is from Jansen, (2002). Current
FOCUS figures are available at http://www.focus.org/on-campus/focuscampuses.html. Projected numbers for the period 2011–2014 were retrieved from an earlier version of the site.
24
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population, Opus Dei has been active at several Ivy League
universities, purchasing a residence near the Princeton campus.28 In The New Faithful, journalist Colleen Carroll notes
that Catholic ministries “are realizing that in order to attract
—and keep—young Catholics in the church, they must
imitate the boldness of evangelical fellowships while emphasizing what makes Catholicism distinctive.”29
Studies of young adults show that college-educated Catholics are more religious than their non-college educated
counterparts.30 Campus ministries play a significant role in
this outcome. Compared to other Catholics, campus ministry alumni are more likely to attend Mass, donate money to
the church, consider a religious vocation, and participate in
other church activities. Of alumni who took part in campus
ministries on non-Catholic campuses, 81 % attend Mass at
least a few times a month. Almost half of male campus
ministry participants on non-Catholic campuses have considered a religious vocation.31 Together, Catholic campus
ministries are making a difference.

The Reinvention of Campus Judaism
Like their Catholic counterparts, Jewish campus organizations
have experienced revitalization. Between 1963 and 2001, the
number of Hillel foundations increased from 77 to 110. Currently, there are 251 affiliated Hillel centers, foundations, and
Jewish student organizations serving more than 500 campuses
in the U.S. and Canada.32 Joining Hillel on campus is an
expanding network of 119 Chabad Houses. Sponsored by the
Chabad-Lubavitch movement, most were established within
the past decade. In 2010 over 23,000 students received Chabad’s emails, while 7,000 attended weekly Shabbat dinners.33
Though Jewish groups are thriving, their growth has been
uneven. Like mainline Protestant campus ministry, Hillel
struggled in the 1970’s and 1980’s, becoming “marginalized,
maligned, and factionalized.” Even though Jewish enrollment
was at an all-time high, it could not support a presence on
many campuses. The problem lay in large measure with B’nai
B’rith, Hillel’s parent organization, which experienced
28

Martin, (1995); Eshel, (2005); Reidy, (2006); Weigel, (2005).
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30
Hoge et al., (2001); Christian Smith, Souls in Transition. On the
impact of college education on religiosity, see Uecker, Regnerus, and
Vaaler, “The Social Sources of Religious Decline in Early Adulthood,”
1667–1692; McFarland et al., (2010).
31
Perl and Froehle, (2002).
32
The figure of 77 Hillel Foundations is taken from Jospe, (1963). The
figure of 110 Hillel Foundations is taken from Jacobson, (2001). Hillel
numbers from 2010 are available at http://web.archive.org/web/
20100213162105/http://www.hillel.org/about/facts/who_what/default.
33
The figure of 119 Chabad Houses was reported in Nathan-Kazis,
(2010). Other statistics taken from Chabad’s 2010 annual report, available at http://chabad.edu/media/pdf/492/SBVf4921608.pdf.
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significant financial difficulties. With funding cut in half, Hillel
disaffiliated with B’nai B’rith in the early 1990’s.34
In the face of these challenges, Hillel reinvented itself. As
in Catholic campus ministry, one of the cornerstones of this
transformation was a more professional approach to development. Enlisting the help of World Jewish Congress president
Edgar Bronfman, Hillel director Richard Joel attracted new
funding from family foundations and local Jewish federations.
In just six years, Hillel’s “Campaign for Jewish Renaissance”
raised over $200 million.35 Along the way, Hillel transformed
its vision of Jewish life, describing its mission as maximizing
“the number of Jews doing Jewish with other Jews.” Replacing the synagogue model with a religio-cultural community
model, it added lay persons to its staff.36 Using undergraduate
interns to mentor uninvolved Jewish peers, Hillel engaged
over 12,000 students in 2010.37
Hillel has also enjoyed a wave of new construction.
According to the Chronicle of Higher Education, many chapters have upgraded their facilities, replacing “rickety old houses” with “ultra-modern student unions complete with pool
tables, rooms for meetings and studying, coffeehouses, and
computer workstations.” Between 1994 and 2005, Hillel built
or renovated buildings on 37 campuses. Since then new
Jewish centers have risen at Tulane, Virginia, Emory, Penn
State, and Yale. Chronicling the beginning of this period, the
Yale Alumni magazine noted that “there’s something of a
Jewish revival on campus,” with several hundred students
attending Friday night Shabbat dinners.38
Observers of Jewish fraternities and sororities echo this
assessment. Heralding a “Jewish-style Greek revival,” Reform
Judaism magazine notes the popularity of Shabbat dinners
34
On Hillel’s struggles in the 1960’s, see Rosen, (2006). Quotation and
other information from Jay L. Rubin, “Re-Engineering the Jewish
Organization,” available on Hillel’s webpage at http://www.hillel.org/
NR/rdonlyres/2D8B7513-18F6-45FF-8CB0-8B3DC53B4CF0/0/
HillelReengineering.pdf. It originally appeared in the Summer 2000
issue of the Journal of Jewish Communal Service. This paragraph is
also based on Wertheimer, (1999).
35
This paragraph draws heavily on Rosen, “The Remaking of Hillel”;
Rubin, “Reengineering the Jewish Organization” and Wertheimer,
“Jewish Education in the United States.” The $200 million figure
comes from “Hillel Board Elects Columbus’ Neil Moss Chairman,”
Hillel Press Release, (2001). See also Jack Wertheimer, “Jewish Education in the United States: Recent Trends and Issues.”
36
This motto can be found in Rubin, “Reengineering the Jewish
Organization.”
37
Statistics on Hillel’s Campus Entrepreneurs Initiative and Peer Network Engagement Internship can be found in the organization’s 2010
annual report, available at http://www.hillel.org/NR/rdonlyres/
4C1AC55D-0D4B-4D5D-BB95-A8F4BD206F1E/0/AR2010
weblowres.pdf.
38
Jacobson, “The New Hillel,” A49. The figure of 37 new buildings is
from “Hillel Building Boom Enhances Jewish Life on College Campuses,” Hillel, 3 October 2005, available at http://www.hillel.org/
about/news/2005/oct/20051003_building.htm; “Hillel Buildings
Sprout All Over,” Hillel, 7 April 2011, available at http://www.hillel.
org/about/news/2011/apr/7apr11_Buildings.htm. Fellman, (1995).
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cooked in kosher kitchens and college dances featuring Hava
Nagila. Currently, there are over 100 chartered chapters of the
sorority Alpha Epsilon Phi. Enjoying similar vitality, the
Jewish-oriented fraternity Alpha Epsilon Pi boasts over 130
chapters. Though “membership plummeted” during the
1960’s, the fraternity reversed course in the 1970’s and
1980’s, “reidentifying with its Jewish heritage.”39
More traditional Jewish groups are also expanding their
reach. Rooted in the eighteenth-century traditions of Hasidic
Judaism, Chabad-Lubavitch has been called the “fastest
growing Jewish presence on campus.”40 Blending Jewish
mysticism with savvy marketing, Chabad has developed a
distinctive brand. Under the charismatic leadership of Rabbi
Menachem Schneerson (1902–1994), the movement sponsored urban advertising campaigns aimed at secular Jews.
The same approach has informed its campus outreach. Proclaiming “Shabbat: Just Do It” (complete with the Nike
swoosh), Chabad has repackaged Jewish tradition in the
language of popular culture.41
The very first Chabad House was established in 1967 on the
campus of UCLA. Led by a rabbi who “could talk to the
hippies,” it quickly migrated to UC-Berkeley and UC-San
Diego. At first Chabad’s campus movement had no formal
headquarters, leaving each house to develop its own programs.42 By the end of the 1990’s Chabad had spread to 32
campuses. Ten years later there were 119 Chabad centers in
North America.43
Offering Shabbat meals, religious instruction, and special
programs during the Jewish holidays, Chabad is known for its
haimish feel, serving as a home away from home. Central to
this domestic experience is the presence of a rabbi and his
spouse. Traditional Jewish foods are also used to attract students. In 2008 alone, Chabad served 261,240 slices of gefilte
fish during campus dinners. By evoking an experience of
family and tradition, such events sometimes facilitate a return
to religious practice. In the words of a recent study, Chabad
responds to a “craving for home and family.”44
39

See Birkner, (2006). Figures from Alpha Epsilon Phi are available
on the sorority’s webpage at http://www.aephi.org/aephi_story/aephi_
today/. Information and quotations from Alpha Epsilon Pi can be found
at http://www.aepi.org/?page=History.
40
Jewish leader quoted in Rachel Pomerance, “Chabad Expands on
Campus,” Jewish News of Greater Phoenix, 3 January 2003, available
at http://www.jewishaz.com/jewishnews/030103/chabad.shtml.
41
See Katz, (2010). For Chabad’s use of the Nike swoosh, see http://
www.ulivchabad.org/shabat.html#.
42
Sue Fishkoff. 2009. The Rebbe’s Army: Inside the World of ChabadLubavitch. (New York: Random House), 95, 96
43
Figures on Chabad houses are taken from Josh Nathan-Kazis, “Chabad Houses Proliferating on Campus,” The Forward, 9 April 2010.
44
Columnist David Brooks discusses Chabad in “The Haimish Line,” New
York Times, 29 August 2011. On Chabad’s “home-like atmosphere,” see
Rosenfeld, (2010). The gefilte fish statistic was reported in Chabad’s 2008
annual report, available at http://chabad.edu/media/pdf/245/
swbo2459780.pdf .The last quotation is from Chazan and Bryfman, (2006).

Soc (2013) 50:115–131

By expanding their facilities and offerings, Hillel and
Chabad have contributed to a “revival of Jewish campus
programs.” Two-thirds of America’s 400,000 Jewish college
students attend schools with a Chabad chapter. Even more
students have access to Hillel.45 A 2006 study found that
33 % of Jewish students were involved in Hillel or Chabad,
with 12 % holding leadership positions. Within some Jewish
constituencies, the percentage is even higher. A survey of
young adults raised in Conservative synagogues found that
68 % have participated in a Hillel/Jewish Student Union
and 8 % have participated in Chabad.46 While both organizations face an increasingly non-observant American Jewish population, they are enjoying a period of relative
vitality.47

New Immigrant and Alternative Religions
Since the 1960’s the Protestant chapel at the center of
campus has been overshadowed by evangelical parachurch groups, multi-million dollar Catholic centers,
and newly-constructed Chabad houses. The American
university has truly become a house of prayer for all
peoples. Contributing to this new pluralism, a host of
new immigrant and alternative religions have established
their own campus organizations. Reflecting shifts in
American immigration policy, the number of Buddhists,
Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs has grown by leaps and
bounds. As Harvard’s Diana Eck noted in the midnineties, colleges “have become microcosms and laboratories of a new multicultural and multireligious America,” adding that “it is not uncommon to have a Hindu
and Jew, Muslim and Christian in a single rooming
group.”48
The Education as Transformation project, based at Wellesley College, represents one response to the new diversity.
Billed as a “national project on religious pluralism, spirituality, and higher education,” the launch in 1998 drew over
800 representatives (including 28 college presidents) to
Quotation from Wertheimer, “Jewish Education in the United States:
Recent Trends and Issues.” On Chabad’s access to two-thirds of Jewish
college students, see the organization’s 2008 annual report, available at
http://www.chabad.edu/media/pdf/245/swbo2459780.pdf. Because
Hillel is present on more campuses than Chabad, more students have
access to its programs.
46
On participation in Hillel and Chabad, see Amy L. Sales and
Leonard Saxe, “Particularism in the University: Realities and Opportunities for Jewish Life on Campus,” Cohen and Cohen (2006). See
also Keysar and Kosmin, (2004).
47
Data on the non-observant tendencies of Jewish emerging adults can
be found in Smith, Souls in Transition. On the growth of secular Jews,
see Kosmin, (2009); Davidman, (2007).
48
Eck, (2001). The Eck quote is from the September-October 1996 issue
of Harvard Magazine. The article is quoted at http://www.wellesley.edu/
RelLife/transformation/kit/concept.htm.
45
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sessions on Tibetan Buddhism, spirituality and jazz, and
classical Indian dance.49 It is not surprising that Wellesley
came to serve as host for the Education as Transformation
project. Its liberal Protestant heritage and more recent demographics have created an ethos that valorizes diversity.
According to the Chronicle of Higher Education, over 20
religious traditions are represented in the student body. In
2008 Wellesley renovated its chapel to make room for these
religious newcomers. It has also published a “campus religious diversity kit,” complete with instructions for constructing multi-faith worship spaces. Similar initiatives can
be found at Mount Holyoke, M.I.T., and Duke.50
Of all the new immigrant religions on campus, none has a
higher profile than Islam. In 2010 Muslims made up about
one percent of American college students, up from .1 % in
1974.51 Founded in 1963, the Muslim Student Association has
over 500 chapters in the United States and Canada.52 Like other
campus organizations, it has been influenced by American
business culture, offering courses on “How to Run a Fortune
500 MSA” and “Media Relations.” Besides meeting the needs
of Muslim students, MSA has served as an organizational
incubator, spawning the Islamic Society of North America,
the Islamic Book Service, and the first Muslim publishing
company in the United States. In 2000 Hartford Seminary
created an Islamic Chaplaincy Program, enrolling a dozen
future chaplains.53 In 2008 Princeton hired its first full-time
Muslim chaplain. At least seventy-five campuses have established special rooms for Muslim prayer services. Princeton’s
Muslim prayer room can be found on the third floor of MurrayDodge Hall, a building once used by the collegiate YMCA.54
Not surprisingly, campus Islam has faced serious challenges following the events of September 11, 2001. Some
groups have come under the suspicion of federal law enforcement officials. Tighter controls on foreign student visas
have reduced the number of Muslim students. A few have
49

Information on the Education as Transformation Project can be
found at http://web.archive.org/web/20080610090529/http://
www.wellesley.edu/RelLife/transformation/edu-ngoverview.html.
50
McMurtrie, (1999). The Education as Transformation project handbook, Beyond Tolerance: A Campus Religious Diversity Kit is described at http://www.naspa.org/kc/srhe/selectedreadings.cfm.
51
Wilgoren, (2001). Data on Muslim students taken from “A Profile of
Freshmen at 4-Year Colleges, Fall 2010,” Chronicle of Higher Education. This data is from UCLA’s American Freshman survey.
52
On the formation and current reach of the Muslim Students Association, see Husain, (2008); Mendez, (2005).
53
Wilgoren, “Muslims Make Gains at U.S. Universities”; Eckstrom,
(2000). See webpage of the MSA at http://www.msanational.org/about.
On Ramadan celebrations see Dancy, (2000). On management coursework for Muslim Student Associations, see Omaira Alam, “The Evolution of COMPASS: MSA’s National Training Program,” COMPASS,
March 2007, 3–4. For a list of course topics, see http://www.msanational.
org/compass/index.php?page=campus. See also Mendez, “The New Role
of Muslim Chaplains.”
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Pease-Kerr, (2008); Wilgoren, “Muslims Make Gains at U.S.
Universities.”
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been the victims of hate crimes. Yet on balance, campus
Islam has weathered the storms of the post-9/11 era. Electing a female president in 2004, the MSA has appealed to
both conservative and moderate Muslims. On many campuses, Muslim students have been asked to explain their
religious beliefs in interfaith dialogues. Such events have
heightened the visibility of Islam in American higher education.55 To encourage greater inclusiveness, the MSA has
recognized “Muslim-friendly” campuses, awarding this designation to Georgetown, Syracuse, and Henry Ford Community College.56
Less numerous than Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs are also
becoming more visible. Founded by three students in 1990,
the Hindu Students Council has established over 55 chapters
on college and university campuses, sponsoring campus
study groups, classes, camps, and conferences.57 In recent
years, schools such as Princeton and Duke have hired fulltime Hindu chaplain, reflecting the growth of the community on campus. In 2010 .8 % of college students identified
as Hindu.58 Sikh Student Associations can be found on at
least 50 campuses, including the University of CaliforniaRiverside and the University of Illinois-Champaign/Urbana.
With the help of Sikh-American philanthropists, Sikh Studies chairs have been established at the University of
California-Santa Barbara, Hofstra University, the University
of California-Riverside, and the University of MichiganAnn Arbor.59
Both inside and outside the classroom, interest in “Eastern spirituality” has grown in recent decades. While such
curiosity also characterized the Harvard transcendentalists
and the post-war Beats, the post-1965 surge in Asian immigration has fostered a new encounter with non-western
55
See “Some Students Groups Under Scrutiny,” Associated Press, 27
December 2001. Retrieved from http://cnnstudentnews.cnn.com/2001/
fyi/teachers.ednews/12/27/attacks.universities.ap/; Barrett, (2003);
Bell, (2001); Council on American-Islamic Relations, “Islamic Prayer
Area Vandalized at AU in D.C.,” 13 September 2004, retrieved from
CAIR’s webpage at http://www.cair-net.org/default.asp?Page=article
View&id=1211&theType=NR. See also McMurtrie, (2001b);
Bahrampour, (2010); MacFarquhar, (2008).
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On awards for Muslim-friendly colleges, see “HFCC a ‘Muslim
Friendly’ Campus,” Arab American News, November 20-November
26, 2004.
57
The figure of 55 HSC groups is from Aditya Kashyap, “Hindu
Students Council Celebrates 20th Anniversary at Annual Camp,” Hindu Students Council, 31 May 2010, available at http://hindustudents
council.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=271:
hindu-students-council-celebrates-20th-anniversary-at-annual-camp&
catid=37:press-release&Itemid=98.
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Pease-Kerr, “U to Hire First Full-Time Hindu, Muslim Chaplains”;
Green, (2011). Data on Hindu students taken from “A Profile of Freshmen at 4-Year Colleges, Fall 2010,” Chronicle of Higher Education.
This data is from UCLA’s American Freshman survey.
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sikh-coalition-advisories/478. See Pais, (1999).
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religions.60 Currently, 1.2 % of American college students
identify as Buddhist. According to the Washington Post,
Buddhist groups at Yale and other elite universities are
predominantly white, while many Asian-Americans flock
to evangelical student groups.61 While often detached from
their roots, quasi-religious practices such as yoga and meditation have become a standard part of the wellness programs at North American colleges and universities.62
While not a function of new immigration, a host of neopagan groups are also part of the new religious pluralism.
Many of these groups date back to the religious experimentation of the 1960’s. At the time, sociologist Andrew Greeley
described what he called a “new-time religion on campus,”
arguing that “there has been a very notable increase . . . in
interest in the sacred and particularly the bizarrely sacred
among students on the college and university campuses in
the last few years.”63 No longer regarded as bizarre, neopaganism is now a recognizable part of the campus religious
landscape. A comprehensive web site for “Pagans on campus”
lists groups at 109 colleges and universities, including the
University of Arkansas, St. Olaf College, Iowa State, Smith
College, and Montana State University.64
Other religious groups are flourishing on campus. About
100,000 18–30 year-olds participate in the Mormon Institutes
of Religion. Often located near colleges and universities, the
first Institute was established in 1926 at the University of
Idaho. Its goal was to “take care of the L.D.S. students
registered at the university.” Forty years later, there were 200
Institutes serving a population of 35,000 Mormons, more than
the enrollment of Brigham Young University. Today they can
be found in over 2,500 locations worldwide, including 600 in
the United States and Canada. Not restricted to undergraduates, they provide instruction to other single adults.65
Providing another form of religious diversity, the Orthodox Christian Fellowship has established a renewed
60
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presence on campus. Rooted in centuries of Christian tradition, this outreach began in the post-war era. The Standing
Conference of Canonical Orthodox Bishops in the Americas
established a national Campus Commission in the mid1960’s. After reaching nearly 100 campuses, the Bishops
eliminated the commission in 1973, due to a loss of funds
from Orthodox archdioceses. During the 1970’s, Eastern
Orthodox campus ministry entered a period of decline,
restricting its presence to fewer than 50 institutions. In the
late 1990’s, a trio of priests worked to revive this neglected
area, paving the way for the Orthodox Christian Fellowship.
Over the last decade, “the number of OCF chapters has
exploded,” rising from 50 to 300.66
Unlike Orthodox believers, Unitarian Universalists
have a long history on the American campus, tracing
their roots to nineteenth-century Harvard and Tufts. The
first Unitarian campus group was established at the
University of Wisconsin in 1886 under the banner of
the Channing Club. Presently, there is a “concerted
campaign” to revitalize Unitarian Universalist campus
ministries. Billing themselves as the “liberal evangelists
on campus” they are attracting a new generation of
students.67 Between 1997 and 2002, the number of UU young
adult groups grew from 100 to 250. Such groups focus on 18
to 35 year old individuals. Currently, Unitarian Universalist
campus ministries can be found at 113 American colleges and
universities.68
If Unitarian Universalists are the liberal evangelists in
American higher education, the students affiliated with
the Center for Inquiry on Campus are the ambassadors
of organized atheism and agnosticism. Formed in 1996 by
students from 15 institutions, the network has expanded to
include groups at 189 colleges and universities in the
United States which sponsor lectures on scientific critiques of religion, atheism, and skepticism. The Center
also makes available “campus activism posters” with
statements such as, “Privatize Religion,” “Skeptics Do it
With Their Eyes Open,” and “extraordinary claims demand extraordinary evidence.”69 The network’s original
Declaration of Necessity urged atheists, agnostics, and
66
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secularists to organize. Mentioning Campus Crusade,
Catholic Newman Centers, Hillel, and Muslim student
organizations, it called for a freethinking alternative.
The rapid growth of campus free thought is just one more
sign of the vitality of the student religious marketplace.70 So is
the appointment of humanist chaplains at Harvard, Rutgers,
and Adelphi universities. Appropriating the chaplaincy role,
such ministries are part of the new pluralism on campus.71
Present on both high school and college campuses, the nontheistic Secular Student Alliance now has nearly 400
groups.72 In an environment where religious and secular
groups often coexist, organizational models are freely
borrowed.

The Renewal of Mainline Protestant Campus Ministries
Despite declining influence since the 1960’s, mainline
Protestantism is still a formidable presence in higher
education. Currently, there are 1,300 Presbyterian, 520
United Methodist, 193 Episcopal Church-USA, 580
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 140 Disciples
of Christ, 64 American Baptist, and 49 United Church
of Christ campus ministries or campus ministry locations in the United States. According a 1999 report
from the Presbyterian Church-USA, there are more campuses served by Presbyterian ministries and congregations than by InterVarsity or Campus Crusade.73
70
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Though these numbers are impressive, they mask some
important realities. First, many mainline Protestant collegiate ministries are based in nearby congregations where
staff only devote part of their time to campus work. Secondly, there is a significant amount of double counting,
reflecting the large number of inter-denominational campus
ministries. Thirdly, this one-time snapshot of denominational campus ministries obscures a very important long-term
trend: the number of mainline Protestant campus ministries
has declined in some groups. As recently as 2005, the
United Methodist Church reported over 700 campus ministries. By 2011 that number had fallen to 520. According to
the denomination’s news service, “the number of United
Methodist campus ministries is gradually shrinking.”74
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, mainline
campus ministries are best described as down but not
out. Despite severe challenges, they have shown signs
of renewal. As in the Catholic Church, tight budgets
have inspired innovative development strategies. Episcopalians have been particularly successful in advancement efforts, especially in establishing endowments to
support specific campus-based ministries. Faced with the
possibility of extinction, Cornell launched the first major endowment campaign in 1979. After two decades of
diligent fundraising that produced a $2 million endowment, Cornell’s Episcopal Chaplaincy is now “fully
endowed and financially self-sustaining.” Seeking to
stem Episcopal campus ministry closures, the Episcopal
Church Foundation drew on the Cornell example, providing chaplains with small grants to jump start their
development efforts as well as training in the basics of
fundraising. Over thirty chaplains have benefited, including those at Boston University, Oklahoma State
University, Stanford, and the University of Florida.
Looking back on this episode in Episcopal campus
ministry, Cornell chaplain Gurdon Brewster called it “a
crisis overcome.”75 More recently, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America has emphasized fundraising
and board development. Disseminating these strategies
through a monthly newsletter, it has schooled campus
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ministers in online giving and “making the ask.” Providing such training to six other denominations, a veteran ELCA staff member led a series of fundraising
workshops sponsored by the Ecumenical Campus Ministry Teams.76
Mainline Protestants are also experimenting with congregational approaches to campus ministry. Not surprisingly, many of these congregations come from the
evangelical wing of the mainline. One of the leaders
of this movement is University Presbyterian Church in
Seattle, which attracts a thousand students to Tuesday
night services in its fellowship hall. Through spirited
worship, retreats, service projects, and small groups, the
Seattle church is revitalizing congregation-based campus
ministry. In recent years, University Presbyterian has
promoted its model through a handbook on “Churchbased campus ministry” and the Ascent Network, an
inter-denominational association of campus ministries.
In the Presbyterian Church-USA about 700 churches
are engaged in collegiate ministry.77 Lutherans are also
experimenting with congregation-based approaches.
According to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 400 congregations have committed themselves to
some form of campus ministry.78
In another sign of revitalization, campus ministers in
several denominations have revived the model of the religious dormitory. Led by a former InterVarsity staffer, Berkeley’s Westminster House opened in 2003, providing a
home to 125 students from the University of California.
Though it closed in 2011, residential ministries have flourished at the University of Wisconsin, Kansas State University, and the University of Illinois. While Presby Hall offers
suite-style residences to Presbyterian Illini, Kansas State’s
Wesley Foundation functions as a “residential Christian
community.” By charging students for room and board,
such residences generate additional income for campus
“Receiving Gifts Online,” Ask & Receive, March 2011, 2, available at
http://www.elca.org/~/media/Files/Growing%20in%20Faith/Ministry/
Campus%20Ministry/FundraiseBoardDev/Ask11%2003.pdf; Koerner,
(2010); Higher Education & Leadership Ministries of the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ), September 2010, available at http://
www.helmdisciples.org/helm/10/CampMinFundRaising.htm.
77
On the role of evangelicals in renewing the mainline, see Finke,
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ministries. They also provide a ready-made community
for religious groups.79
Though most innovations bubble up from the grassroots,
national denominations are also giving renewed attention to
campus ministry. Over the decades, the Methodists, Lutherans, and Presbyterians have produced dozens of reports and
resolutions on campus ministry. The most recent wave of
these self-studies and statements has called for a greater
presence in campus life. Released in 2001, “Renewing the
Commitment” urged the church to “affirm, pray for, and
financially support the restoration and renewal of our
denomination’s commitment to the oldest continuing mission of the Presbyterian Church (USA) beyond the congregation.”80 Framed as an effort to “begin reversing the
decline,” this plan encountered significant obstacles in
2009. Facing budgetary pressures, the PCUSA’s General
Assembly eliminated its Office of Collegiate Ministries.81
Responding to a groundswell of criticism, the denomination
reestablished the office in 2010, creating a task force on
Presbyterian collegiate ministries.82
In a similar way, United Methodists have revitalized
campus ministry, albeit from different ends of the church.
On the evangelical side of the denomination, the Foundation
for Evangelism has created College Union, an online community focused on rebuilding the Methodist campus network. In 2005 College Union hosted a campus ministry
summit. Since then it has sponsored five Refresh conferences, featuring evangelicals like Andy Crouch, a former
staff member with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship.83
Emphasizing a more progressive vision, the denomination’s General Board of Higher Education and Ministry
“A New Theme for Dorms: God,” New York Times, 30 July 2006,
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/30/education/edlife/
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(GBHEM) has stressed social justice and interfaith dialogue. Fostering close ties with the United Methodist
Campus Ministry Association, it has promoted virtual
communities through social networking and blogs. In
2009 the GBHEM held a conference on “The Promise
of United Methodist Campus Ministry.” Describing
these competing networks, denominational historian
Russell Richey notes that campus ministers should
“welcome all the help they can get and from
wherever.”84
Like the Presbyterian Church-USA and the United
Methodist Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America has tried to strengthen its presence on campus.
As recently as 1997, the denomination claimed to possess “the strongest campus ministry of any mainline
denomination.” Since then the ELCA’s organizational
chart has gone through several changes. Despite these
shifts, the ELCA has reaffirmed its commitment to
campus ministry, most recently in a churchwide social
statement on education. In “Our Calling in Education,”
the denomination acknowledged the financial pressures
on campus clergy, calling for “new models of ministry,
of partnership, and of staffing and support.”85
Taken together, these efforts have revitalized campus
ministry in the mainline. At the same time, they may not
be enough to counteract the effects of steep budget cuts.
Recently, the ELCA reduced its campus ministry funding by
38 %.86 Other denominations face similar pressures. Whether mainline Protestantism continues to maintain its presence
in higher education remains to be seen. That it is still a major
player in the campus religious marketplace is undeniable.

Student Affairs Rediscovers Spirituality
Early works in the field of student affairs proclaimed the
importance of holistic student development and, by extension,
spiritual growth. According to a 1949 publication from the
American Council on Education, student affairs must “include
The campus ministry portion of the “General Board of Higher Education and Ministry, Strategic Plan for 2009-2012” is available at http://
www.gbhem.org/site/c.lsKSL3POLvF/b.3554127/k.35FD/Strategic_
Priority_3.htm. The proceedings of the 2009 conference are published in
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paper.
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attention to the student’s well-rounded development—physically, socially, emotionally and spiritually, as well as intellectually.”87 Despite this initial focus on spirituality, the religious
lives of undergraduates became increasingly peripheral to student development work.88 Though post-war public universities
sometimes employed administrators to coordinate the array of
collegiate religious organizations, religious and spiritual development was not seen as a central aim of student affairs staff.89
Serious interest in this area reemerged in the late 1980’s when
an article in the Journal of College Student Personnel called
attention to the “blind spot” of spirituality” in student affairs
work.90 In the 1990’s religion and spirituality became a regular
topic at the national meetings of the two major student development professional associations, the American College Personnel
Association (ACPA) and the National Association of Student
Personnel Administrators (NASPA). Paper titles from this period included “Spirituality in the Counseling Process” (ACPA
1990), “Spiritual Development Theory and Practice” (NASPA
1991), “Have You Spoken to a Buddhist Lately?” (ACPA
1992), “Taking Responsibility for Student Spiritual Development” (NASPA 1993), and “A Spiritual Awakening: Giving
Students Permission to Explore their Spiritual Wellness” (ACPA
1994).91 Along the same lines, a 1998 article in NASPA’s
flagship journal argued that “spiritual development is an integral
part of students’ overall development.”92 In The Implications of
Student Spirituality for Student Affairs Practice (2001), New
York University administrator Patrick Love noted “a surge of
interest in the spiritual development of college students.”93
Building on this interest, NASPA has sponsored a national
network on spirituality and religion in higher education, one of
nineteen knowledge communities in the organization.94
Complementing the efforts of NASPA, UCLA researchers
Alexander and Helen Astin have worked to put religion and
spirituality back on the student affairs agenda. In 2011 the
Astins published Cultivating the Spirit: How Colleges Can
Enhance Students’ Inner Lives, the culmination of a seven87
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year study. Funded by the John Templeton Foundation, it
carried endorsements from former Harvard president Derek
Bok and Lee Shulman of the Carnegie Endowment for the
Advancement of Teaching. Based on a national survey of
112,000 undergraduates, the book documented strong
interest in spirituality and religion. Reflecting Alexander
Astin’s status as the most cited researcher in the field of
higher education, it has helped legitimate the integration
of spirituality and student affairs. Consistent with this
goal, UCLA held a National Institute on Spirituality in
Higher Education in the fall of 2007 that included a
session on ways to “incorporate spiritual perspectives
into the curriculum and co-curriculum.”95
By talking about spirituality and student development,
student affairs professionals have come full circle. One
hundred years ago, the overtly Christian YMCA took responsibility for functions now performed by student affairs
offices, including new student orientation, student handbooks, and extra-curricular activities. Like the turn-of-thecentury Y, today’s student life workers are paying more
attention to religion. Hearkening back to an earlier era,
colleges and universities are recycling older models, including the use of dedicated religious buildings. At Penn State
University, the Division of Student Affairs manages the
Pasquerilla Spiritual Center. Completed in 2003, it houses
the Center for Ethics and Religious Affairs, home to 57
religious groups, including the Catholic Campus Ministry,
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the Vedic
Society, the Muslim Student Association, the Korean Buddhism Organization, the Assembly of God’s Chi Alpha, and
Chabad.96
Unlike their predecessors, today’s student affairs specialists
make a clear distinction between religion and spirituality.
While one scholar warns against treating them as “synonymous terms,” another writes that “[i]ssues of spirituality and
spiritual growth are distinct, but not separate from, religious
beliefs and practices.”97 Such definitions resonate with a
growing segment of American college students. According
to the 2008 General Social Surveys, 14 % of Americans
describe themselves as spiritual but not religious, up from
Astin et al. (2011); Lindholm et al. (2011). For more on the “Spirituality in Higher Education” study at the Higher Education Research
Institute at the University of California-Los Angeles, see http://www.
spirituality.ucla.edu/. The site notes a study establishing Alexander
Astin’s status as the most cited researcher in the field. On the National
Institute on Spirituality in Higher Education see http://spirituality.
ucla.edu/background/national-institute/.
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9 % ten years earlier. This figure is even higher among
emerging adults. Though it is important not to overstate this
trend, many college students are spiritual seekers. The same is
true of many faculty and administrators.98
This emphasis on spirituality has its roots in the American metaphysical tradition, a family of movements constituting “the missing third” of U.S. religious history. 99
Metaphysical organizations have helped shape discussions
of spirituality in higher education. In 2007 the California
Institute of Integral Studies sponsored a conference on “integrative learning for compassionate action in an
interconnected world,” attended by 600 faculty and administrators, including Alexander and Helen Astin.100 The influence of the metaphysical tradition can also be seen in the
philanthropy of Sir John Templeton. A lifelong Presbyterian, Templeton was influenced by “the New Thought movements of Christian Science, Unity and Religious Science.”
Even after his death, the John Templeton Foundation
reflects these commitments.101
Some have criticized the embrace of all things spiritual.
Writing in the Chronicle of Higher Education, United
Church of Christ minister Donna Schaper notes that “[s]
ome of us don’t want to replace religion with spirituality.”
According to Schaper, “What we need right now is not more
calls for spirituality, but more money for chapels and chaplains.”102 If spirituality-in-general was the only religious
option on campus, it might threaten traditional chaplains
and campus ministers. Yet student affair personnel are exploring spirituality at a time when evangelical parachurch
groups, Muslim Student Associations, and Jewish religious
organizations are enjoying steady growth. Rather than seeing spirituality as a threat to campus religion, it would be
more accurate to see it as one more addition to the campus
religious marketplace.
Still in its infancy, the campaign for spirituality has a long
way to go. A recent survey of student affairs professionals
98
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found that most do not integrate religion and spirituality
into their work. The same is true of graduate courses in
the field. Despite an emphasis on holistic student development, most neglect this dimension of campus life.
Like the comeback of religion in the professoriate, the
heightened focus on spirituality in student affairs is
confined to a vocal minority.103

Beyond the Secularization of Campus Life
What is the state of organized campus religion in America?
This brief overview has explored the size and scope of
student religious organizations, as well as the field of student affairs. While membership statistics cannot tell us
anything about the spiritual and religious quality of campus
groups, they can debunk some common myths about religion on campus.
First, the decline of one kind of student religious organization should not be interpreted as the secularization of
campus life. Over the course of American history, the fortunes of specific groups have waxed and waned. The dominant student religious organizations in America, the YMCA
and the YWCA, almost disappeared in the decades following World War II. Inevitably, new religious groups arose to
take their place. Often these newcomers recycled cultural
forms from the distant past, combining them with novel
approaches. A similar dynamic is going on today as mainline Protestant denominational ministries yield some of their
territory to other forms of campus ministry. Such change is
an example of what Conrad Cherry, Betty DeBerg, and
Amanda Porterfield call the “protean flexibility” of American religion, a flexibility that has led campus religion to “assume new shapes as social and cultural conditions change.”
The same is true in student affairs.104
Rather than declining precipitously, student participation in campus religion has remained remarkably stable
over the course of the last century. The proliferation of
evangelical parachurch groups, Hillel Foundations, and
Mormon Institutes of Religion suggests that the campus
is abuzz with organized religion. Surveys of college
students bear this out. In a 2001 survey administered
at 50 colleges and universities, 30% of freshmen were
involved in a campus religious group. A similar survey
conducted in 2003 found that 19% of juniors had participated in a campus ministry. Likewise, the National
Study of Youth and Religion found that one-fourth of
18–23 year olds with some college had been involved
103
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in a campus-based religious group.105 This rate of religious involvement compares quite favorably to figures
from the 1920’s when one out of seven students took
part in the YMCA/YWCA and a smaller number of
students were involved in denominational campus
ministries.106
Far from secular, the campus may actually intensify religious and spiritual seeking, a trait already associated with
today’s emerging adults. The UCLA study of spirituality and
higher education found growing interest in “integrating spirituality in my life” between the freshman and the junior year.
In another survey, 38 % of college juniors reported stronger
religious faith. Only 14 % said their faith had weakened.107 To
be sure, college may foster religious liberalism. According to a
2011 study, college-educated Americans tend to hold less
literal views of the Bible and prefer mainline denominations.108 Yet liberalization is not the same as secularization.109
In the final analysis, contemporary higher education is not
especially damaging to religious commitment. Given the
wealth of religious options available on campus, it is not
surprising that undergraduates are less likely than other young
adults to lose their religion. Though religious participation
tends to wane in the young adult years, a University of Texas
study found that going to college significantly decreases the
105
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risk of religious decline.110 Another study confirmed this
relationship, noting a positive correlation between higher education and attendance at religious services. For each year of
college and graduate school, attendance increases by 15 %. So
does Bible reading.111 Consistent with these findings, white
working-class Americans report lower levels of religious participation than college-educated professionals. Such findings
suggest the need for a new evangelical book: How to Stay
Christian Outside of College.112
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