
The major event of 
our fall semester 
was our participa-
tion in a universi-
ty-wide conference 

on the implications of Pope Francis’ 
encyclical, Laudato Si’. The conference, 
“Our Common Home: An Ethical Sum
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Charles Marsh, Commonwealth Profes-
sor of Religious Studies at the Uni-
versity of Virginia, delivered the Boisi 
Center’s 14th Annual Prophetic Voices 
Lecture on October 8 to the Boston 
College community. Marsh is also the 
director of the Project on Lived Theol-
ogy, which has the mission to connect 
theology with lived experience.

Marsh began his lecture with passionate 
remarks about the relevance of theology 
in a time of social crisis. Marsh spoke 
of his own childhood in the segregated 
South and the thinkers who inspired 
him to make sense of theological ques-
tions related to his experience. German 
Lutheran pastor and theologian Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer was one such thinker.

Marsh began his discussion of the life 
of Bonhoeffer by describing a 1944 
letter he wrote to his friend Eberhard 
Bethge from Tegel prison in Germany, 
where he was imprisoned for his role 
in a conspiracy to assassinate Hitler. 
Bonhoeffer wrote that there had been 
two times in his life when he observed 
his own personal growth and transfor-
mation. The first was under the strong 
personality of his father. The second 
was during his first journeys abroad, 
specifically his time in America. Marsh 
emphasized that before this trip, Bon-
hoeffer’s writing was more technical 

and abstract, while after the trip his 
writing became much more concrete. 

Marsh maintained that when the young 
Bonhoeffer first arrived in New York in 
1930 to serve as a visiting student and 
post doctoral fellow at Union Theologi-
cal Seminary, he was not impressed by 
what he saw as the state of American 
theology. Marsh noted that Bonhoeffer 
thought American Christianity was 
pragmatic and unsophisticated. Howev-
er, through three prophetic encounters 
during this year, his preconception of 
American Christianity was challenged 
and transformed, as was Bonhoeffer 
himself.

First, he encountered American social 
theology in the classroom. Reinhold 
Niebuhr pushed Bonhoeffer to recog-
nize the need for a concrete ethical 
component in his abstract theological 
thinking. Second, he engaged with the 
African-American church and black 
culture. Bonhoeffer first experienced a 
true sense of prophetic religion in the 
United States while visiting Abyssinian 
Baptist Church in Harlem with a young 
black seminarian named Franklin 

Fisher. Marsh also noted that Bonhoef-
fer loved the spirituals he heard at the 
church. Bonhoeffer took both sheet 
music and recordings of spirituals with 
him when he returned to Germany. 
There he played and sang them with 
the other members of the Confessing 
Church. The third and final prophet-
ic encounter was with the American 
organizing tradition. Marsh said that 
Bonhoeffer took a class with Charles 
Webber, a Methodist minister and rad-
ical socialist, who took the students out 
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Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’, 



4     the boisi center report

religion in public schools
At a Boisi Center event in November, journalist and author Linda K. Wertheimer argued that public schools should teach 
students about world religions. 
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50th anniversary of nostra aetate
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the boisi center for  
religion and american 
public life 

24 Quincy Road 

Chestnut Hill, MA 02467

tel: 617–552–1860 

fax: 617–552–1863 

email: boisi.center@bc.edu 

www.bc.edu/boisi

boisi center staff 
alan wolfe  
director

erik owens  
associate director

suzanne hevelone 
program coordinator

susan richard  
administrative assistant

kyle logan  
graduate research  
assistant

omeed alidadi 
max blaisdell
connor farley 
nathan mcguire
undergraduate research 
assistants

Follow us on Facebook 

(facebook.com/boisicenter), 

Twitter (@boisi_center) and 

Instagram (instagram.com/

boisi_center) to stay abreast of 

Boisi Center news and events. 

For complete information and 

resources on all of our events, 

including audio and video re-

cordings, transcripts, interviews, 

photos, bibliographies and more,  

visit our website,  

www.bc.edu/boisi. 

 

 

 

Boisi Center event photos by 

Christopher Soldt.
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University Ethics: How Colleges Can Build and  
Benef it from a Culture of Ethics 
James Keenan, SJ, Boston College 
Tuesday, February 2, 2016, 12:00-1:15 pm 
Boisi Center, 24 Quincy Road 
RSVP required.

The Social Function of Philanthropic Foundations 
Ray Madoff, Boston College 
Thursday, February 18, 2016, 12:00-1:15 pm 
Boisi Center, 24 Quincy Road   
RSVP required.

What the Islamic Veil Reveals  
Pierre de Charentenay, SJ, Gasson Chair, Boston College 
Thursday, February 25, 2016, 12:00-1:15 pm 
Boisi Center, 24 Quincy Road 
RSVP required.
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