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owens:  You grew up in Philadelphia 
and attended Philadelphia public schools. 
You’ve often spoken about what Central 
High has meant to you and Philly. Can 
you say in a(a)9.71_C 
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to accept that fodder as the gospel. That’s 
a big change since I wrote that book. 
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publishers are no longer looking for the 
big blockbuster books. They want short 
books that are really long essays. People 
I admire, like Michael Sandel, have been 
writing books like that. I could mention 
a whole lot of other names. Those books 
are the academic version of a TED Talk. 
If they can get out there and raise a point, 
and get people discussing it, they’ve done 
their job. The other day I was reading 
a very famous essay, which used to be 
widely discussed, by C.P. Snow called 
“The Two Cultures” about science and 
humans – it was 60 pages long or some-
thing like that. I envision something like 
that.

owens: It’s also probably less well-
known that you have also edited a 
number of book series, and you’ve been 
an editorial contributor to a number of 
academic and more public journals. Have 
you considered that a form of service to 
the profession – where you also see it as a 
way of shaping things and making your 
own contribution? Or is it merely thank-
ing the scholarly guild by giving them 
some service?

wolfe: More shaping. The one I did for 
the University of Chicago Press, Morality 
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I mean it because I’ve learned the ques-
tions I ask, since I’m not that interested 
in the answers. I’m interested in asking 
the questions. Theology in some ways is 
perfect for that because you begin with 
big questions. I assume you begin by 
knowing that the biggest question of all 
is never really going to have a definitive 
answer. That prepares you for a differ-
ent way of thinking. That’s been the 
biggest change because I knew nothing 
about academic theology before I came 
to Boston College. BU has something, 
but it was still tied to the church, in ways 
more direct than at BC. New School had 
nothing at all.

owens: What were your hopes for the 
Boisi Center when you started it as a 
founding director in 1999? What did you 
envision the Center doing on campus and 
outside of this community?

wolfe: A number of things. Externally, 
I hoped my coming here would give BC 
a certain recognition in work involving 
religion because this is a great place to 
study religion. It always struck me as a 
little odd that while Boston College is a 
well-known Jesuit Catholic institution, 
it didn’t have much in the way of social 
scientific study of religion in either so-
ciology or political science before I came. 
There was a sense of vacuum that some-
thing like the Boisi Center could fill. This 
was at a time when academic centers 
around religion were being established 
due to the generosity of Pew and Lilly 
Foundations all over. We never got that 
money here at BC, which was definitely 
for the better in the long run. I wanted to 
keep a moral, ethical approach to social 
science and keep the big questions alive. 
This was a good way to do it. Academ-
ic centers and the social sciences are 
generally devoted to promoting academic 
research. I saw this as more of promot-
ing public conversation, both inside and 
outside the university. 

That grew out of a longstanding convic-
tion on my part that universities have 
been generally weak in responding to 

the ethical obligations of the people who 
pay for the students to come here and the 
taxpayers who support public universi-
ties. These parents are putting up money 
for their kids to come here, and we owe 
the general public something in return. 
We’ve tried to open up our scholarship 
to the community, and we’ve done it 
successfully. It always thrills me at the 
luncheons when people identify them-
selves as “Oh, I’m just a neighbor.” I get a 
real kick out of that.

owens: What do you see as some of the 
center’s greatest successes in your time 
here?

wolfe: I don’t want to insult anybody 
by not naming them, because we’ve 
had so many things, but we were very 
fortunate that the state department called 
upon us to do seminars for Muslim 
scholars. These scholars from the Mus-
lim world come to the U.S. and talk about 
separation of church and state and issues 
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year. I walked into a classroom in 1967 to 
teach, and I’ve been walking in the class-
room to teach ever since with only one or 
two years off. I’ve loved every moment of 
it. After this interview, I’m going to give 
my last final exam and wrap it up. I just 
want to get my thoughts together, travel a 
little bit, see where things go. Am I going 


