A SHORT HISTORY OF THE PACIFIC COAST

THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY.
November 1987

"The subject will be: What Is Essential In The Christian
Religion? It was thought that such a subject would be
good in enabling us to come to know one another's mind
at the outset." ¥

The quoted words are those of John Bennett writing for the "provisional
committee" of the first members of what was then called the Pacific coast
group of "younger Christian thinkers." The letter was not dated but it re-
minds its recipients that the first meeting will be held at the Saratoga

Inn between October 20th and the 22nd, 1939 in Palo Alto. This call to
the founding meeting of the current society indicates that there has been
a continuing exchange of theological thinkers for forty eight years.

The modest project of providing an overview of the Paciific Coast
Theological Society begs to be anything but modest. I have discovered that
each of the three approaches I have taken for this historical piece suggests
more; a careful survey of the charter meetings and the emergence of certain
customs, a more definitive examination of the subjects undertaken as topics
for discussion and a more extensive conversation with members of the society.
In short, this project offers some rud'Mntary material concerned with our
organizational life and points to a few issues that emerge from the over-
view.| It seems fitting that the paper be written at the time when the men-
bership focuses upon the works of Robert Bellah who has written of "communi-
ties of memory" and a language that expresses republican and biblical tradi-
tions in American life.)

My method involved tapping three sources: bits of early documentation (see
attached xerox of Bennett memorandum); brief interviews with four interviewees
(J.Dillenberger, Robert Kimball, Gene Mayers and Ben Reist) and a preliminary
reading of the GTU library catalegue regarding huldings of the society. From
these sources I have generated a few conclusionsz which are meant to stimulate
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further conversation about the society's membership and purpose.

(1) Beginnings.
John Bennetyhas been the principal source for my comments and he has
kwindly secured for me names of the original membership and a state-
ment frem one of that founding group, Cyril Gloyn. I am grateful to
them for this assistance.
It seems that in 1939 a group of approximately fourteen men was form-
ed on the West Coast and $500 was made available by the Hazen Founaa-
tion to assure travel expenses for those coming from afar. An East
CuastL group had been meeting since 1935 (called "the younger theologians™)
twice a year and probably offered a model of both membership and
purpose as well as process. The Pacific Coast group did not originally
circulate pap ers in advance of the meetings that also occured twice
a vear. ( The fact that there is no written material available in the
GTU LIbrary for thgfirst decade suggests that presentations were made
orally and, unfortunately, there is no account of whc made such presenta-
tions or what the subject was in those early years{)The autobiographical
paper seems to have emerged as a custom in the first or second decadc



and Professor Bennett has noted that Galen Fisher, a founding member
made such a presentation in that period.

The list of early members is fascinating, indicating that there was
a healthy mix of Northern and Southern Californians as well as aca-
mics snd church leaders. Bishop James Baker, the Methodist Bishop

of California, wasfjoined by the Episcopal Bishop Edward Parsons.
Included in the early group was George Hedley (later a chaplain at
Mills College) who appears to be remembered by my informants for

his pro-labor activism --- his support of Harry Bridges and the Long-
shoremen's struggle of the forties/fifties.

The location of the meetings for this Pacific Coast "group" (it was
many years later that group was transformed into "society,’ according
to Professor Reist) was San Frandéisco,after that original meeting in
Stanford- The participants met at the Episcopal Cathedral in the
"School of Prophets" room; the East Coast group met at the Washington
Cathedral in the "€ollege of Preachers.”

The principal conclusion to this charter story is that the member-
ship had a definite commitment to engagement, it was a Protestant
Christian engagement and its structures ( the subsidization of ex-
penses) encouraged the widest geographical participation of western
theologians.

(2) Interviews.

Tt was helpful to tease out some sense of the society's existence
in the later decades from current members who have been involved
with the program for two or more decades. The generosity of the
four members in both time and the sharing of memory is noted here
as is my thanks. I met for approximately one hour with each and
asked the same general questions: why are you a member? what kind
of changes have you exerienced in the course of your membership?
what is positive about the society's meetings? negative?

My report on the conversations is impressionistic as was my in-
terview approach. In short, my remarks reflect a general sense

of what each member addressed. All four of the members were in
accord with respect to the value of the society's program, i.e.,
the preparation of papers and the open exchange about the same.
One spoke with particular enthusiasm about the evening program
with the autobiography as a way of moving into a fuller experi-
ence of collegiality. Each of the members explicitly named cer-
tain former participants as significant and noted something about
this or that presentation or comment by that participant. My sense
is that the society has some benign "ghosts" who continue to in-
fuse society meetings with meaning.

The principal conclusion that I take from these preliminary con-
versations is one of continued commitment to a collegial oppor-
tunity for intellectual exchange and warm connection. The society
has a culturel shape -- it has developed concrete norms for c n-
ducting business and customs for enjoying the friendships attach-
ed to the profession.

My observation with respect to an earlier 'then' and now is tenta-
tive but strikes me as an obvious consequence of an expanded and
diversified membership. The recollections of those interviewed



suggest an intensity of exchange and continuity of focus that
is no longer present. Is this because the first generation of
society members were educated in several schools located on
the east coast and deeply charged with the intellectual con-
tribution of theologians who had been their colleagues or
teachers? It is clear enough today that our membership em-

braces many “7igcinlines 2rd ag many educating institutions.
The commcnality of  educational -experience must have fostered

a greater sense of “what was at stake in the intellectual
exchange of the first generation of members. Basically, the
experience I believe was most enhancing for program parti-
cipation in an earlier period had to do with what we now call
networking or a form of "old Boy" association.

Our membership in the 1980's includes few of the earliest parti-
cipants, and most of these do not attend meetings. The unpre-
dictability of attendance at recent meetings suggests somethine
in the loss of continuity. Tn effect, the meetings have a chang-
ing appearance which reflects the subject to be discussed; in
the past, I suspect, the persons and their predictable engage-
ments heightened—expectation of the attending participants.

What has been lost? what gained?

In the discussion of membership many years ago, one member, a
charter " member, indicated that "he would be very much ill at
ease'" if memberships included women. As the informant comment-
ed "times have changed." The inclusive character of the current
membership has contributed; perhaps, to a loss in the continu-
ity and intensity of certain discussions. The determination of
topic may well contribute to the greater dimunition of a sense
of vibrance and engagement. -

The interviews suggest ‘only that change has happened in the
decades of the society's existence and that change has modi-
fied a wav of speaking and hearing that had an on-going charac-
ter to it. I have interpolated this to mean that an expanded
and ever-changing attendance creates a society with much less
sense of what John Bennett wrote almost fiftv years ago to the
first group:"enabling us to com¢ to know one another's mind."

I think it would be useful to have an opportunity for the mem-
bership to look at the question of tradition and change within
the society.

(3) Archival Issues re: Past Fresentation.

I have spent several hours examining the GTU card catalogue and randomly
looking at certain papers that are shelved in that library. Some years ago,
Gene Mayers prepared an outline of the program record for approximately
eight years. It is a useful account of what subjects have been selected



and who made presentations, etc. Certain items struck me as interesting

to report here. In former years, the 1960's and 1970's more than ten pre-
sentations were made that specifically dealt with Scriptural material.

The subjects of death and sexuality have been taken up more than one time

in a two decade period. Some aspect of sexuality was discussed in 1960 (with
Robert Fitch presenting a paper on "Sexuality in Contemporary Culture," and
John Cobb on "The Christian Understanding of Sexuality." In 1965, 1974 and
1979 this topic was repeated. Comparative religious concerns seem to have
been aprticularly popular during the 1970's, although a paper was presented
on Taoism in 1950. The years 1970, 1972, 1976 and 1978 also had presenta-
tions concerned with some expression of this area of study.

I have not aitempted a gender analysis but that, too, might be interesting,
specifically how many women have presented papers, autobiographies, etc.

1 did note that Georgia Harkasess, who was the sole woman member of the society
for many yvears,made three formal presentations during her membership.

This curscry overview sugeests a fascinatine look at how the societyv haz ex-
pressed the theclogical scene in the past three decades. I would like to sce
e thorough study made of what the papers substantively represent. linfortunate-
ly, the Library docs not have a complete archive; there are no papers from
the eariiest decade and, I believe, that there are missing papers for the
next two decades. All of this requires a finer inquiry and with some focus.

Suggestion: lhe society approach'?funding source and encourage a member
to undertake the study of the society from the perspective of programs
undertaken and presnetaions made, including the autobiographical histories.

Conclusion.

This brief overview suggests both the reslience of the society and its
changing character. At the core of such a history, I believe, is the
history of theological education i" the United States since World War IT.
The first gereration of participants in the Pacific Coast Theological
Society Tepresent a gepuine linkage with the East Coast group and the
"first tier" of theological inquiry at that time. Theological schools”
were fewer several decades ago and theologians are educated today in

a number of regions in the country. In short, we are a more diffused
group with respect to our common educational experience and the under-
standing of how theological studies engages us is clearly more complica-
ted, given the variety of perspectives represented in our current member-
ship. The task, perhaps, is to discover whether our exchange can further
common understanding or whether the program should represent the diversity
of our membership. This requires more conversation.



To the members of the Pecific Comat group of "younger Christian
thinkers":

At last it is possible to give most of the details concerning our
Tirst meetlng.

You will remember that the time that has been set is October
20th - 22nd. in;N7 ,

The place will be the Saratoga Inn. This is a few miles from Sen
Jose. Those who do not drive from this area will be met at the station
in San Josze if they let us know when they plam to arrive. There should
be a minimum of time lest in making connections by truin from north or
south and those coming from the south will not have to come quite as
far., That is one reason for the choice of Saratoga.

The subject will bte: WHAT IS ESSENTIAL IN THE CHRISTIAN RELIGION?

It waz thought thet such a subject would be good in enabling us to
- come {0 know one another's minds at the entset.

The following pepers will be reac:

Christianity end Judsism - (Muilenburg)
Christianity and Oriental Religions - (Fisher)
Christianity as History and as Idea - (Truebloogd)
The Historical Jesus and Christianity - (Miller)
Does the Reformation Represent & Permanent Positive
Principl. in the Understanding of Christianity?
(Ungersma)

We shall have to plan the exact program in terms of hours aftver I gst
necesgery information from you.

Will you please indicate on the enclosed post ccrd whether or not
you can arrive for the session of Friday evening and whether or not you
can remain for & seasion on Sunday morming. If you cannot remain for
Sunday, does thet mean in the case of any of you thet you must take a
night train Saturday night? Since the night trains for the south lecve
at a shockingly early hour on this coast, it is to be hoped that you
don't have to tuzke onme.

The cost at the Inn will be at the rate of §4.00 per dey for room
and meals. If there is anyone who will be kept away from the meeting
by that expense in addition to the contribution of £4.00 to the treas-
portation of $4.00 to the transportution pool, I wish thet he would
let me kmow confidentially. You will remember that the stipulation
made by the Hazen Foundation is that we pay part of the transportation
expense ourselves. In accordance with that stipulation, the figure
for each one was put at §4.00. It will not be greater than that in
any case and there is a chance that it can be reduced slightly.
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For provisional committee



