
 The Brigham Young Academy Building in about 1897. During a period of sweeping seculariza-
tion in American higher education, Brigham Young Academy moved in the opposite direction, 
especially after 1903, when it became Brigham Young University. The LDS Church’s increasing 
commitment to BYU can be seen in the substantial proportion of the university budget it began 
to provide, the practice of having Church General Authorities interview prospective faculty mem-
bers, and the composition of the board of trustees, which shifted from local political and Church 
leaders to general Church officers. During the ensuing years, the Church appears to have com-
mitted to BYU the fulfillment of the dream of becoming a “real university” and one that would 
remain true to real faith in the restored gospel of Jesus Christ. Photographer unknown. Courtesy 
L. Tom Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.
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BYU and Religious Universities  
in a Secular Academic World

Alan L. Wilkins and David A. Whetten

Most of the modern research universities in the United States began as  
  Protestant colleges whose highest stated aspirations were to foster 

faith and the development of Christian character as well as higher learning. 
While some Christian colleges remain from that era, among the 207 univer-
sities in the Carnegie classification’s high and very high research universities, 
only nine claim a religious affiliation (seven Catholic institutions; Baylor 
University, with a Baptist affiliation; and Brigham Young University, oper-
ated by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints). We will briefly out-
line some of the primary reasons that religious research universities are such 
a small proportion of American research universities. However, our primary 
intent in this article is to examine Brigham Young University as a limit case 
of the religious research university. In many ways, BYU is an anomaly. At its 
founding in 1875, BYU was organized in ways that were almost identical to 
the early Protestant colleges. What is remarkable is that through the period 
of secularization that led most of those colleges to cut their ties with religion, 
BYU became more closely tied to its affiliated church and more intentionally 
religious than any of the remaining religious universities.1

A popular twentieth-century myth has it that aerodynamics experts 
have examined the bumblebee and determined that “that critter can’t fly,” 
because “it does not have the required capacity (in terms of wing area or 
flapping speed).” Nevertheless, the laws of physics do not prevent the bum-
blebee from flying. Research shows that “bumblebees simply flap harder 
than other insects, increasing the amplitude of their wing strokes to achieve 
more lift, and use a figure-of-eight wing motion to create low-pressure vor-
tices to pull them up.”2 In other words, the bumblebee flies, but it does so 
differently than many other insects.



We have been talking about writing an 
article like this one for at least a decade 
and a half. We had both heard numer-
ous questions from faculty members 
both outside and inside BYU about why 
BYU was organized as it is. Some won-
dered why we were so different from 
other universities, and others wondered 
if we were different enough. Our interest 
became more focused in the late 1990s, 
however, when we began to make a pre-
sentation together to new faculty mem-
bers in the Spring Seminar that most 
of them attend at the end of their first 
year at the university. Their interests and 
questions invited us to think more care-
fully about our answers. We combined 
our experience as faculty members 
and university administrators with our 
research and theoretical background in 
organizational theory to try to make 
sense of BYU as a religious university. 
When Alan returned from serving as a 
mission president, we began to gather 
data about BYU and other religious uni-
versities and after too many drafts finally 
feel comfortable sharing our current views and conclusions. We have 
begun sharing these ideas with scholars and administrators at other 
higher-education institutions, particularly those with religious affili-
ations, and expect that our journey of understanding will continue 
as we exchange with them. We particularly hope that those who are 
interested in BYU and religious higher-education institutions will 
find this perspective useful.

Alan L. Wilkins and David A. Whetten

Alan L. Wilkins

David A. Whetten
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As organizational scholars, we ask similar questions of BYU. Our goal 
is to help those who are interested in universities, and particularly religious 
universities, to understand them better by comparing BYU to the others in 
this niche. We believe that by studying the limit case we can shed light on 
the nature of such organizational “critters” and how they can actually “fly,” 
sometimes, as it might appear, against all odds.

After reviewing the primary reasons for the secularization of Ameri-
can research universities, we consider BYU by contrasting it with other 
religious universities in its institutional niche. We then focus on trying 
to understand how BYU deals with the inherent dilemmas it has chosen 
quite consciously and the implications of these choices for its ability to “fly.” 
We conclude by considering implications for faculty, administrators, and 
scholars of universities that for a variety of reasons (some more conscious 
than others) incorporate such dilemmas as a core aspect of their identity.

The Secularization of American Higher Education

Given the history of secularization in institutions of higher education in 
America, some might wonder whether BYU is the last of its kind. Most 
American universities started out as church-related colleges, but by the 
1920s the majority of them had been “secularized.” George Marsden pro-
vides some perspective about just how rapidly this secularization took place:

The American university system was built on a foundation of evangelical 
Protestant colleges. Most of the major universities evolved directly from 
such nineteenth-century colleges. As late as 1870 the vast majority of these 
were remarkably evangelical. Most of them had clergymen-presidents who 
taught courses defending biblicist Christianity and who encouraged peri-
odic campus revivals. Yet within a half century . . . the evangelical Protes-
tantism of the old-time colleges had been effectively excluded from leading 
university classrooms.3

Harvard’s Charles Eliot offered what Marsden describes as the “shibboleth 
of the movement” against the possibility of a church university: “A univer-
sity cannot be built upon a sect.”4 A few years earlier, the founding president 
of Cornell University, Andrew White, said something similar in his inaugu-
ral address: “I deny that any university fully worthy of that great name can 
ever be founded upon the platform of any one sect or combination of sects.”5 
Indeed, this feeling became so shared among American intellectuals that in 
1905 Andrew Carnegie was persuaded to bankroll a foundation that would 
provide incentives for universities affiliated with denominations to sever 
their ties in exchange for participation in a generous faculty retirement pro-
gram. The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching had on 
its board the president of almost every major university of the day.6
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During this same period, a growing number of Protestants formed a 
loose coalition of northeastern states Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and 
Unitarians desiring to establish a nonsectarian though Christian (Protestant) 
educational system that could foster a moral order for American society in 
the absence of an established religion. Their view largely excluded Catholics 
and Jews as well as more conservative Protestants and sought to avoid divi-
sive sectarian battles regarding doctrine. This coalition (largely Whigs and 
later Republicans in the north) gained significant influence during and fol-
lowing the Civil War because the most powerful opposition had largely been 
religious conservatives, often Democrats, in the southern states.7

Ironically, the Whig/Republican Protestant coalition felt at first that they 
had won the day over their more conservative Protestant brethren and over 
Catholics and Jews. Many of them felt that democratic values were compat-
ible with an emphasis on the development of individual character (rather 
than on salvation explicitly) and freedom to pursue truth through science.8 
However, drawing on the historical work of Burtchaell9 and  Marsden,10 we 
note four structural factors that influenced the movement to secularize 
higher education or to formally separate its institutions from influence by 
any particular church or religious order:

1. In their attempt to appeal to a broad coalition of Protestants (to get 
more students and to influence a larger part of the country) and to 
avoid unseemly and energy-sapping sectarian debates, academic 
leaders “established” a secular moral approach to education empha-
sizing values such as free inquiry, democracy, service to humankind, 
and so forth. The values were so general that many eventually came 
to believe they did not require allegiance to a particular religious tra-
dition. Curriculum came to focus on disciplinary subjects, and Bible 
classes along with the study of church history and doctrine were no 
longer required and eventually did not appear in class offerings. Cur-
riculum has thus become almost entirely focused on scientific values 
and critical thinking.11

2. Faculty were hired to teach increasingly specialized subjects. At first, 
Christian (though nonsectarian) values were deemed important in 
faculty candidates, but soon universities began to focus, with support 
from these more specialized and nonsectarian faculty, almost entirely 
on a faculty member’s academic expertise.

3. Funding sources changed. Many religious proponents of this era 
assumed that the state would fund “public” universities whose 
approach coincided with their Christian interests, especially as these 
interests became less denomination- or theology-specific. However, 
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primary funding sources for both private and public universities 
shifted from churches (which had never provided more than meager 
funding beyond donated scholarships for students in any case) to 
increased student tuition, private industry, foundations, and, eventu-
ally, to government sources (largely in the form of loans or grants 
to students and funding for faculty research). Those who provided 
these resources sought to influence universities to adopt their more 
practical, nonreligious values. The government (both state and local) 
often required universities to give up hiring preferences and specific 
religious requirements in order to receive particular forms of aid and 
forbade the use of religious texts or religious tests in public schools, 
many of which had been seen as Christian institutions even though 
they were funded by state funds.12

4. Membership in boards of trustees changed along with the funding 
sources. Increasingly present on these boards were people from the 
world of business, alumni, and other citizens representing diverse 
interests of the university. Church leaders were less often involved 
in interactions with administrators and faculty. Soon the affiliated 
church leaders had no involvement beyond occasionally continuing 
to work with a divinity school or theological seminary that persisted 
at some universities but increasingly became located at the periphery 
of campus.13

Why Are So Many Religious Universities Catholic,  
Given the Protestant Beginnings?

During this era when many liberal Protestants were seeking less sectarian 
and more generally acceptable educational approaches, Catholics had rela-
tively little involvement in higher education. They were largely immigrants 
without a tradition of higher education, and at the turn of the century 
perhaps 4,200 Catholics were in the sixty-three schools of the Catholic 
higher-education network.14 Marsden points out that this was a period of 
Americanization, when many in the United States saw progress as depen-
dent upon political freedom and free inquiry.15 Catholic leaders in Rome 
and Europe viewed this movement with great alarm. The Catholic Uni-
versity of America (CUA) was founded in 1889 by Catholic progressives 
who were interested in bringing together “Catholic teachings with cautious 
versions of the attitudes typical of American university founders.”16 Pope 
Leo  XIII issued an encyclical in 1895 addressed to the American church, 
stating that the separation of church and state was not the desirable model 
for the church. While the Vatican had given approval to establish CUA as 
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the only pontifical university in America, concerns about CUA and Ameri-
canization led the pope in 1896 to remove John Keane, the first rector of 
Catholic University of America.17 In 1910, a professor of scripture, Henry A. 
Poels, was dismissed because he held a multiauthorial view of the Penta-
teuch, contrary to the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s position that Moses 
was the substantial author of the first five books of the Bible.18

As interest in education grew, Catholics sought to protect themselves 
from what they saw as contradictions to their faith in the American culture 
and in its educational approaches. Catholic orders created educational insti-
tutions staffed largely by priests and nuns from the order. That approach 
was quite inexpensive and largely maintained a Catholic ideology. How-
ever, the quality of education suffered, and it was very difficult for these 
institutions to achieve accreditation by anyone beyond their own Catholic 
accrediting associations. Leahy suggests several reasons for the move away 
from priests as teachers: (a)  increased post–WWII demand by Catholics 
for higher education, (b) increased desire to fit in with the American main-
stream (fueled by a growing trust among Americans of Catholics, growing 
affluence of Catholics, and an increased desire to be a part of the economy), 
(c) an increased desire to be accredited and thus recognized more broadly, 
and (d) fewer Catholics becoming clergy and getting PhDs and therefore a 
lack of qualified priests.19

Midway through the twentieth century (in 1955), John Tracy Ellis sum-
marized the intellectual situation among Catholic academics by writing 
that there was “general agreement as to the impoverishment of Catholic 
scholarship in this country.”20 Marsden’s conclusion regarding the first half 
of the twentieth century in Catholic higher education is: “Whatever the 
weaknesses of Catholic higher education during this era, and they were 
many, Catholics emerged from this era with one thing Protestants did not: 
universities with substantial religious identities.”21

James Burtchaell explained that in the 1950s many American Catholic 
educators were embarrassed at the lack of influence of Catholics in intel-
lectual and scientific spheres. He studied a variety of American Catholic as 
well as Protestant institutions and concluded that from that time forward 
academic leaders of these Catholic colleges and universities sought inde-
pendence from official church oversight because they felt it was too restric-
tive.22 In his massive study of the secularization of both Protestant and 
Catholic institutions of higher education, entitled The Dying of the Light, 
Burtchaell laments that just as Catholic intellectuals were becoming trained 
well enough to truly bring a unique light both to the secular world and to 
the church, Catholic institutions of higher education engaged in secular-
ization that essentially made them look similar to all of the non-Catholic 
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institutions of higher education.23 Elsewhere, he presents historical evi-
dence demonstrating a secularization process among Catholic universities 
that closely parallels the Protestant secular movement at the turn of the 
twentieth century. While the process started a century later, it is head-
ing in the same direction, according to Burtchaell, and is likely to have a 
similar result.24

Current Situation of Religious Universities in America

Given the history of secularization we have just reviewed, we were inter-
ested to learn that out of eight million students enrolled in undergraduate 
bachelor’s degree programs in the United States in 2004, over one million 
were attending religiously affiliated colleges or universities. Most of these 
institutions are quite small, as suggested by the fact that almost one-third 
(768 of 2,345) of higher-education institutions listed in the U.S. Department 
of Education database claim a religious affiliation.25 What we observe is 
that the Christian college (small, typically focused on the liberal arts, and 
either Protestant or Catholic) has persisted into the present. On the other 
hand, prominent universities with a clear dedication to research are almost 
completely secularized. Specifically, the Carnegie classification of universi-
ties (2012)26 that are high or very high in research provides the following:

Figure 1 
Research Universities That Are Religiously Affiliated
Research classification Number of institutions Number of religious 

institutions

Very high 108 2

High 99 7

Total 207 9

As figure 1 indicates, less than 5  percent of these institutions claim a 
religious affiliation; BYU is among that minority. Of particular interest to 
us are questions about how BYU and other universities that clearly value 
research have been able to deal with significant institutional pressures to 
secularize. Further, how does BYU organize itself to attend to its avowed 
(and what many outsiders at least would see as contradictory) goals to fos-
ter both faith and reason? While we could look at the extent to which such 
potential tensions exist in “doctoral universities” in the Carnegie classifica-
tion system, our choice is to focus on the niche that is least likely in this age 
of secularization, the religious universities most focused on research.
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Following a brief description of BYU’s history relative to secularization 
forces during this same period, we will compare the religious commitment 
and institutional structures of the nine religiously affiliated research univer-
sities using the best data we have available.

BYU’s Beginnings in the Context of the  
Secularization of American Higher Education

BYU’s history is all the more remarkable against the backdrop we have just 
reviewed of secularization among major universities in the United States. 
Contrary to the trends, BYU has become more closely tied to its spon-
soring church during the same period in which the Protestant and more 
recently Catholic universities were distancing themselves from their initial 
religious affiliation. Indeed, during the past half-century when pressures 
on Catholic universities to become more secular and intellectual have led 
to significant changes in their intentional religiosity, BYU has in many ways 
reemphasized and strengthened its commitment to its religious moorings. 
At the same time, BYU paralleled the efforts of both Protestant and Catholic 
institutions to become accredited and establish a reputation of educational 
excellence that would benefit its graduates. As we shall see, this move to 
become at the same time stronger both educationally and religiously is 
indeed unique among universities.

Brigham Young Academy was founded by Brigham Young in 1875. 
As he wrote to his son Alfales, then a student at the University of Michigan, 
he established a private trust to fund Brigham Young Academy “at which 
the children of the Latter-day Saints can receive a good education unmixed 
with the pernicious, atheistic influences that are found in so many of the 
higher schools of the country.”27 At first, the Academy was intended to pro-
vide elementary and secondary education and a “normal” school to prepare 
teachers for the public schools in the Utah Territory that no longer allowed 
the use of the Book of Mormon or the teaching of explicitly Mormon phi-
losophies. Its initial institutional structure was patterned after most of the 
Protestant colleges of the day: funding through small amounts of tuition 
(in BYA’s case, $4 per term per student, which over 60 percent of the stu-
dents paid in commodities) and modest income from property donated by 
Brigham Young. The board of trustees was composed of local political and 
church leaders, with teachers who were for the most part members of the 
affiliated faith.28

Brigham Young Academy was not initially thought of as the Church’s 
university or even the predecessor of such a university. In 1891, the First 
Presidency of the Church asked James E. Talmage to leave the presidency 
of LDS College in Salt Lake City to establish what his biographer called 
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“a genuine Church University.”29 Talmage thrilled at the prospect of found-
ing “an institution of wide scope and high standards that would merit rec-
ognition by the established centers of learning throughout the nation and 
the world. It was a dream he had cherished for many years.”30 The proposed 
name was Young University. However, the Panic of 1893 destroyed any hope 
of continuing plans for Young University.

The Brigham Young Academy was named Brigham Young University in 
1903 when the secularization forces were gaining strength and influencing 
the formation of most modern American universities. The newly named 
BYU still did not have additional or significant Church funding, but it was 
thought by its leaders in Provo that the new name indicated a direction 
toward more college-level work, even though the pace toward that end 
would be slow.31

The growing commitment of the Church to BYU is seen by the decision 
of its leaders in 1918 to liquidate BYU’s debts in exchange for its assets.32 In 
the years that followed, the Church provided an increasingly significant pro-
portion of its budget. The dream of a genuine Church university was thus 
kept alive and eventually applied to BYU, remarkably during a time when 
the Church leaders were deciding that they could not support the Church’s 
breadth of educational offerings and were withdrawing for the most part 
from secular education. Indeed, in the 1920s and 1930s the Church withdrew 
almost completely from higher education. The result was that by 1934 only 
two higher education institutions were sponsored by the Church—Brigham 
Young University and Ricks College.33 A system of LDS Institutes of Religion 
was created.34 During this period, the Church appears to have committed 
to BYU the fulfillment of the dream of becoming a “real university”—one, 
however, that would remain committed to real faith in the restored gospel 
of Jesus Christ.35

Figure 2 on the next page summarizes the improbable direction and 
result of changes at BYU relative to principal organizational indicators of 
secularization among religious institutions of higher education mentioned 
previously. What we may observe in BYU is an institution that is unique 
among American universities in general. We turn next to the question of 
how unique BYU is within these same parameters when compared to the 
few remaining religiously affiliated universities.

How Does BYU Compare with Other Religious Universities?

Burtchaell36 points to a secularization pattern that included faculty seeking 
professionalization through increased specialization and prestige- seeking 
university presidents pushing to hire new faculty experts who were not 
members of the affiliated church. He also chronicles the move by most 
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higher education institutions to admit students with no religious require-
ment to increase revenues. Additional funding was eventually received 
from private donors and alumni but was more immediately available from 
foundations, business, and government (through scholarships, grants for 
research, and so forth). Through this period of change, most institutions 
continued to label themselves religious. The label was often the last vestige 
to go once secularization had run most of its course.37

We noted previously key indicators that reflect the separation of uni-
versities from religious influence. We now use these historical indices of 
secularization to compare the nine universities that claim religious affilia-
tion. However, we begin by using minimum criteria others have employed 
to qualify universities as having a credible claim to religious affiliation to 
indicate where each of these nine institutions falls with respect to these 
measures.

Serious claim to a religious affiliation. All nine of the universities that 
claim a religious affiliation in the Carnegie classification of Research/
High and Research/Very High universities pass a minimum criteria test 
devised by Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon to determine whether universities have 
a credible claim to religious affiliation: Does the university have a mission 
statement that (a) “acknowledges a specific linkage to a church or claims a 
religious heritage,” (b) “mentions at least one explicitly religious goal,” and 
does it have (c) “a core curriculum requiring religion courses that reflect 
and support the university’s religious identity”?38

Figure 3 shows the list of these nine universities along with the number 
of hours of religion-related courses they require. Each of their mission 
statements contains an explicit acknowledgement of religious affiliation 

Figure 2 
Comparison of Secularization Choices from Founding to Present
Relationship to Church Other Universities BYU

Required religion courses: None Clarified and increased

Faculty from sponsoring 
Church:

Decreased to 
no requirement

Increased, including worthi-
ness requirement

Church funding: Decreased to 0 Increased, Church 
contribution

Church leaders on Board: Decreased to 0 Increased, 100% Church 
leaders

Source: George M. Marsden, The Soul of the American University (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 155–56, 251, 270, 281–82, 300, 419–21, 438.
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and at least one religious goal. Some variation in what might be termed a 
“religion” course exists between these institutions because of differences in 
definition of what is religious. Other differences exist because some of these 
universities require only a class about various religious traditions while 
others (specifically Baylor, BYU, Notre Dame, and Catholic University of 
America) require the study of scripture or doctrine of the particular reli-
gious tradition. Thus, while there is some variation in the extent to which 
a religious commitment entails study of the specific traditions, scripture, 
or doctrine of a particular religious tradition, all nine of these universities 
have at least a minimum commitment to identifying themselves with a 
religious tradition.

Faculty hiring. We are not aware that any of these religious universities 
requires that a faculty member or other employee of the university be a 
practicing member of a particular faith or religious order. Figure 4 provides 
a comparison of university hiring policies with respect to the religious 
character of the faculty candidates. BYU is the only one of these universi-
ties that has an explicit “preference” for members in good standing of the 
affiliated church. BYU advertises in its faculty position announcements 
that “preference is given to qualified candidates who are members in good 
standing of the affiliated church.”48 Most of the other universities have stan-
dard equal employment, affirmative action statements that claim they do 
not discriminate on the basis of religion or any other “excluded categories.” 
In addition, Notre Dame encourages women, minorities, and Catholics to 
apply, and Loyola of Chicago acknowledges, as does the Catholic University 

Figure 3 
Religiously Affiliated “Research Universities”  
Required Religiously Related Credits
University # of Credits Required Doctrinal course required?

Baylor39 6 Yes

Boston College40 6 May choose

BYU41 14 Yes

Catholic U. of America42 9–12 May choose

Fordham43 6 No

Georgetown44 6 No

Loyola of Chicago45 6 No

Notre Dame46 6 3 hours required

Saint Louis University47 9 May choose
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of America, that there are some theology degrees that must be offered by 
approved Catholic faculty members using approved content to receive pon-
tifical sanction. Based on “The Application of Ex Corde Ecclesiae for the 
United States,” all Catholic colleges and universities must require that theol-
ogy professors obtain a mandatum from the bishop of the local diocese in 
which the university or college is located.58 However, in most cases, Catho-
lic universities and colleges do not reveal whether a particular professor has 
a mandatum, claiming that such information is private.59

We have a general sense based on conversations with colleagues at several 
of these universities that during hiring interviews some discussion occurs 
regarding the candidate’s willingness to respect the religious tradition (or 
at least its predominant values) with which the university is affiliated. On 
the other hand, Burtchaell claims that few if any Catholic universities insist 
on faculty loyalty to their faith traditions.60 A study by Lyon, Beaty, and 
Mixon presents faculty attitudes at four of the religious universities on our 
list (Baylor, Boston College, Notre Dame, and BYU), demonstrating that 
at each institution there are at least some faculty members who would be 
willing to wait for a significant period to find a candidate who is a member 
of the affiliated religion. Nevertheless, BYU’s faculty are significantly more 
supportive of this idea with 82 percent of the faculty being willing to go 
shorthanded for a significant period in order to hire an LDS candidate 
(compared with 55 percent at Baylor, 38 percent at Notre Dame, and 28 per-
cent at Boston College).61

At Baylor, there has been significant debate about how Baptist the 
university should be and how much religiosity, especially religious 

Figure 4 
Religious Requirement for Faculty
University Hire from Specific Religion? Faithfulness Requirement?

Baylor49 No Faithful Christians

Boston College50 No (EEO/AA) NA

BYU51 Yes (LDS preferred) Yes (regular review)

Catholic U. of 
America52

No (EEO/AA) No

Fordham53 No (EEO/AA) NA

Georgetown54 No (EEO/AA) NA

Loyola of Chicago55 No (EEO/AA) NA

Notre Dame56 No (EEO/AA) NA

Saint Louis U.57 No (EEO/AA) NA
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fundamentalism, should be required of the faculty. Indeed, two presidents 
previous to the current one, President Kenneth Starr, were fired by the 
board of regents for issues related to faculty hiring and the standards for 
granting tenure. Specifically, Robert Sloan was fired after a tenure of ten 
years because, according to critics, he was “devaluing teaching . . . and . . . 
edging the institution toward religious fundamentalism.”62

In their study, Lyon and his colleagues noted the very high percentage of 
BYU faculty who are LDS. They wondered whether the religious affiliation 
of faculty accounted for the differences in their attitudes about faculty hiring 
and academic freedom issues in general. They found that the Baptist profes-
sors at Baylor and the Catholic professors at Notre Dame and Boston College 
were significantly more committed to the religious mission of their institu-
tion than their colleagues who were not of the faith of the affiliated church. 
However, even comparing responses of members of the affiliated religions, 
BYU faculty were more religious in their attitudes.63

Indeed, hiring at BYU focuses on finding LDS candidates who are among 
the best in their field and who are judged by the leader of their local congre-
gation (bishop) and by an interviewing General Authority of the Church to 
be faithful, even exemplary, members of the Church. In addition, on a regu-
lar basis the Commissioner of Church Education sends a letter to the local 
bishop of each LDS faculty member at BYU, asking whether he or she con-
tinues to abide by certain essential expectations of membership (as someone 
who is worthy of a temple recommend). Those who are not LDS are asked to 
abide by similar moral commitments and are reviewed regularly for compli-
ance. These requirements would have been unusual for universities and even 
religious colleges in the late 1800s.64 The explicit goals of BYU for faculty 
members who are members of the sponsoring Church are that “they . . . live 
lives reflecting a love of God, a commitment to keeping his commandments, 
and loyalty to the Church. They are expected to be role models to students of 
people who are proficient in their discipline and faithful in the Church. All 
faculty are expected to be role models for a life that combines the quest for 
intellectual rigor with spiritual values and personal integrity.”65

Funding. BYU’s funding model demonstrates another clear difference in 
institutional governance and support compared with the approach taken by 
the other religious universities. Figure 5 suggests that a chief form of fund-
ing for the other universities derives from tuition, with the average tuition 
and fees charged for the 2012–13 school year being $38,116 per school year, 
compared with $4,710 at BYU (for LDS undergraduates; $9,420 for non-
LDS students). BYU’s board of trustees, by contrast, has chosen to provide a 
subsidy for students that is comparable to what many states provide to state 
residents who attend a state-supported university. The university’s president, 
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Cecil Samuelson, has stated that Church leaders have determined that the 
Church would be the primary source of support for the university, contrary 
to the trends of declining church involvement in other universities, to make it 

“abundantly clear to whom we would look for our leadership and guidance.”67
When one of us called financial vice presidents at each of these religiously 

affiliated universities to ask whether they received funding from the affiliated 
church or order of the church, the response was often a chuckle and a clear 
no. In one case, the vice president of a Catholic university commented that it 
was indeed the other way around. He said that the university administrators 
are so interested in maintaining a religious presence in an era when those 
going into the Catholic priesthood is diminishing that they provide a full-
time position (FTE) and salary to any department that will hire a priest of 
the affiliated religious order who also had a terminal degree in the area. After 
six years, if the department decides to give tenure to that priest/faculty mem-
ber, the department has to come up with the FTE and funding. As a result of 
this process, the vice president said the salary for those FTEs across campus, 
which goes first to the religious order and then a portion to the priest, is 
helping to fund the order. Vice presidents from several other universities 
affiliated with the Catholic Church or one of its orders expressed a similar 
sense that the university actually helped the order in one way or another, 
rather than the university receiving financial support from the order.

Figure 5 
Tuition and Other Funding of Religiously Affiliated Universities
Universities Tuition (yearly)* Funding from Church/Order?**

Baylor $30,586 “A few million per year”

Boston College 43,140 No

BYU 4,710 Substantial funding

Catholic U. of America 36,320 No66

Fordham 41,000 No

Georgetown 42,360 No

Loyola of Chicago 33,810 No

Notre Dame 42,971 No

Saint Louis U. 34,740 No

Average tuition without BYU: $38,116

* Tuition from the websites of each university for 2012–13 school year.
** Funding information from telephone call to financial VP or designee in that 

office during 2009, except for CUA.
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Board membership. Figure 6 shows a comparison of these universities 
with respect to membership on a governing board or board of trustees. 
Only four of the universities have a requirement for a particular number 
of “religious” on the board (specifically: Baylor, BYU, Notre Dame, and 
Catholic University of America), and only BYU requires that all board 
members be General Authorities/Officers of the Church. Catholic Univer-
sity of America is the only other university that has more than 50 percent 
of the board made up of church representatives. Indeed, by the mid-1960s, 
Catholic university leaders came to believe that only by giving lay people 
(nonclerics) a “shared legal trusteeship” and a predominant role on boards 
of trustees would they get the financial resources needed to expand Catho-
lic higher education. They were explicitly concerned that exclusive control 
of boards by priests, brothers, and nuns would limit or curtail state and 
federal monies. Most of the Catholic universities moved to increase the 
proportion of laity on their boards during this period.77

In addition, Notre Dame and Catholic University of America both require 
that their chancellor/president be a Catholic from the particular order or 

Figure 6 
Membership of Governing Boards of Religiously Affiliated Universities
Universities % from Affiliated Religion

Baylor68 25% from Baptist General Convention of Texas 
(required)

Boston College69 10% are listed Jesuit priests (not required)

BYU70 100% are General Officers of the Church; past two 
BYU presidents have been General Authorities of the 
Church (not a requirement); all have been Church 
members in good standing

Catholic U. of 
America71

55.3% with religious titles currently; 24 must be clerics 
of Catholic Church, 18 of whom must be of U.S. Con-
ference of Catholic Bishops; Archbishop of Washington 
is Chancellor of University

Fordham72 12.5% with religious titles currently (not required)

Georgetown73 12.8% with religious titles currently (not required)

Loyola of Chicago74 Percentage not specified

Notre Dame75 6 board fellows must be Holy Cross and 6 must be lay 
persons, and they approve/appoint board of trustees 
(trustees have no religious requirement); currently 7 of 
47 (15%) have religious titles; according to bylaws, 
president must be a Holy Cross priest

Saint Louis U.76 18.8% with religious titles currently (not required)
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sponsoring church conference. The past two presidents of BYU have come 
from among the General Authorities of the Church, although there is no 
requirement that this be the case. However, the board of trustees (all General 
Authorities or officers of the Church) conducts the search and appoints the 
president, who has always been a member of the sponsoring church.

Summary of comparisons. Given the history of secularization in higher 
education, we should perhaps be surprised that any large universities inter-
ested in serious research would claim a religious affiliation. We can observe 
nine universities, mostly Catholic, that have maintained an explicit religious 
affiliation and seek to foster campus cultures that are open to an association 
with a particular religious tradition (and in several cases, religious tradi-
tions in general). Five of the nine universities do not require a religious 
presence on the board. They all require that at least six credit hours of the 
courses a student takes during his or her university experience be at least 
related to religious thought and lifestyles.

We agree, however, with Baylor scholars Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon that 
BYU is the most “intentionally religious” of the universities whose faculty 
they surveyed.78 As we compare BYU with the other religiously affiliated 
universities that qualify to be on our list, we see evidence as well that BYU 
is more focused on religiosity in addition to academic excellence than those 
other universities. Part of the difference must come from variation in what 
it means to be religious in each of the traditions represented, and that sort 
of comparison is beyond our current intentions and abilities. Nevertheless, 
what we can see clearly from our organizational theory perspective, which 
focuses on institutional and organizational structures, is that BYU is the 
only research university that has such a close relationship with a church. 
All of the others have been founded by religiously minded individuals and 
have developed impressive trajectories of academic improvement while 
at the same time inviting their campus communities to acknowledge the 
role of faith in their lives and learning. However, BYU is an integral part of 
its sponsoring church. Its board members are leaders of the Church, and 
significant church funds are invested directly in the education of the youth 
of the Church. No other university is structured in that way. The effects on 
faculty hiring, faculty attitudes, and curricular requirements are clear.

Intentional Dilemmas:  
BYU’s Strong Ties to the Church and Its Goal to Be a Major University

Obviously, the responses by BYU and its sponsoring church to seculariza-
tion pressures have been significantly “against the grain” of general institu-
tional trends in America. While BYU has been able to develop increased 
academic excellence and commitment to faith, faculty and administrators 
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often, of necessity, address dilemmas that require special attention. The 
following questions are representative: How can we grow in academic qual-
ity and still hire primarily members of the Church? How will the univer-
sity and faculty members protect free inquiry in the disciplines and honor 
scriptural truth as taught by the Church when these interests come in con-
flict? How can faculty members develop excellent scholarly programs and 
share their learning in the top journals and presses of their disciplines while 
working primarily with undergraduate students? Will faculty hold students 
accountable for obedience to Church standards (honor code and dress and 
grooming standards, for example) as well as academic performance?

These are the sorts of tensions that, according to both Burtchaell and 
Marsden, led the pace-setting universities of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries to seek to free themselves from their affiliated churches. 
These dilemmas are not the sort that will disappear. They come from the inter-
play of the reigning “script” about how to be a “real university” and the Church 

“script” about how to develop faith and character, as well as from the Church’s 
intention to influence primarily undergraduate students.

Scholarly work by Albert and Whetten provides a framework with which to 
understand some of the organizational tensions that BYU faculty and adminis-
trators face in this institutional environment. They argue that organizations are 
significantly more efficient when they do not have to specify all of their orga-
nizational elements, that is, when the elements are institutionalized and largely 
taken for granted.79 For example, if you work in a retail bank as opposed to a 
local grocery store, the organizational structure, reward system, and strategies 
of the business will differ significantly but will not be explained fully anywhere. 
In higher education, religious colleges are still taken for granted in this way. 
They focus on undergraduate teaching in a specific religious context and often 
hire faculty based on their faith as well as academic expertise. But universities, 
even private ones, as we have seen, are expected to avoid religious commit-
ments and give primary attention to research.

When organizations violate such institutional expectations or seek to 
combine expectations from two different institutional environments (in 
this case, church and academic environments), they are “swimming against 
the current.” They must exert extra effort to find people willing to be differ-
ent, educate them about the differences, and help them value the “hybrid” 
organizational life they must then lead. They must convince those outside 
the organization upon whom they depend for legitimacy and resources that 
this way of organizing is valuable, or at least allowable (think of accredit-
ing bodies, graduate schools evaluating undergraduates, funding agencies, 
alumni, and students, whose approval and support of the university are 
critical for its ongoing existence and success).
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Albert and Whetten, along with many others, suggest, contrary to 
what we might assume, that a large number of organizations are “hybrid” 
because they combine two or more organizing scripts.80 For example, one 
of the most ubiquitous organizational forms is the family business. Family 
businesses enjoy the commitment of family members to get the business 
started and do not have to pay them big salaries. However, families tend 
to operate on an organizing script that gives membership in the family 
privileges, and businesses tend to operate on the basis of meritocracy (and 
to establish policies against “nepotism”). Hence, there are usually inher-
ent dilemmas to manage in such hybrid organizations, as well as potential 
benefits to gain.

BYU is a unique case of hybrid organization because, as President Cecil 
Samuelson has reaffirmed, “We have been defined by our board of trustees 
as a primarily undergraduate teaching university with some graduate pro-
grams of distinction and high quality.”81 Their intention is to provide the 
very best education possible, first to undergraduate students, and to offer 
graduate programs that support, or at least do not detract from, undergrad-
uate education. As figure 7 suggests, the commonly accepted institutional 
scripts in modern American higher education anticipate that a univer-
sity will have a strong emphasis on graduate students and research. A reli-
gious frame of reference would be expected in small colleges. By explicitly 
designing BYU as a large university focused on teaching undergraduates in 
an intentionally religious context, the board of trustees has created a “dual 
hybrid”: church university and teaching university. The church university 
raises questions in the institutional environment about how to maintain 

Figure 7 
BYU as a “Dual Hybrid”

As a Church-University Hybrid

Expected frame of reference for a top-tier research university Secular

BYU’s frame of reference as a research university Religious

As a Teaching-University Hybrid

Expected focus of effort for a research university Graduate students

BYU’s focus of effort Undergraduate students
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academic freedom. The teaching university raises questions about time, 
resources, and students who can join with faculty in research.

Most outsiders to BYU would think that the principal tensions would 
be found in the church-university portion of the hybrid. However, our 
experience at BYU listening to faculty across campus talk about their 
career concerns suggests that for most of them the teaching-university 
tensions are more prominent and ubiquitous. Compared with the number 
of BYU professors who have academic freedom concerns, significantly 
more BYU professors wonder about the tension between feeling the need 
to share their work in the top journals and venues of their discipline while 
at the same time teaching relatively higher numbers of undergraduates 
with relatively fewer or no doctoral students to involve in their research.

Church-university tensions. Our observation based on experience finds 
some confirmation in the research cited earlier by Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon.82 
In this study, three Baylor professors compared the attitudes of professors 
at four of the nine major religious universities (Baylor, Boston College, 
Brigham Young University, and Notre Dame) regarding their approach to 
dealing with their religious and academic missions. They surveyed faculty 
at each of these institutions during the middle to late 1990s. Their questions 
focused on various aspects of practices and attitudes of these professors in 
such areas as university goals, classroom activities, extracurricular activi-
ties, faculty hiring, academic freedom, and integrating faith and learning. 
Figure 8 provides several examples of how the responses from faculty at 
the four institutions compare regarding the roles of faith, scholarship, and 
academic freedom.

BYU faculty are more likely than are faculty at other religious uni-
versities to see faith and reason as companion approaches that should be 
integrated to arrive at understanding and truth.83 Figure 8 shows the com-
parison of faculty attitudes at BYU and three other universities regarding 
the idea that faith and learning should be kept separate. It also suggests 
that when there is conflict between Church doctrine and research find-
ings, BYU faculty are significantly less likely to assume that reason always 
trumps faith.

The responses to the second question in figure  8 show BYU faculty 
as much less inclined than faculty at the other universities to guarantee 
freedom to publish research that questions the sponsoring church’s beliefs 
and practices. At the time this survey question was asked, BYU faculty 
members were considering issues raised by an American Association of 
University Professors (AAUP) investigation many claimed to be related 
to academic freedom. Since BYU’s academic freedom policy was under 
scrutiny at that time and the question asked by the Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon 
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survey is similar to but different than the BYU policy, we provide a brief 
discussion of BYU’s policy.

BYU’s 1992 statement on academic freedom argues for both individual 
and institutional academic freedom. The intent of BYU’s policy is to grant 
the individual faculty member freedom to “teach and research without 
interference, to ask hard questions, to subject answers to rigorous exami-
nation, and to engage in scholarship and creative work.” However, it also 
argues that BYU must have institutional academic freedom to retain the 
benefits of its unique religious commitments (which benefits include pres-
ervation of pluralism in American higher education, antidogmatism, and 
religious freedom). Both individual and institutional academic freedom 
are critically important and may occasionally come into conflict. Neither 
freedom is unlimited. Further, individual academic freedom is limited to 
some extent in all institutions (for example, secular universities limit racist 
and anti-Semitic speech, and public institutions limit advocacy of religion 
to maintain a separation of church and state). Nevertheless, at BYU, “indi-
vidual academic freedom is presumptive, while institutional intervention is 
exceptional.” Indeed, at BYU, limitations on individual academic freedom 

Figure 8 
Comparing Faculty Attitudes about Faith and Scholarship in  
Four Religiously Affiliated Universities

Survey Statement: Since we strive to be a Christian university, the encouragement 

of faith and learning are important tasks, but they should be separate and not inte-

grated. (Yes: strongly agree or agree)

Brigham Young: 6%

Notre Dame: 38%; Baylor: 42%; Boston College: 52%

Survey Statement: We should guarantee faculty freedom to explore ideas or theo-

ries and publish the results even if they question the sponsoring church’s beliefs 

and practices. (Yes: strongly agree or agree)

Brigham Young: 32%

Baylor: 90%; Notre Dame: 95%; Boston College 98%

Source: Faculty Responses Reported in Larry Lyon, Michael Beaty, and Stephanie 
Litizzette Mixon, “Making Sense of a ‘Religious’ University: Faculty Adaptations 
and Opinions at Brigham Young, Baylor, Notre Dame, and Boston College,” Review 
of Religious Research 43, no. 4 (2002): 336–37.
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are deemed reasonable only “when the faculty behavior or expression seri-
ously and adversely affects the University mission or the Church.” Such 
limitations include faculty member expression in public or with students 
that “contradicts or opposes, rather than analyzes or discusses, fundamen-
tal Church doctrine or policy; deliberately attacks or derides the Church 
or its general leaders; or violates the Honor Code because the expression 
is dishonest, illegal, unchaste, profane, or unduly disrespectful of others.”84

The Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon survey asks a question about whether 
faculty should be guaranteed the “freedom to explore any idea or theory 
and to publish the results of those inquiries, even if the ideas question 
some traditional (Catholic, Baptist, Mormon) beliefs and practices.”85 At 
BYU, exploring ideas and publishing results that question the sponsoring 
church’s beliefs and practices would not be cause for dismissal. Neverthe-
less, some BYU faculty members may feel that the spirit of such an enter-
prise would not be in harmony with the academic freedom policy or with 
the spirit of searching for truth through both rational methods as well as 
through revelation to prophets of God. Whatever the interpretation BYU 
faculty members made of these issues, their responses to these and similar 
questions in the survey suggest that they are more likely to bring together 
spiritual and rational pursuits of truth than to see tensions between the two 
approaches. Indeed, from analysis of the results of the BYU responses to 
the same survey data used by Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon, Wilson reports that 

“88 percent of the women and 89 percent of the men say that they ‘have 
more freedom at BYU to teach’ as they deem appropriate than they think 
they would have elsewhere.”86

Lyon and his colleagues noted that BYU had the highest university reli-
giosity scores on every question by a sizeable margin. The most common 
rank order was BYU, Baylor, Notre Dame, and Boston College. The Baylor 
professors concluded their study by saying that “in contrast to the overlap 
among Baylor, Notre Dame, and Boston College, our data suggest that 
Brigham Young faculty are distinctively committed to their school’s reli-
gious tradition. .  .  . Brigham Young is more committed to their religious 
tradition in both organizational structure and faculty attitudes.”87

Of course, BYU faculty members do experience tensions around aca-
demic freedom, in some disciplines more than others. Lyon and his associ-
ates report that professors in the arts and sciences at all of the universities, 
including BYU, have greater concerns about academic freedom than their 
counterparts in other disciplines.88 Particularly among faculty at BYU in 
the arts and sciences we hear concerns about preparing undergraduates 
for doctoral work outside of BYU. How can they help students understand 
and contribute to academic discussions that do not allow for the existence 
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of God or that contradict their faith? How can they help their students be 
open to important ideas that appear to contradict their faith but that may 
indeed be a useful corrective to cultural definitions of their faith that may 
need to be reconsidered? In our experience, these faculty members are in 
general both academically thoughtful and committed to BYU’s unique mis-
sion, and they experience the tensions that result from these dual commit-
ments. Nevertheless, as the Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon survey demonstrates, 
BYU faculty members seem to feel much less “hybrid identity” tension in 
these areas than do those at other religious universities, and certainly less 
than the hybrid identity literature would suggest.

Thus, the hybrid tensions around academic freedom are much more 
evident in interactions with outside entities like the American Association 
of University Professors (AAUP), accrediting bodies, and some funding 
agencies. For example, of the nine major religious universities, only BYU 
and the Catholic University of America (CUA) have been censured by the 
AAUP, and both for matters related to religion. CUA’s censure was related 
to a professor teaching in the university’s theology department in a degree 
program that requires papal support. The university and a papal board 
determined that this professor could not teach in that program because of 
his outspoken criticism of papal encyclicals regarding divorce, “artificial 
contraception,” “masturbation, pre-marital intercourse and homosexual 
acts.” The AAUP argued that this professor’s work had been well received in 
academic circles and that the university could not deprive him of his right 
to teach material that had received such supportive external peer review.89

In BYU’s case, the AAUP censure was triggered by the university’s deci-
sion to deny continuing faculty status (tenure) to a professor who, among 
other concerns, was unwilling to curb her discussion of prayer to Mother 
in Heaven (contrary to Church doctrine) after having been told that her 
expression was inappropriate. The AAUP argued that the university should 
not have denied this professor her academic freedom to engage in such 
expression.90

Others have noted that the AAUP is biased against religiously affiliated 
institutions and have pointed out that a large proportion of its censures have 
been given to such institutions.91 Many in the AAUP and in the academic 
world in general see no reason for any religious or faith-based limitations 
on what faculty members teach or write,92 and therefore universities or col-
leges that exercise any such limits at all are subject to critique or censure.

Some accrediting bodies for individual disciplines also raise issues related 
to the mission of religious colleges and universities. For example, in 2001, 
the American Psychological Association’s Committee on Accreditation con-
ducted a six-month public comment on footnote 4 of its Guidelines and 
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Principles for Accreditation of Programs in Professional Psychology.93 This 
footnote allows programs with a religious affiliation or purpose to adopt and 
apply “admission and employment policies that directly relate to this affili-
ation or purpose,” including policies that “provide a preference for persons 
adhering to the religious purpose or affiliation,” if certain conditions are 
met. The concern was that religious universities and programs would use the 
exemption as a way to discriminate against students and faculty on the basis 
of their sexual orientation. After a long deliberation, Susan Zlotlow, then 
head of APA’s Office of Program Consultation and Accreditation, concluded: 

“The committee remains committed to valuing all kinds of cultural and indi-
vidual diversity, including religion and sexual orientation. We will continue 
to work with individual psychology programs to foster diversity.”94 In other 
words, such tensions are not likely to dissipate for BYU and for other reli-
giously affiliated institutions that take their affiliation seriously.

Based on our observations, we conclude that while there are tensions 
internally at BYU, the greater tensions faced by faculty and administrators 
at BYU are with external entities. We argue that institutional pluralism 
(including a variety of religious as well as secular universities and colleges) 
is important for the academic landscape just as is the rational approach to 
scholarship that encourages competition among ideas. We believe that such 
scholarly tensions in the pursuit of academic learning are, up to a certain 
point, good for BYU. They help us define our theories and subject our ideas 
to rigorous testing and peer review. On the other hand, we see a continuing 
bias against BYU because of its religious commitments that will require 
vigilance and, in some cases, increased academic rigor to earn respect from 
skeptical disciplinary colleagues who assume a religious bias.

Teaching-university tensions. The choice to focus on undergraduates 
is an important one for BYU. One reason is that it allows the Church to 
influence more students at what could be argued is a relatively more vul-
nerable life stage than would be the case for graduate students. However, 
BYU’s undergraduate emphasis suggests a relatively higher teaching load 
and a lower level of student specialization when compared with a gradu-
ate research university. In addition, doctoral programs at BYU are asked 
to be supportive of this undergraduate emphasis. Faculty groups propos-
ing a new graduate program must show how it contributes to rather than 
detracts from undergraduate work.

Some faculty members feel the undergraduate focus thus significantly 
constrains their ability to produce a high quantity of good research. For 
example, faculty at BYU who have been educated at some of the finest 
research universities will occasionally question how BYU can involve 
them in such teaching loads and also expect them to contribute to the best 



Figure 9 
Advantages and Challenges Come Together for BYU

Advantages

•	 Stable	source	of	funding

•	 Excellent	teaching	and	research	support

•	 Outstanding	 students	 (primarily	 undergraduate);	 low	 tuition;	 high	 grad	

school and job placement

•	 Distinctive	mission	and	purpose

•	 Freedom	to	combine	sacred	and	secular;	most	students	 feel	 inspired	both	

intellectually and spiritually

•	 Generally	high	satisfaction	with	colleagues	and	students

Challenges

•	 No	“elite”	researchers;	limits	on	research	time;	fewer	graduate	programs

•	 Below-market	pay	(for	full	professors)

•	 Rarely	hire	non-LDS	faculty;	some	are	excellent

•	 Need	 to	overcome	outsiders’	presumption	of	 religious	bias,	particularly	 in	

some disciplines

•	 Tendency	of	 some	 faculty/students	 to	avoid	serious	discussion	of	 the	 rela-

tionship between faith and learning for fear of creating contention or because 

they take religious agreement for granted

•	 Slow	 hiring	 process;	 higher	 likelihood	 of	 faculty	 “career	 decay”	 (average	

tenure is twenty-five years at BYU)
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academic journals and presses. In response to such questions, BYU’s presi-
dent, Cecil Samuelson, has clarified that “we should not, and do not, have 
exactly the same quantitative standards for our people as another institu-
tion might have for its faculty who have little or no other responsibilities. 
. . . On the other hand, we cannot, and must not, compromise on the quali-
tative aspects of the creative work that we do here.”95 Indeed, a number of 
BYU’s faculty have been creative about this tension and have involved some 
very bright undergraduate students in their research. When done well, the 
result is a rather unique undergraduate teaching and research university, 
what President Samuelson has called a “learning university.”96

But Can This Critter Fly? Trade-offs and Performance

Given such tensions, why would any university or board of trustees con-
sciously choose to organize itself this way? In BYU’s case, we note that its 
board of trustees, essentially leaders of its sponsoring church, believe that this 
is the best way to accomplish what are for them important religious priorities: 
to provide a first-rate educational experience for its youth in the context of 
faith.97 What should be clear from this article is that there are clearly trade-
offs associated with hybrid organizations. They are able to do some things 
remarkably and perhaps uniquely well. There are other things they don’t do 
as well. Hybrid organizations also present unique challenges to those who 
inhabit them. In figure 9, we suggest some of the more obvious advantages 
and challenges faced by BYU faculty and administrators that derive from 
the particular choices made by the board to implement its vision of a church 
teaching university. We argue that, in this case, if you pick up one end of the 
stick, you pick up the other end too. From this point of view, we now consider 
how these conscious organizing choices create specific trade-offs. We also 
review available evidence on the extent to which these trade-offs are able to 
produce unique results sought for by the university.

Given BYU’s choice to be unique as a religious university, determining 
how well it is performing becomes more difficult. Admittedly, universities 
have a difficult time measuring success because they have so many publics 
who worry about quite different outcomes (for example, graduation rates, 
acceptance rates, win-loss records of athletic teams, amount of endowment, 
number of Nobel Prize winners, number of articles published in “A”  jour-
nals, amount of government grants, impact on the local or national economy 
due to inventions by faculty and students, percentage of graduates employed, 
acceptance rates of graduates in quality graduate programs). In BYU’s case, 
these criteria are not all of equal importance. For example, its official policy is 
not to limit government funding, but it refuses to seek or receive funding that 
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compromises its independence from certain government requirements that 
are incompatible with its religious commitments. As we have already seen, 
President Samuelson has invited faculty to engage in quality research in the 
best venues but perhaps not at the quantity level that some graduate research 
universities would require. In addition, BYU faculty focus significant attention 
on helping students develop in ways that go beyond intellectual ability, includ-
ing being “spiritually strengthened,” developing Christian character, and living 
a life of continued learning and service.98

Because it is so closely aligned with the purposes of its sponsoring 
church, BYU receives uniquely stable funding. In what would seem an 
unusual move in a research university, the BYU board does not allow gov-
ernment research grant recipients to keep indirect funds to hire staff or to 
use in renting space. Rather, the board includes all indirect-cost money in 
the general budget of the university, where it is used to provide quite gener-
ous funding available to all faculty for travel, hiring of research assistants, 
and so forth.99 One result is that faculty members do not have the same 
incentive that faculty in other universities do to bid for more government 
grants and thus become relatively independent of the university. Indeed, 
BYU policy limits the number of faculty members who can buy out their 
time from teaching during the fall and winter semesters to six full-time 
faculty equivalents across the entire university.100 In terms of total research 
and development funds from federal sources expended each year, BYU 
ranks 226th in the U.S.101 We have also already noted the limitations on the 
number of graduate students and programs and the need to have them be 
supportive of rather than detrimental to BYU undergraduates. These trade-
offs encourage the faculty to involve students (often undergraduate) in their 
research and to allow them to travel to conferences and research opportuni-
ties. They also provide opportunities for students to be involved as teaching 
assistants, for whom the university provides excellent teacher-development 
and online-learning supports. On the other hand, these conditions do not 
facilitate the flourishing of relatively independent “elite” researchers with 
their cadre of doctoral student followers.

As we mentioned earlier, BYU limits the number of graduate programs 
and the number of graduate students (to around 10 percent of the student 
body). Graduate programs must not detract from and should strengthen 
undergraduate programs. As a result, few departments outside of the 
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) areas have doctoral 
programs. Some faculty members in the areas without doctoral programs 
see the advantage of working with very bright undergraduate students and 
often treat them like doctoral students. Those with doctoral students also 
make significant efforts to include undergraduates in their research. Over 
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$2 million a year is spent from a variety of funds to sponsor “undergradu-
ate mentored research” efforts that provide a stipend for students and for 
faculty members who collaborate in this program. This effort, along with 
the caliber of BYU students, has been credited with the growing number 
of BYU undergraduates who have gone on to obtain PhDs. Indeed, BYU 
ranks tenth among U.S. universities in the past ten years and fifth in the 
past five years in the number of its undergraduates who go on to receive 
doctorates.102

In addition, a recent report from BYU’s office of research and creative 
activities shows that over the past forty years both the quantity and qual-
ity (as indicated by citations) of scholarly work by faculty members has 
increased rather significantly. Figure 10 displays the increases in scholarly 
publications. Figure 11 shows the number of citations in each decade for 
articles published in that decade. Note the significant increases in publica-
tions and the accelerated rate of increase in citations particularly in the past 
two decades. These are not comparisons with other universities, but they 
suggest a marked improvement.

Further, while assistant and associate professors tend to have salaries 
that are competitive with those of the same rank at comparable universities, 
full professors at BYU tend to receive lower than market salaries.103 That is 
likely most true in the areas where many other universities are willing to 
pay large salaries to professors who can teach in “executive education” pro-
grams or bring in large government contracts, thus generating additional 
funds by which their particular program provides a higher proportion of 
its own budget.

In terms of students, BYU is blessed with undergraduates who are, 
relative to other universities, very well prepared for college and who are 
attracted to the excellent academic programs taught in the context of their 
faith. They and their parents are attracted by the wholesome religious envi-
ronment, but the relatively low tuition is undoubtedly an attraction as well. 
For the past two years, BYU has been the “most popular” national univer-
sity in the United States, and this year (2012) it was second only to Harvard. 
The measure of popularity fashioned by U.S. News & World Report is essen-
tially a “yield rate” that calculates the “percentage of applicants accepted 
by a college who end up enrolling at that institution in the fall.” BYU’s rate 
has been around 75 percent.104 Further, the top 1,500 students in the BYU 
freshman class, about the size of the entire freshman class at Harvard or 
Stanford, look equal on paper to students at those universities in terms of 
intellectual ability. For example, their ACT scores are 30 (96th percentile) 
or higher. The average ACT score for the whole incoming freshman class in 
2012 (7,101 admitted) is 28.13 (91st percentile).105 Furthermore, 84 percent 



Figure 10 
Publications of BYU Faculty Members (1972–2011)

Figure 11 
Citations of BYU Faculty Members (1972–2011)

Citations are counted by decade, so the numbers reset every ten years. Note the 
significant increase from one decade to the next.

Analysis for both charts by Alan Harker, associate academic vice president for 
research and graduate studies at Brigham Young University, using data from the Web 
of Science, thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science_products/a-z/
web_of_science/. Used by permission.
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of them have completed a four-year Duty to God or Young Women’s award 
program, wherein they have engaged in significant service and talent devel-
opment. Almost all of them (96 percent) have completed four years of semi-
nary (eight semesters of studying the doctrine of the Church during high 
school; 47 percent of the students have taken this class at 5:30 or 6:00 a.m., 
before their regular high school classes started). In addition, 71 percent of 
incoming freshmen were involved in sports, 83 percent participated in per-
forming arts, and 76 percent were employed during their high school years. 
By the time they complete their undergraduate experience, approximately 
85 percent of the men and 15 percent of the women (about 50 percent of 
students) have completed full-time missionary service for the Church (two 
years for men and eighteen months for women). In large part because so 
many of these missions require learning a second language, approximately 
70 percent of graduating seniors speak another language.106

Certainly, students and their parents are drawn to BYU by its religious 
environment and the opportunities to meet other youth of their faith, but 
they are also drawn by the academic quality and, increasingly, by the rela-
tively low tuition (see figure 5). Tuition at BYU is even lower than tuition 
for many state-funded institutions (for example, the University of Utah 
tuition for 2012–13 is $6,764 for in-state residents,107 compared to BYU’s 
tuition for LDS students of $4,710).108 Indeed, as state governments have 
been pressed to reduce their budgets, many have cut their contributions 
to public education, and for this reason, among others, universities have 
increasingly raised their tuition and fees at rates many times greater than 
yearly inflation increases to cover the lost revenue.109 Of course, private 
universities have to charge even more tuition to cover their costs, but most 
of them raise money through donations to provide scholarships and help 
students apply for government grants. CNNMoney has compared the total 
yearly costs of universities and colleges in the U.S. (this includes tuition, 
fees, room and board, and books; it excludes grants and scholarships).110 
We present in figure 12 the comparative results for the nine religious univer-
sities we have been considering. The differences in costs are not as great as 
those seen in figure 5, but BYU’s costs are nevertheless more than 2.5 times 
less than the average cost for the other universities. In the current economic 
climate, BYU’s favorable cost advantage combined with the religious and 
social environment and academic quality of its offerings make it indeed a 
desirable place. No wonder it rivals Harvard as the most popular university 
in the country.

Some BYU faculty members have felt that while the quality of the fac-
ulty is good, the university could get better faster if it opened searches to 
consider non-LDS candidates more seriously. The board of trustees has 
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determined that to pursue BYU’s mission faithfully requires the vast major-
ity of faculty members to be committed members of the faith. We will exam-
ine later why this choice is so important, given the way BYU is designed. 
For now, we want to recognize the trade-off that this choice entails. Even 
before the current rather austere economic climate, in which positions at 
many universities have been cut and hiring was curtailed or ceased entirely 
for a time, faculty candidates of other faiths or of no particular faith tradi-
tion would often apply for positions at BYU. Some of them were very well 
prepared and clearly could have helped improve the intellectual quality 
of BYU’s teaching and research contributions. However, with rare excep-
tions, LDS candidates have been sought or a department has been encour-
aged to hire faculty temporarily until qualified LDS candidates could finish 
their terminal degrees. Indeed, several departments across campus have 
developed doctoral preparation programs (often teaching them as an over-
load) to give their undergraduate students the necessary background to be 
admitted into the best PhD programs, with the hope that some of them will 
come back in the future as faculty members. This approach requires sig-
nificant patience and confidence in the idea that it is critical to have faculty 
members who are both academically alive and well grounded in the faith of 
the sponsoring church.

Certainly, the increasing number of BYU undergraduates who pursue a 
PhD is helping to create more robust and well-qualified faculty hiring pools. 

Figure 12 
Total Average Cost of College Per Year after Grants/Scholarships111

Family income112 
$48–75K

Family income 
$75–110K

Baylor $23,200 $27,000

Boston College 23,300 31,900

BYU 9,000 11,600

Catholic U of A 32,200 32,800

Fordham 29,600 33,100

Georgetown 16,600 26,400

Loyola, Chicago 26,500 31,100

Notre Dame 15,700 22,600

Saint Louis U. 26,400 30,700

Average without BYU $24,187.50 $29,450
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And many LDS faculty candidates are drawn to BYU because of its distinc-
tive commitment to developing faith and intellect. On the other hand, the 
closeness to the Church and any limitations like those discussed earlier 
(such as contradicting or opposing fundamental Church doctrine or policy, 
or deliberately attacking or deriding the Church or its general leaders) can 
lead to criticism from those outside the university. One consequence of 
this situation is that in many disciplines BYU professors feel that they are 
scrutinized regarding potential religious bias and feel discriminated against 
in some journals, academic presses, or other outlets for faculty work. Some 
faculty members would like to engage in Mormon studies early in their 
careers but are advised to first establish credibility as a scholar in non-
Mormon topics, for fear that (1) they will not develop the rigor and respect 
necessary to overcome a presumption of religious bias, and (2)  they may 
become focused only on Mormon studies and fail to be current and grow-
ing in important disciplinary areas that need to be represented and taught 
at the university. Some faculty members have noted the irony that no other 
institution has the breadth and depth of research capacity combined with 
interest in Mormon themes, and yet BYU has relatively few faculty mem-
bers who focus on Mormon studies. The reasons are complex and beyond 
our ability to address in this article but are related to the hybrid nature of 
BYU and its relationship to multiple institutional environments with often 
conflicting expectations.

As we demonstrated earlier, most BYU faculty members feel freer aca-
demically at BYU than they would at any other university.113 They sincerely 
appreciate the freedom to discuss their motives (often related to their religious 
values) and their faith in conjunction with secular subjects. In recent surveys 
we have conducted with undergraduate students, the large majority respond 
that in their classroom involvement with BYU professors they expect to grow 
both intellectually and religiously (spiritually). Further, they believe that, by 
and large, they have such integrated experiences in many of their classes. 
Nevertheless, they would like to see even more opportunities for serious and 
thoughtful integration of both aspects of learning promised by BYU’s mission 
statement.114 BYU professors are relatively supportive of this mission, as we 
have noted in the research by Lyon and his associates.115 However, we have 
observed several responses from BYU faculty members that preclude more 
serious reflection and efforts to develop the ability to make such integration. 
Some assume that since we are primarily LDS faculty and students, we must 
all agree about any particular topic. These faculty make comments in class 
that take for granted this presumed agreement and tend to close down rather 
than open up exploration of potentially important insights. Others fear that 
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examination of our differences will lead to contention and believe that we have 
a mandate to avoid contention at all costs (3 Ne. 11:29–30). Still  others express 
openly the thought that because of these two previous tendencies, bringing 
faith-related ideas into a discussion of secular subjects will water down the 
learning and destroy real critical thinking.

We have interviewed individually and in focus groups many faculty 
members across the disciplines at BYU who are in the top 25 percent of 
their college or discipline in student ratings measuring how much the stu-
dents learned in their class and how much they were strengthened spiritu-
ally. Interestingly, there are many things about how to integrate faith and 
learning about which faculty do not agree (for example, whether prayer is 
necessary to begin class, whether the introduction of religious ideas should 
be spontaneous or planned, and whether the ideas have to be tightly inte-
grated with the secular subject). Nevertheless, there was virtual unanimity 
about the idea that relationships of trust and sincere concern precede any 
genuine investigation of something so important as how faith and reason 
are related and how that intersection contributes to the growth of character. 
These faculty members employed a variety of ways to demonstrate their 
concern for students and a variety of ways related to their own personality 
and discipline to consider faith and learning issues, but they almost univer-
sally embraced the concept of beginning with a relationship of Christian 
caring and high expectations for the potential and importance of each stu-
dent. In addition, some were quite articulate about how they introduced 
potentially sensitive or complex areas of combining faith and learning.116

Because the Church and the university care so deeply about having fac-
ulty serve as role models of both academic excellence and faithfulness, the 
hiring process is very deliberate. Most faculty candidates are eager enough 
to be considered for a faculty position that they put up with the higher 
number of interviews (including by General Authorities) and the longer 
hiring process. Indeed, many have such respect for the General Authori-
ties that they feel honored these men would take time to interview them 
personally and believe the interview is a statement of how much BYU is an 
integral part of the work of the Church. However, the slow process and its 
almost exclusive focus on candidates who are members of the sponsoring 
church limit the number and quality of candidates in the hiring pool. It may 
also lead some candidates to accept employment offers that come earlier in 
the hiring cycle with a deadline for responding that precedes BYU’s ability 
to make an offer.

For a number of reasons, once faculty members have been hired at 
BYU, they become part of an intellectual and faith community that many 
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would not easily consider leaving. We are aware of many faculty members 
who have turned down opportunities at prestigious universities because 
of their commitment to the mission of BYU and to their colleagues and 
students here. At the Faculty Center, we sponsor an annual retirement din-
ner to celebrate those who are retiring from the university that year. As 
mentioned earlier, the average tenure at the university of those who retire 
is approximately twenty-five years, or most of a faculty career. That is, most 
faculty members are “lifers.” The good news is that their loyalty and desire 
to remain at the university can lead to great willingness to sacrifice and 
contribute in a variety of important but not always glamorous ways to the 
growth of the community. The challenge is that some of these faculty mem-
bers may be so sacrificing that they do not remain current in their disci-
pline and lose the ability to contribute as much intellectually.

These trade-offs are illustrative of the fact that BYU is uniquely designed 
to do some things better than others. Those who would improve the uni-
versity must take into account how such “improvements” would affect the 
intentional tensions that make BYU uniquely able to teach and nurture 
undergraduates in the context of a specific faith.

The approach we have been using to understand hybrid organizations 
affords us a critical insight: participants in hybrid-identity organizations must 
learn to deal with inherent dilemmas or tensions, many of which cannot 
be definitively resolved. Attempts to completely resolve the dilemmas—by 
ignoring one aspect of the dilemma, for example—significantly change the 
nature of the organization and eliminate the benefits of that hybrid nature. 
In the case of BYU, the church-university dilemmas will most likely persist 
unless the American higher education institutional environment becomes 
more open to the possibility that religion and freedom of inquiry can coexist, 
or unless BYU and its sponsoring church become less concerned about the 
importance of faith. Alternatively, the Church and BYU could decide not to 
take seriously BYU’s academic reputation. Of course, such a direction would 
significantly reduce the value of an education for students and for the Church 
and university. Furthermore, Church leaders have routinely emphasized their 
expectation that BYU be a place where faculty members and students can and 
should succeed both academically and spiritually, and most faculty members 
and students agree with them and come to BYU with that hope in mind.

President Gordon B. Hinckley, at the time a member of the Church’s 
First Presidency, captured this sense of the need to deal well with inten-
tional dilemmas in order to fulfill BYU’s unique mission when he said: 

“This institution is unique. It is remarkable. It is a continuing experiment 
on a great premise that a large and complex university can be first class 
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academically while nurturing an environment of faith in God and the prac-
tice of Christian principles. You are testing whether academic excellence and 
belief in the Divine can walk hand in hand. And the wonderful thing is that 
you are succeeding in showing that this is possible.”117

Some Design Choices Are More Critical Than Others

Some of the design choices and resulting trade-offs that we have just 
reviewed seem more critical than others. Changing some of these policies 
might begin to erode the uniqueness of BYU, but changing three of them 
would likely destroy what makes BYU so remarkable: (1) the almost exclu-
sive focus on hiring LDS faculty members and the heavy investment in their 
socialization, (2)  the significant financial support from the Church, and 
(3) the related policy oversight by the board of trustees. Of course, not coin-
cidentally, these were some of the most prominent factors whose change led 
to the secularization of religious universities and colleges.

Perhaps one more element from the Albert and Whetten study of hybrid 
organizations will help us understand why these factors are so important. 
The authors describe two alternative ways that a hybrid organization can 
deal with disparate organizing scripts: ideographic and holographic.118 The 
ideographic approach seeks to keep each organizing script located primar-
ily in separate parts of the organization, whereas the holographic approach 
seeks to have each member of the organization embody and deal with the 
tensions personally. Figure 13 displays these alternatives and suggests how 
they are applied in different institutions and with respect to the two under-
lying dilemmas or tensions inherent in BYU’s unique approach to being 
a church-teaching university. Regarding the church-university dilemma, 
most religious research universities organize ideographically. They may 
have priests or other religious officials working as student-life advisers or 
teaching in a theology department, but the majority of the faculty are hired 
for their qualifications to teach a particular subject and are not necessarily 
expected to bring a Catholic or Protestant perspective into the classroom 
or their counseling of students. In this approach, students are exposed to 
faith in some settings and to reason in other settings, with little explicit 
overlap. Faculty and staff are also organized in ways that keep them in rela-
tively homogenous subgroups, so that they do not often confront hybrid 
tensions.119

By contrast, BYU organizes “holographically.” The founding charge 
from President Brigham Young, then the President of the Church, to the 
first principal of Brigham Young Academy was “not to teach even the alpha-
bet or the multiplication tables without the Spirit of God.”120 Following 
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this approach, faculty members are expected to find ways to combine faith 
and reason in their relationships with students. As another Church leader 
explained, it is not intended “that all of the faculty should be categorically 
teaching religion constantly in their classes, but . . . that every . . . teacher in 
this institution would keep his subject matter bathed in the light and color 
of the restored gospel.”121

Regarding the teaching-university dilemmas or tensions, some secular 
research universities tend to organize and reward in ways that keep the 
teaching and the research relatively separate. Indeed, graduate students are 
significantly involved in teaching undergraduates, and the greatest indica-
tion that a faculty member is valued is that he or she gets a reduced teaching 
load. Faculty members more often teach graduate students who work with 
them on their research. In contrast, at BYU, faculty members are expected 
to give significant attention to both teaching (particularly undergraduates) 
and research, and both activities count heavily in whether a faculty member 
is given continuing faculty status (tenure) or is promoted.

Selecting “hybrid” faculty. Such expectations put a premium on who 
is hired at BYU. Faculty are expected not merely to be civil to people in a 
different part of campus who respond to a “different drummer” institution-
ally (for example, those who work with honor-code violations or those 
who teach religion courses full time), but they are expected to embody the 
dilemmas and bring them together in their work. Faculty members who are 
uninterested in the particular dilemmas they will have to manage at BYU 
are not likely to enjoy their experience or want to perform well. On the 
other hand, most faculty report that they feel freer here than they would 
at any other university because of the unique environment that includes 
these dilemmas. Indeed, members of the Church who have gone through 
doctoral or other terminal-degree experiences outside of BYU have had 
to learn to manage their own personal dilemmas that may be inherent in 

Figure 13 
Alternative Approaches to Organizing Hybrids

Holographic 
(“compound in one”;  
within tensions)

Ideographic 
(“separate but equal”;  
between tensions)

Church University Faith and Reason 
(BYU)

Faith or Reason 
(Religious Universities)

Teaching University Teaching and Scholarship 
(BYU)

Teaching or Scholarship 
(Secular Universities)



40 v  BYU Studies Quarterly

the organizational dilemmas BYU is designed to create. Because of their 
religious commitments to marriage and family, for example, a relatively 
large proportion of them have been married with children during their 
postgraduate studies and have had to learn how to balance family, profes-
sional, Church, and other commitments. They have also been exposed to 
those whose academic and personal values are quite different from theirs, 
and many learn how to balance faithful commitment and tolerance. Many 
of them have had to work through the dilemmas of reconciling their faith 
with what they are learning about homosexuality, evolution, or other topics 
that have been historically problematic for some Christian groups. They 
also find in their religion many paradoxes, like justice and mercy, that 
are inherently similar to the dilemmas we have been discussing: essential, 
often apparently incompatible, and ultimately responsible for their sense of 
unique identity as well as for their growth, learning, and happiness.

In other words, time spent finding those who have already learned 
about dilemma management is likely to be a key determinant in the ability 
of BYU to create a holographic approach to teaching and learning. Such an 
approach requires much greater ability to deal with tensions of the sort we 
have been discussing but also promises a much richer outcome of under-
standing and furthering the university’s mission.

Developing “hybrid faculty” through socialization. In addition to carefully 
selecting those whose background has provided dilemma- management 
experience, BYU invests significant funds to help new faculty “learn the 
ropes” and make a quick start on their career. For example, new faculty 
members engage in an eighteen-month development program that intro-
duces them to BYU’s mission, campus resources, and teaching, research, 
and citizenship requirements. This program also helps them find a mentor 
to work with on three projects (research, teaching, and service/citizenship) 
and gives them time with the BYU president and a member of the board of 
trustees for questions and answers. As one indication of their level of sup-
port and involvement, they spend half-days for two weeks at the end of their 
first school year engaged in workshops focused on the topics listed above, 
among other things. They are paid for attending this two-week seminar 
and receive additional remuneration when they complete the three proj-
ects. Beyond these formal university efforts to socialize new faculty, depart-
ments and colleges often sponsor their own “on-boarding” programs. These 
programs help new faculty address both the religious-academic and the 
teaching-research dilemmas that lie at the heart of BYU’s hybrid identity.

Some faculty members also become involved in additional socializa-
tion regarding the hybrid nature of BYU when they are called to serve in 
lay ministry positions in congregations of students. They often meet with 
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students for church services on the weekends in the same rooms where they 
have taught secular subjects during the week. Furthermore, a significant 
proportion of the faculty outside of Religious Education professors (these 
are full-time teachers of religion classes) have taught a religion class.

Import of Church financial and policy support. Even with all of these 
efforts and the growing ability to find LDS faculty who are well prepared 
and faithful, the dilemmas and related tensions we have reviewed have 
led to pressures from outside and inside BYU to relieve them just as other 
religious educational institutions have done. As at other universities, some 
very wealthy donors have been willing to give more money if it funds their 
favorite emphasis. The board has routinely responded that the Church 
would provide the bulk of the funding and accept only those donations 
that help further the ends they have negotiated with the university and 
approved.122 Over the years, faculty and administrators have asked for per-
mission to engage in greater efforts to obtain government funding and 
be allowed to keep the indirect cost allocations to build their own pro-
grams. As mentioned previously, the board has routinely removed much 
of the indirect-cost monies from the specific projects and provided gen-
erous research support across the university (though not at the level that 
some more research-oriented faculty might like). Others have asked for 
more graduate programs and graduate students, for fewer required religion 
courses, or for their courses to count as part of the religion requirement. 
These proposals usually meet with a negative response because they do not 
conform to the mission of BYU. In these and many other ways, the board 
of trustees has provided a steady hand along with stable funding, without 
which many of the dilemmas would likely have dissolved into following the 
more predominant academic organizing script.

Perhaps with this perspective we can see why so few religious universi-
ties remain and why BYU is unique among them in this niche. The par-
ticular hybrid dilemmas that BYU has chosen are not inevitable. That is, 
we can imagine other combinations of tensions or specific applications of 
them. However, any institution whose leaders and faculty set out to create 
a unique hybrid identity that combines faith and learning is likely to have 
to address the basic factors we have examined and to do so with unusual 
financial and policy support over a long period of time. As organizational 
scholars, we marvel at the unique combination of these factors at BYU.

Alan L. Wilkins (who can be reached via email at byustudies@byu.edu) is Profes-
sor of Organizational Leadership and Strategy and Associate Director of the Fac-
ulty Center at Brigham Young University. He received his PhD in organizational 



42 v  BYU Studies Quarterly

behavior from Stanford University in 1979 and has been a faculty member at BYU 
since that time. He served as BYU’s academic vice president from 1996 to 2004. 
From 1993 to 1996, he served as associate academic vice president for faculty and 
was serving as chair of the Organizational Behavior Department when he was 
invited to serve in these university positions. His research has appeared in Admin-
istrative Science Quarterly, Academy of Management Review, Annual Review of 
Sociology, Human Resource Management, Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 
and Organizational Dynamics.

David A. Whetten (who can be reached via email at byustudies@byu.edu) is the 
Jack Wheatley Professor of Organizational Studies and Director of the Faculty Cen-
ter at Brigham Young University. He received his doctorate at Cornell University 
and was on the faculty at the University of Illinois for twenty years. He is a former 
editor of the Academy of Management Review and past president of the Academy 
of Management. His research has appeared in Administrative Science Quarterly, 
Academy of Management Journal, Organization Science, the Journal of Management 
Studies, and Management and Organizational Review.

1. Larry Lyon, Michael Beaty, and Stephanie Litizzette Mixon, “Making Sense 
of a ‘Religious’ University: Faculty Adaptations and Opinions at Brigham Young, 
Baylor, Notre Dame, and Boston College,” Review of Religious Research 43, no. 4 
(2002): 326–48.

2. “Bumblebee Argument,” RationalWiki, http://rationalwiki.org/wiki/Bumble 
bee _argument.

3. George M. Marsden, The Soul of the American University (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 4.

4. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 116, 192.
5. Andrew White, “Inaugural Address,” in Account of the Proceedings of the 

Inauguration, October 7, 1868 (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1869), quoted in Marsden, 
The Soul of the American University, 116.

6. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 281–82.
7. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 84–86, 100.
8. This is a primary theme in Marsden, Soul of the American University; see 

particularly 150–64.
9. James Tunstead Burtchaell, The Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of 

Colleges and Universities from Their Christian Churches (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1998); see 823–32 for a summary of factors that marked 
and influenced institutional secularization. We have selected four organizational 
elements that reflect changing formal connection to and control by religious 
institutions.

10. Marsden, Soul of the American University, see particularly 150–64, 265–87.
11. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 150–64.
12. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 332–33, 438.
13. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 339–40.
14. William P. Leahy, Adapting to America: Catholics, Jesuits, and Higher Educa-

tion in the Twentieth Century (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 
1991), ix.

15. See Marsden, Soul of the American University, 271–72.



  V 43Religious Universities in a Secular World

16. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 271.
17. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 271.
18. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 273.
19. Leahy, Adapting to America, 93–114, 127–28, 134.
20. John Ellis, American Catholics and the Intellectual Life (Chicago: Heritage 

Foundation, 1956), 46; see also John Ellis, “American Catholics and the Intellectual 
Life,” Thought 30 (1955): 23.

21. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 275.
22. James Tunstead Burtchaell, “The Decline and Fall of the Christian College 

(II),” Journal of First Things (May 1991): 13, 30–38; available online at http://www .first 
things .com/article/2007/11/004 -the -decline -and -fall -of -the -christian -college -ii-24.

23. Burtchaell, Dying of the Light, 822.
24. Burtchaell, “Decline and Fall (II),” 30–38.
25. Douglas Jacobsen and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen, “The Ideals and Diversity 

of Church-Related Higher Education,” in The American University in a Postsecular 
Age, ed. Douglas Jacobsen and Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2008), 63–80.

26. For Research University, Very High, see Search Results for Basic = “RU/
VH,” Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, http://classi fi ca tions 
.car negie foun da tion .org/look up _listings/srp .php ? clq = {%22 basic 2005 _ids %22%3 
A %2215 %22} & start _page =standard .php & back url = standard .php & limit =0,50; for 
Research University, High, see Search Results for Basic = “RU/H,” Carnegie Foun-
dation for the Advancement of Teaching, http://classi fi ca tions .car negie foun da tion 
.org/look up _listings/srp .php ? clq = {%22 basic 2005 _ids %22%3 A %2216 %22} & start 
_page = standard .php & back url = standard .php & limit=0,50.

27. Brigham Young to Alfales Young, October 20, 1875, Brigham Young Papers, 
quoted in Ernest L. Wilkinson, ed., Brigham Young University: The First One Hun-
dred Years, 4 vols. (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1975), 1:67–68.

28. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 38–42; Wilkinson, First One Hun-
dred Years, 1:25, 63, 65, 74, 105–14, 162; 2:749–56.

29. John R. Talmage, The Talmage Story: Life of James E. Talmage—Educator, 
Scientist, Apostle (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1972), 108.

30. Talmage, Talmage Story, 108.
31. Wilkinson, First One Hundred Years, 1:375–77, 544–45.
32. Wilkinson, First One Hundred Years, 1:445.
33. Wilkinson, First One Hundred Years, 2:65–77, 85–93; Harold R. Laycock, 

“Academies,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, ed. Daniel H. Ludlow, 4  vols. (New 
York: Macmillan, 1992), 1:11–12.

34. Stanley A. Peterson, “Institutes of Religion,” in Ludlow, Encyclopedia of 
Mormonism, 2:684–85.

35. Bruce C. Hafen, “The Dream Is Ours to Fulfill,” speech to BYU Annual 
University Conference, August 25, 1992, available online at http://speeches .byu .edu/
index .php ? act = view item & id = 1693, published in BYU Studies 32, no. 3 (1992): 23–24.

36. Burtchaell, Dying of the Light, 828–37.
37. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 155–56, 270, 282, 419; Burtchaell, 

Dying of the Light, 837–38; Burtchaell, “Decline and Fall (II),” 828–33.
38. Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon, “Making Sense of a ‘Religious’ University,” 326–48.



44 v  BYU Studies Quarterly

39. “Chapel and two required religion courses have been part of Baylor’s cur-
riculum since the University’s founding more than one hundred sixty-five years ago. 
Courses in Christian heritage and scripture provide students with the knowledge 
necessary to understand the Christian narrative, reflect on how this narrative has 
shaped human history, and consider how Christ’s message relates to each of us 
personally. These core requirements offer students the opportunity to grow in their 
faith and reflect on God’s calling for their lives.” “General Education Outcomes,” 
Baylor, http://www .baylor .edu/vpue/index .php ? id =82141.

40. Two required theology courses; see course information at “Theology Core 
Courses,” Boston College, http://www .bc .edu/con tent/bc/offices/avp/core/coure 

-courses/theology-core.html.
41. Breakdown of required religion courses: 
Courses Credit Hours
Two Book of Mormon courses  4
One Doctrine and Covenants course 2
One New Testament course 2
Elective courses 6

See “Religion Requirements,” Religious Education, Brigham Young University, 
https://religion .byu .edu/religion -requirements.

42. Students are required to take one course in the Christian Theological Tradi-
tion and two or three others from an array of courses largely based on scripture 
and Catholic theology; see “TRS Undergraduate Program,” School of Theology and 
Religious Studies, the Catholic University of America, http://trs .cua .edu/aca demic/
under grad/index .cfm; and “Course Descriptions,” School of Theology and Religious 
Studies, the Catholic University of America, http://trs .cua .edu/courses/courses .cfm.

43. Two required theology courses: (1) Theology: Reason and Belief, and (2) The-
ology: A Course in Religious Texts. For detailed information, see “Core Curriculum,” 
Fordham University, http://www .ford ham .edu/aca demics/colleges_ _graduate _s/
under graduate _colleg/ford ham _college _at _r/core _cur ricu lum/index.asp.

44. Two required theology courses: (1) The Problem of God (THEO 001) or 
Introduction to Biblical Literature (THEO 011) and (2) A second THEO course. 
See “Core Curriculum,” Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service, Georgetown 
University, http://bsfs .george town .edu/aca demics/core/.

45. Two required theology courses, see “Knowledge Area: Theological and Reli-
gious Knowledge,” Core Curriculum, Loyola University Chicago, http://www .luc 
.edu/core/theo relig studies course sub.shtml.

46. Two required theology courses: (1) Foundations of Theology (Theology 
10001/20001) and (2) an elective (Theology 20xxx) that takes up a major theme 
or set of themes in the Christian theological tradition. See “Rationale for Univer-
sity Theology Requirement,” University of Notre Dame, http://nd.edu/~corecrlm/
rationales/theology.htm; and “Approved Courses,” University of Notre Dame, 
http://nd .edu/~core crlm/approved/index.htm.

47. Three required theology courses: (1) THEO 100, (2) a 200-level course, and 
(3) a 300-level course. See http://www.slu.edu/x12584.xml.

48. From examples of departmental invitations to apply for available posi-
tions at BYU. See, for example, “Faculty Positions—Brigham Young University, 



  V 45Religious Universities in a Secular World

UT,” ArchaeologyFieldwork.com, http://www .archae ology field work .com/AFW/
Mes sage/Topic/12854/Employ ment -Listings/faculty -posi tions -brigham -young 

-university-ut.
49. Baylor has recently announced the result of a two-year process that resulted 

in a new vision statement, “Pro Futuris.” In one section of that statement, the fol-
lowing statement is made regarding faculty hiring: “To these ends, we exercise 
care in hiring and developing faculty and staff who embrace our Christian identity 
and whose lives of faith manifest integrity, moral strength, generosity of spirit, 
and humility in their roles as ambassadors of Christ.” “Baylor’s Distinctive Role in 
Higher Education,” Baylor, http://www .baylor .edu/pro futuris/index .php?id=88961. 
In their Human Resources page “Available Faculty Positions,” the following state-
ment regarding religious requirements for faculty appears: “Faculty recruitment 
and retention is a top priority of the university. In particular, we seek to improve 
Baylor’s academic excellence while enhancing our integration of outstanding schol-
arly productivity and strong Christian faith.” See http://www .baylor .edu/hr/index 
.php?id=79678. A policy statement approved by Baylor’s president on August 1, 
2006, states the following: “Based upon the religious exemption of Title VII of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964, Baylor University has the right to discriminate on religious 
grounds in the hiring of its employees. It makes a good faith effort to adminis-
ter all recruitment policies in a manner so as to maximize the diversity of the 
applicant pool.” See “BU-PP 110 Recruitment and Employment—Faculty,” http://
www .baylor .edu/con tent/ser vices/docu ment .php?id=42352. The previous vision 
statement included the following statement: “Because the Church, the one truly 
democratic and multicultural community, is not identical with any denomination, 
we believe that Baylor will serve best, recruit more effectively, and both preserve 
and enrich its Baptist identity more profoundly, if we draw our faculty, staff, and 
students from the full range of Christian traditions.” “Baylor 2012: Our Heritage, 
Our Foundational Assumptions,” Baylor, http://www .baylor .edu/about/baylor 2012/
index .php?id=64338. 

50. In its EEO statement, the university does not indicate any religious prefer-
ence in its hiring: “Boston College is an Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity 
Employer.” See “Faculty Openings,” Boston College, http://www .bc .edu/offices/avp/
openings.html.

51. All faculty are required to abide by the university’s honor code and dress and 
grooming standards. The following statement found in a position announcement 
for chemical engineering is typical of all such announcements: “BYU, an equal 
opportunity employer, requires all faculty members to observe the university’s 
honor code and dress and grooming standards (see honorcode.byu.edu). Prefer-
ence is given to qualified members in good standing of the affiliated church—The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” “Faculty Application Details,” Chemi-
cal Engineering, Ira A. Fulton College, BYU, http://chemi cal engi neer ing .byu .edu/
faculty -application -details. 

52. “The Catholic University of America is an AA/EO employer and does not 
discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, sexual orientation, reli-
gion, veterans’ status, or physical or mental disabilities. The Catholic University of 
America was founded in the name of the Catholic Church as a national university 
and center of research and scholarship. Regardless of their religious affiliation, all 



46 v  BYU Studies Quarterly

faculty members are expected to respect and support the university’s mission.” See, 
for instance, Positions, Office of the Provost, the Catholic University of America, 
https://provost .cua .edu//posi tions.cfm.

53. “Fordham is an independent, Catholic university in the Jesuit tradition that 
welcomes applications from men and women of all backgrounds. Fordham is an 
EEO/AA institution.” “Mathematics Department, Fordham University,” MathJobs.org, 
https://www .math jobs .org/jobs/Fordham/2330.

54. “Georgetown University provides equal opportunity in employment for all 
persons, and prohibits unlawful discrimination and harassment in all aspects of 
employment because of age, color, disability, family responsibilities, gender iden-
tity or expression, genetic information, marital status, matriculation, national ori-
gin, personal appearance, political affiliation, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, 
veteran’s status or any other factor prohibited by law.” “Georgetown University 
Faculty Handbook,” Georgetown University, http://www1 .george town .edu/faculty 
handbook/.

55. EEO/AA “except where religion is a Bona Fide Occupational Qualification 
for the job.” “Welcome to Loyola University Chicago and Loyola University Health 
System Career Home Page,” Careers @ Loyola, https://www .careers .luc .edu/appli 
cants/jsp/shared/frame set/Frame set .jsp?time=1299263089062.

56. EEO/AA: “Women, minorities, and Catholics are encouraged to apply.” See, 
for instance, “University of Notre Dame, Economics, Professional Specialist in 
Economics,” American Economic Association, http://www .aea web .org/joe/listing 
.php ? JOE _ID = 201204_397029. “Employment decisions are based on qualifications 
and are made without regard to race, color, national or ethnic origin, sex, disability, 
veteran status, or age except where a specific characteristic is considered a ‘bona 
fide occupational qualification’ for a specific position.” “Recruitment, Selection, 
and Hiring,” Office of Human Resources, University of Notre Dame, http://hr .nd 
.edu/nd -faculty -staff/forms -policies/recruit ment -selec tion -and -hiring/. From the 
University of Notre Dame Mission Statement: “The intellectual interchange essen-
tial to a university requires, and is enriched by, the presence and voices of diverse 
scholars and students. The Catholic identity of the University depends upon, and is 
nurtured by, the continuing presence of a predominant number of Catholic intel-
lectuals. This ideal has been consistently maintained by the University leadership 
throughout its history. What the University asks of all its scholars and students, 
however, is not a particular creedal affiliation, but a respect for the objectives of 
Notre Dame and a willingness to enter into the conversation that gives it life and 
character. Therefore, the University insists upon academic freedom that makes 
open discussion and inquiry possible.” “Mission Statement,” University of Notre 
Dame, http://www .nd .edu/about/mission -statement/.

57. EEO/AA: “Saint Louis University prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
race, color, sex, religion, national origin, sexual orientation, disability, age, or vet-
eran status as required by law.” “The Faculty Manual 2006,” Saint Louis University, 
May 6, 2006, http://www .slu .edu/organi za tions/fs/fac _manual/faculty _manual 

_2006.pdf.
58. “The Application of Ex Corde Ecclesiae for the United States,” effective May 3, 

2001, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, http://old .usccb .org/bishops/
appli ca tion _of _ex corde ecclesiae.shtml, hereafter cited as “Application.”



  V 47Religious Universities in a Secular World

59. See Tim Drake, “Mandatum Cover-Up?” National Catholic Register, June 1, 
2003, http://www .nc register .com/site/article/man datum _cover _up/; Tim Drake, 

“Parents Take Nothing for Granted,” National Catholic Register, July 20, 2003, http://
www .nc register .com/site/article/parents _take _nothing _for _granted1/.

60. Burtchaell, “Decline and Fall (II),” 828–33, see section 2, paragraph begin-
ning “When the Vatican . . .” and paragraph beginning “The Catholic colleges, in a 
liberating ecumenical age . . .”

61. Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon, “Making Sense of a ‘Religious’ University,” 335.
62. “The president’s critics have focused on a mix of issues related to strategy 

and personal style. They have accused Sloan of intimidating his opponents and 
chilling academic freedom. But it was the president’s ambitious plan to drive Baylor 
up the national ranks of research universities, while reinforcing its mission as a 
Christian institution, that spurred much of the fighting.” Doug Lederman, “Trying 
to Calm the Storm,” January 24, 2005, Inside Higher Ed, http://www .inside higher ed 
.com/news/2005/01/24/baylor1_24.

63. Lyon, Beaty, and Mixon, “Making Sense of a ‘Religious’ University,” 337–39.
64. Marsden, Soul of the American University, 127–28, 159, 185–86.
65. “Rank and Status Policy,” January 14, 2008, 3.1.1, Brigham Young University, 

http://avp .byu .edu/wp -con tent/docu ments/rank status policy.pdf.
66. “Intellect and Virtue: The Idea of a Catholic University,” the Catholic 

University of America, 2010–2011 annual report, 37, http://president .cua .edu/res/
docs/2010 -11 -annual -report.pdf.

67. “A conscious decision was reached many years ago and regularly reaffirmed 
by our board of trustees that the primary source of support for BYU and other 
Church institutions would come from the appropriated funds of the Church. This 
is so not only because we have a very generous Church and leaders but also because 
the Brethren have always wanted it to be abundantly clear to whom we would look 
for our leadership and guidance.” Cecil O. Samuelson, “The BYU Way,” speech 
given on August 23, 2005, at the BYU Annual University Conference, available 
online at http://speeches .byu .edu/index.php?act=viewitem&id=1491.

68. “The Board of Regents is the official governing body of Baylor Univer-
sity. Regents are selected by election, with 75% of the membership elected by 
the Regents themselves and 25% elected by the Baptist General Convention of 
Texas. Regents serve a three-year term, and may serve up to three terms con-
secutively before they must rotate off the Board for at least one year.” “Board of 
Regents,” Office of the President, Baylor, http://www .baylor .edu/president/index 
.php?id=1457.

69. “The membership of the Board of Trustees shall consist of twenty-one or 
more persons, as may be determined from time to time by majority vote of the 
entire Board of Trustees. The President of Boston College shall be an ex officio 
member of the Board of Trustees.” “The Bylaws of the Trustees of Boston College,” 
art. 2, sec. 1, Boston College, http://www .bc .edu/con tent/bc/offices/by laws/bylaws 
.html#art2sec1. There are no requirements for nor mention of a proportion of “reli-
gious” on the Board. The most current listing of board members we found included 
that of forty-nine members, five of whom were listed “S.J.” (Society of Jesus, or 
Jesuit priests). “Boston College Board of Trustees,” Boston College, http://www .bc 
.edu/about/trustees.html.



48 v  BYU Studies Quarterly

70. “The make up of the Board was slightly amended in 2002 and currently the 
Board of Trustees can be made up of between five and fifteen members. Since its 
organization, it has been stipulated that all members of the Board of Trustees must be 
members in good standing in the Church. Though the exact make up of the Board has 
changed over time, it currently consists of the entire First Presidency, three members 
of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, the member of the Presidency of the Seventy 
who oversees the Church in Utah, the Relief Society general president, the Young 
Women general president and the Assistant Commissioner of the Church Educa-
tional System as Secretary and Treasurer. Between Board meetings, an Executive 
Committee consisting of Board members handles the duties of the Board of Trustees, 
subject to the ratification of the Committee’s decisions by the Board.” “Assets and 
Administrative Structure” section of “Brigham Young University. Board of Trustees,” 
Brigham Young University, https://lib .byu .edu/byu org/index .php/Brigham _Young 

_Univer sity ._Board _of _Trustees.
71. CUA Board of Trustees: “The civil charter and the Bylaws place in the Board 

of Trustees ultimate responsibility for governance and sole responsibility for fis-
cal affairs of the University. The Board’s membership is limited to fifty persons of 
whom twenty-four must be clerics of the Roman Catholic Church. The Chancellor, 
who is the Archbishop of Washington, and the President are members ex officio.” 

“Board of Trustees” section of “Office of the President,” the Catholic University of 
America, http://president.cua.edu/staff/trustees.cfm. Eighteen of the twenty-four 
clerics of the Church must be members of the U.S. bishops’ conference. “CUA 
Today” section of “A Brief History of Catholic University,” http://www .cua .edu/
about -cua/history-of-CUA.cfm.

72. For detailed information on the number of trustees, term of office, and elec-
tion of trustees, see “By-laws of the Board of Trustees,” Fordham University, http://
www .fordham .edu/campus _resources/admin is tra tive _offic/legal _counsel/uni ver 
sity _statutes/article_2/chapter_2_25549.asp.

73. For detailed information about the Georgetown board of directors, their pow-
ers, number, and term of office, see “Bylaws of the President and Georgetown College,” 
Georgetown University, http://www .george town .edu/content/1242662846446.html.

74. “The Board of Trustees manages the affairs of Loyola University of Chi-
cago . . . , including the election of the President and all vice presidents and other 
officers. The Board approves the budget and all major financial transactions, the 
University’s strategic plans, and all major acquisitions and disposals of capital assets. 
It is composed of up to 50 members, made up of both Jesuit and lay colleagues. 
Trustees ordinarily serve a term of three years.” “Faculty Handbook: Policies, Pro-
cedures, and Information for the Faculty of Loyola University of Chicago,” Loyola 
University of Chicago, June 5, 2009, 17, http://www .luc .edu/aca demic affairs/pdfs/
LUC _Fachbook_2009.pdf.

75. “The Fellows of the University shall be a self-perpetuating body and shall be 
twelve (12) in number, six (6) of whom shall at all times be clerical members of the 
Congregation of Holy Cross, United States Province of Priests and Brothers, and 
six (6) of whom shall be lay persons.” For more information, see “Statutes of the 
University,” sec. 2, in “Charter of the University of Notre Dame,” University of Notre 
Dame, http://nd .edu/about/leader ship/pdf/Charter -Statues.pdf.

“Except to the extent of those powers specifically reserved to the Fellows of the 
University of Notre Dame du Lac (‘the University’) in the Statutes of the University, 



  V 49Religious Universities in a Secular World
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