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Professor at Yale Divinity School, (Courtesy Yale Divinity School)




enri Nouwen’s first book, Intimacy, had interested and

impressed the dean and several faculty members at

Yale Divinity School. For that reason Henri had been
invited to speak at Yale while he was teaching at Notre Dame,
and while he was in Holland he received another request that
he lecture at Yale. On that visit from Holland to Connecticut he
was given a surprise interview and even a job ofter. However,
[Henri declined. He had decided that his future was at home, in
the Netherlands.

However, interest in Nouwen at Yale did not diminish. As
he continued to produce a number of engaging and practical
books and articles in English, the divinity school renewed its
offer. Nouwen hesitated. The offer from Yale was attractive, but
he wanted time to finish projects in Holland, and he insisted
that if he went to Yale, he could not be expected to produce
technical works of scholarship like the rest of the faculty. This
had been his downfall several times already.

Yale agreed to Nouwen’s terms and he decided to join the
divinity school faculty. He was to be the psychological half of
4 two-person team working in the field of pastoral ministry.
However, in the end this arrangement or division of labor
hever came to pass. Much as had happened when he was
fecruited to join the psychology department at Notre Dame,
once Henri arrived at Yale, he found his interest in represent-
g the psychological approach to be waning further and being
*eplaced by a strong desire to weave personal spirituality back
Mo pastoral ministry. Indeed, by this point spirituality had

L

¢come his primary focus.
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“I experienced it in my
own seminary years and
saw it at Notre Dame,
at the North American
College, at Yale Divinity
School, and at many
other places. Everywhere
there was the tendency
to live, act, and think as
if the real life is not here
but there, not now but
later. This tendency
makes the formation of
community so difficult,
if not impossible.”

—iGracias!
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Although Yale got something different than they had bar-
gained for, Nouwen’s contribution to the life of the school was
huge and innovative. During his time at Yale Nouwen taught
classes on ministry to prisoners and to the elderly, on ministry
in secular institutions, on discipleship, on the relationship of
ministry and spirituality, on the ministry of Vincent van Gogh,
on prayer, and on Thomas Merton. Besides his academic
courses, Nouwen became a de facto chaplain to the Yale stu-
dent body and community. Henri Nouwen was one of the first
Roman Catholics to join the Protestant faculty of this storied
and famous American academic institution. His celebration of
mass in the basement chapel of the school became a staple of
community life at Yale, and these services were attended by
students from a wide variety of backgrounds.

His popularity as a professor was matched by a growing
reputation as a spiritual writer. In the ten years he was to
remain at Yale he was more and more widely read and quoted
as an authority in the field of pastoral ministry and spirituali-
ty. In addition, Henri Nouwen ended up spending more time
with students than any other faculty member, and he made
friendships with dozens of them that would last for decades.
As students began to arrive at Yale specifically because of
Nouwen'’s presence there, some of the faculty did become
somewhat envious. This was understandable. Henr1 Nouwen
was completely different from them in a number of ways. As a
Catholic he provided a splash of color in an otherwise very
traditional atmosphere, and while they toiled in the library to
produce serious works of scholarship, he dashed off little books
on spiritual themes that anyone might read and enjoy. They
were serious scholars, but he was the popular one who every-
one was reading.

Although there was faculty resentment of Nouwen’s fame
and his popularity among the students, Yale was a very good
place for Henri Nouwen to expand and deepen his mission to
America and the world. It was at Yale that Nouwen rounded
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out his persona as a humble seeker with a magical insight into

matters of the human heart. It was at Yale that he learned to
speak more openly about his own spiritual journey instead of
using textbook examples and other abstractions, and it was at
Yale that he found the forum to speak about the civil rights
movement, American foreign policy, and the many other con-
cerns that were shaking the nation and the world.

Nouwen was granted tenure at Yale in 1974, some three
years after his arrival. For most people, achieving tenure at an
Ivy League school is the highest rung on the professional lad-
der and represents the culmination of a long career. For
Nouwen, Yale was a good place to be, but not one where he
expected to stay forever. There was a restlessness in Nouwen
that had been part of his temperament since he was a small

child, and that same restlessness asserted itself more and more

Teaching with his whole body.
{Photo by Fuon van den Bosch, used with per-
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This chapel at Yale Divinity School
has since been named the Henri
Nowwen Chapef, (Courtesy Yale

Divinity School)

“When I asked to come
to Yale, my bishop said I
could go for a few years;
I stayed ten. Meanwhile,
I became an associate
professor, then a tenured,
full professor. I was doing
well on the level of my
ambitions. . . . But I
began to question whether
I was really doing
God’s will.”

—The Road to Peace
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in the decade he remained at Yale. In spite of his success in

ministering to students, teaching ministry, and writing interest-
ing books for the wider public, he was feeling increasingly hol-
low and ungrounded. If he were to apply his theory about per-
sonal spirituality at the heart of ministry to his own person, he
knew that the conclusion would be that his own spirit was
broken and his sense of certainty very tenuous. He knew he
ought to be closer to God than he was, ought to be doing
more than he was, and so he was forever searching the horizon
for some new person or interest or activity to give him a

greater sense of fulfillment.



