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1. Name of Property 
historic name Unitarian Church of Urbana 
other names/site number Channing-Murray Foundation 

2. Location 
1209 West Oregon Street 0 not for publication street & number 

Uvlclnlty . city, town Urbana 
state Illinois code IL county Champaign code 019 zip code 61891 

3. Classification 
Ownership of Property 
[]!private 
D public-local 
D public-State 
D public-Federal 

Category of Property 
Q0 bulldlng(s) 
Udlstrlct 
Oslte 
0 structure 
O object 

Number of Resources within Property 
Contributing Noncontributing 

1 buildings 

1 

___ sites 
___ structures 
_ __ object• 
___.o __ Total 

Name of related multiple property lilting: 
A 

Number of contributing r11ourc11 prevlouely 
lilted In the National Regleter _.....;:0~--

4. State/Federal Aaencv Certification 

~the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1968, as amended, I hereby certify that thl1 
nomination D request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering propertlll In the 

National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth In 38 CFR Part 80. 
In my opinion, the property g mz~ D does no~~atlonal Register criteria. D Set continuation aheet. 

_,~ ( . , s-lf/'o 3-28 -<7~ 
) 

Signature of certifying official Date 
1:" Ut/VI)r Ht5/Ptetl:. ,17P'~,J,#I/W /J~E/V'Cy 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property 0 meets 0 does not meet the National Register criteria. 0 See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commenting or other official 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

5. National Park Service Certification 
~ereby, certify that this property Is: 

~entered in the National Register. 
0 See continuation sheet. 

D determined eligible for the National 
Register. 0 See continuation sheet. 

D deterf'T1ined not eligible for the 
National Register. 

0 removed from the National Register. 
D other, (explain:)--- ---- -

Date 

~u;. ollhe KHpe• Date of Action 

. 



6. Function or Use 
Historic Functions (enter categories from instructions) 

Religion/Religious structure 
Recreation and Culture/Auditorium 
Social/Meeting Hall 

7. Description 
Architectural Classification 
(enter categories from instructions) 

Gothic 
Bungalow/Craftsman 
Tudor Revival 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 

Current Functions (enter categories from instructions) 
Religion/Religious structure 
Recreation and Culture/Auditorium 
Social/Meeting Hall 

Materials (enter categories from instructions) 

foundation --=B::..!r:..:i::.:c::..!k~--------------
walls -------!;S~t::..:o::..!n:!.:e"-'/~L~i=m=e.::::s.::::t.::::o~n:..::e:..__ _______ _ 

Stucco 

f Asphalt 
roo ---~~~---------------
other __ ~W~o~o~d~--------------

D See continuation sheet 
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The Unitarian Church of Urban~ (Channing-Murray Chapel) is 
situated on its original site at the southeast corner of Oregon ~nd 
Mathews Streets in Urbana, Champaign County, Illinois. The twc-5tory 
detached religious building was built of limestone, brick, wood and 
stucco in 1908 in a modified Tudor Revival style. The church now looks 
much as it did in 1908 when it opened its doors to serve the University 
of Illinois community. Its domestic scale offers a contrast to the 
grandeur of the campus quadrangle right across the street. The buildi ng 
housed a large open sanctuary roofed in timber, a library above the 
tower vestibule, a Fireplace Room for fellowship, and a minister's study 
and office at the rear. In 1911, a small alcove to the east was added 
to house a Kilgen tracker organ, once visible in the sanctuary, beyond a 
raised stage. 

The building itself measures 59 feet by 49 feet 6 inches. This 
rectangular building holds its own on a block now dominated by later 
additions of fraternity and sorority houses and parking lots. Davenpo rt 
Hall, the former agricultural school, is directly across the street and 
fa ce s the University of Illinois Quadrangle. It dates from 1901. Thu s 
li ke many other buildings on the prairie in the first d e cade o f the 
twentieth century, Channing-Murray was surrounded by flat fields o f t he 
experimental farms, except for Davenport Hall. 

Channing-Murray Chapel's Tudor Revival style is well-coordinated 
with its materials and workmanship. The use of natural materials and 
the informal plan suit the needs of a congregation wanting to welcome 
newcomers and provide a comfortable setting for philosophic discussions. 
The church layout does not resemble the plans of many Tudor Revival 
houses, though. Its massing and intimate interior spaces recall 
bungalows and small craftsman houses. 

The main west facade is distinguished by a corner stone tower with 
an octagonal bellcast roof on the north that anchors the building and 
directs one to the entrance. (Early photographs of Channing-Murray 
Chapel show a ball topping the apex of the corner tower.) Projecting 
piers of stone at the four corners of the tower add to its mass and 
frame the three windows on the west and north that illuminate what was 
once a library on the second floor. The porch is covered with a gable 
that is braced by timbers that cross to form an "X". The large (42 feet 
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by 32 feet) open space of the sanctuary is obvious in the treatment of 
the single bay just to the south of the tower. A rough limestone wall, 
punctuated by three modest windows, is topped by a wide stuccoed front­
facing gable roof decorated with a band of half-timbe~ing in a cross 
pattern and a small tripartite window. 

The south side facing a parking lot away from the street, is 
fenestrated with three tripartite windows and several square windows 
near the side door, that is reached by a ramp, added in 1987. Half­
height brick buttresses brace the south wall. 

To the east and rear, a simply framed wood and stucco section 
rises two stories above a common bond brick base and houses what is now 
a kitchen and a bedroom (formerly offices.) The rear entrance, under a 
sloped, bracketed overhang, leads to a stairway that routes one up to 
the sanctuary and down to the basement. There is also a separate 
entrance for the basement. This rear section is delineated by vertical 
and horizontal slats that break up the white stucco facade. Windows fit 
in between these slats: four .evenly spaced on the top floor and one 
group of three and a small rear window on the ground floor. A horizontal 
course of wood runs just below the eaves. An alcove designed by Rexford 
Newcomb in 1911 to house the organ is visible on the east side. A 15-
foot by 30-foot meeting room, one story in height, abuts the sanctuary 
to the north and is identifiable from the outside by the fireplace 
chimney and two sets of three windows each that run between the stone 
walls and the eaves. On this north side, the roof slants down from its 
apex over the sanctuary, changing its incline at the tower to extend 
over the band of windows. 

The interior decoration is modest. Windows with green and amber 
eat's paw pattern glass (from Kokomo, Indiana) remain in the sanctuary, 
but clear glass was substituted for the green windows in the Fireplace 
Room. The windows and art glass were restored within the last five 
years. Green glazed Roman brick surrounds the fireplace itself, picking 
up on the green tints of the sanctuary windows. At one time, stencil 
designs by University of Illinois professor Newton A. Wells were applied 
on the walls of the sanctuary. When the chancel was redesigned to 
accommodate the organ, the stencil decorations in the sanctuary may have 
been covered over. All walls are now plaster, painted white. Over 15 
years ago, the Channing-Murray Foundation (the present occupant) removed 
the pews from the sanctuary to increase the flexibility of the space, 
but the chapel still has the original chancel furniture and several 
pews. A mission style bench and several chairs in the Fireplace Room 
are also part of the original furnishings. Otherwise, the warmth of 
wood floors and ceiling, and wooden folding doors between the sanctuary 
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and the Fireplace Room now provide the interest on the main floor. The 
wooden trusses in the sanctuary are a simplification of a hammerbeam 
form: the triangular braces carry pointed arches along the rafters up 
to the ridge. 

Most alterations were undertaken to complete a building built on a 
slim budget. Tie bars had to be installed a year after construction to 
prevent the peaked roof trusses from thrusting outward. In 1938, the 
antiquated heating arrangement was replaced with an innovative high­
volume forced air system designed by church member Seichi Konzo. The 
basement was added in the late 1940s, according to the original plans. 
At some point the railing for the stairs leading from the entryway to 
the library was walled in and a door added to limit access to the second 
story. Aside from these changes, and maintenance requirements, there 
have been no substantial alterations to the building. 
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8. Statement of Significance 
Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties: 

0 nationally 0 statewide 00 locally 

Applicable National Register Criteria D A DB [X] C D D 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) IX] A DB DC D D DE D F D G 

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) 
Architecture 

Significant Person 
NA 

Period of SignifiCance 
19-08 

Cultural Affiliation 
N/A 

Architect/Builder 
Root~ . Walte:p C 
S.wi.th., C.,F •. , contractor 

Significant Dates 
19.0.8 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above. 

[X] See continuation sheet 



9. MaJor Bibliographical References 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): 
D preliminary determination of Individual listing (38 CFR 87) 

haa bttn requeattd 

§previously llattd In the National Register 
previously determined eligible by the National Register 
dealgnated a National Historic Landmark 

D recorded by Historic American Sulldlnga 

SUNIY* ------------------------------0 recorded by Historic American Engineering 

Record *:----------------------------
1 o. Geoaraphlcal Data 

LJ See continuation sheet 

Primary location of additional data: 
D State historic preatNatlon office 
D Other State agency 
D Federal agency 
D Local government 
D University 
Dother 
Specify repository: 

Acreage of property _...:;:,L::,es:;:,;s~t::;h.:,::a:,;n~o~n:.=e~a::.c r,;.e::._ ________________________ _ 

UTM References 
Al!_&_l 13191sls191ol 

Zone Easting 
c LLJ l I I I I I I 

Verbal Boundary Description 

I 41 41 41 o I l1 01 o I 
Northing 
I I I I I I I I 

B LLJ I I I I 
Zone Easting 

0 LLJ I I I I 

0 See continuation sheet 

I I I I 

Northing 
I I I I 

The north fifty-three (53) feet of the west one hundred thirty (130) feet of Lot Five (5) 
and the west one hundred thirty (130) feet of Lot Four (4) all in Block Three (3) of 
Nina B. Bronson's Subdivision of a part of the east half of the southwest quarter of the 
northeast quarter of Section 18, Township 19 North, Range 9 East of the Third Principal 
Meridian, now a part of the City of Urbana, in Champaign County, Illinois. 

D See continuation sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary includes the city lots that have been associated historically with the 
property. 

11. Form Prepared By 
name/title Sharon Irish, Architectural Historian 
organization Channing-Murray Foundation 
street & number 608 West Iowa 
city or town Urbana 

* U.S.ClPO: 1988-0·223-918 

0 See continuation sheet 

d~e October 28. 1990 
telephone 217 ,328 . 6648 
state Illinois zip code 61801 
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Unitarian Church of Urbana 

The Unitarian Church of Urbana (Channing Murray Chapel), built in 1908, is locally 
significant under Criterion C and Criterion Consideration A as an intact example of the 
standardized church plans from the American Unitarian Association "pattern book." Major 
architectural leaders, Nathan C. Ricker among them, were involved in the design of the 
church. 

Context 

The Unitarian Church of Urbana is an extant example of an architectural type promoted 
and distributed by the American Unitarian Association (AUA). especiaiiy in the Midwest. 
to develop new congregations. 

The architecture of the Unitarian Church of Urbana was consistent with a set of 
missionary ideals being promoted by the AUA at the time. The design for the building was 
derived from a pamphlet entitled Plans for Churches (AUA, 1903). The pamphlet was 
distributed free of charge by the AUA in 1902-03 to encourage the establishment of new 
churches, particularly in the West, and to set aesthetic standards for Unitarian missions. 
The designs promoted by the AUA were architectural expressions of the unity of secular 
ethics (the home) with religion (the church). This expression was visible already in the 
design of the Hinsdale, 111inois, Unitarian Church of the 1880's. The minister in Hinsdale, 
William Channing Gannett, helped design his church with a domestic scale and details to 
reflect the continuity of home and religious life. Gannett, who was prominent in the 
Western Unitarian Conference, was a correspondent and visitor to the Urbana 
congregation. He wrote essays on the development of architectural forms that unify the 
spiritual and domestic. Similar ideals also appear in the American Unitarian Association 
plan book and the Urbana Unitarian Church. 

Jenkin Lloyd Jones, head of the Western Unitarians for many years, 
and incidentally, maternal uncle to Frank Lloyd Wright, dedicated a 
small Chicago church in 1887, saying that there would be no "Gothic 
pretentiousness [to) frighten away the mechanic and the seamstress ... ," 
and that "[Gothic] was very costly yet useless on week days; it promoted 
the sense of individual insignificance that served authoritarianism and 
medieval superstition ... "(Lyttle, 1952, p. 160). Clearly he was arguing 
for a more human scale and less of the forbidding elements that were 
derived from the great cathedrals of Europe. Jones was probably the most 
influential Unitarian in the Midwest at the time. These comments on the 
effects of the built environment on the worship experience reflect a 
great sensitivity to architectural aesthetics. Architecture appropriate 
to Unitarian ideals, as expressed through domestic details and a human 
scale, was a significant feature of the architecture of turn of the 
century Midwest Unitarian churches. The Unitarian Church of Urbana is a 
representative example of this. 

---
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The first example of the particular plan used to build the 
Unitarian Church of Urbana was the All Souls' Unitarian Church, built in 
Kansas City, Missouri, in 1905-06. The Urbana church was the next 
version built from these plans in 1907-08. The design~r was Walter C. 
Root, the younger brother of the well-known John Wellborn Root of 
Burnham and Root in Chicago. Walter Root had worked for the Chicago 
firm from 1879-1887. Walter Root then managed the Burnham and Root 
projects in Kansas City, and established his own firm, Root and Siemens, 
in Kansas City by 1889. (Monroe, 1896). Root's All Souls' Unitarian 
Church burned in 1957. The Unitarian Church of Urbana, therefore, is the 
oldest extant example of this design. Photographs of the Kansas City 
church show that although the exterior look of the church, the scale and 
the plan were derived from suggestions in Plans for Churches (AUA, 1903) 
and were identical to the Urbana version, the interior was more opulent 
in its design than the Urbana version (see Illustration). The scale was 
domestic: a 1923 article states that the church was designed to fit in 
with the residential neighborhood in which it was built (Kansas City 
Star, 1923). The details were derived from the AUA's suggestions. The 
folding doors, window groupings and pew arrangements were the same in 
both churches. 

There were several other versions of Root's design that followed. 
In Quincy, Illinois, there is a church of the same design as the Urbana 
church which is still in use. It was built in 1914 after consultation 
with the Urbana congregation. The Quincy church is also very similar to 
the Root design in Kansas City. Versions in Peoria,Illinois, 
Massachusetts and California are mentioned in the 1923 article (Kansas 
City Star, 1923), but have not turned up in photographs. However, a 
search of the photos of churches in the files of the Unitarian 
Universalist Association in Boston yielded some close matches in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and Duluth, Minnesota. Clearly these five 
churches represent an important pattern in the architectural history of 
America, demonstrating the AUA's successful dissemination of a church 
type. 

The booklet distributed by the AUA presents eight model churches 
with ground plans, perspectives and practical advice on fundraising, 
building and decorating. Five of these model churches resemble the 
Urbana Unitarian church in plan or in details. Two are ve r y similar in 
exterior treatment (see Illustration) . Details which are intact in the 
Urbana church include, for example, the vertical sliding partition to 
divide chapel from parlor in examples two, three, four and five, the use 
of native stone, simply dressed, as mentioned on pages 6-7, 24 and 34 in 
the booklet, and the diamond leaded glass. Other aspects of the building 
that reflect the AUA influence include the corner location, low walls, 
the combination of wood, stone and stucco, tinted watercolor on the 
interior plaster, domestic scale and details such as the side parlor 
with a fireplace. 
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While the Building Committee and the congregation agreed on the 
design of the Unitarian Church of Urbana, the committee decisions about 
the details did not always sit well with the rest of the members. The 
Plans for Churches (AUA, 1903) pamphlet stated: "The windows ... have 
often been made hideous by the inharmonious colors of . the glass used. 
Pale amber-colored cathedral glass, cut and leaded in diamond-shape 
pattern, ... is almost always appropriate." After the local building 
committee went to Kokomo, Indiana, to choose a fine handmade "eat's paw 
pattern" craftsman style glass, the congregation protested: "[A) serious 
point of controversy was the color of the window glass. In Dean 
Newcomb's words: ... 'the glass in place in full sunlight produces an 
effect far different than the samples from which the selection was 
made'"(Scott, 1957, pp. 9-10). The windows are sea green with an amber 
tint. Many said that the color was too green and not amber enough. 

The AUA booklet also suggested that "the roof may be quite high, 
and it is recommended that the structural timbers be allowed to show 
inside" (AUA, 1903, p. 8) . The Urbana Unitarian church followed this 
idea, even though the church from which their plans came had a flat 
plastered interior ceiling with enclosed timbers. Of all the architects 

involved, only Nathan Ricker objected to the open timber roof. Within a 
year of the construction, tie bars had to be added to the Urbana church 
to resist the roof's thrust (Scott, 1957, pp. 9-10). 

The Building Committee of the Unitarian Church of Urbana included 
prominent professors of art and architecture at the University of 
Illinois, who were also founding members of the church: Nathan C. 
Ricker, Rexford Newcomb and Newton A. Wells. The committee chair, Nathan 
C. Ricker, Dean of Architecture and Fine Arts at the University of 
Illinois from 1873-1910, and of Engineering from 1878-1906, had designed 
many buildings on the original campus, some of which are still in use 
today. Ricker's works have been put on the National Register because of 
their significance to the history of architectural design and 
engineering in the United States. Ricker, the first graduate in 
architecture from an American public university (University of 
Illinois), also is recognized as a pioneer of architectural education. 
His organization of the University of Illinois architecture program 
featured hands-on learning in engineering and design. 

Ricker was the director of the entire Unitarian Church 
construction project and, with charter member Newton A. Wells, he 
collaborated on the decoration of the Church. Wells also worked with 
Ricker on the stenciling and murals in Ricker's still extant Altgeld 
Hall of 1896 at the University of Illinois. Ricker first saw Wells' work 
at the World's Columbian Exposition. Wells had studied painting at the 
Academie Julien in France and became professor of the history and 
practice of painting in 1903, remaining on the faculty until 1919. 
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From this professional relationship grew a friendship between 
Ricker, Wells and Rexford Newcomb that strengthened with their 
involvement in liberal religion and the construction of the Urbana 
Unitarian Church. Rexford Newcomb graduated in architecture from the 
University of Illinois in 1910 after studying with Ricker. In 1918, 
after teaching and studying Mission architecture in California, Newcomb 
returned to the University of Illinois as professor of architectural 
history. 

Later, as Dean of Architecture and Fine Arts, Newcomb developed 
the architecture department into the world's largest at that time, 
boasting 372 students in 1927, which was twice as large as the next 
largest in the country (Newcomb Papers). Throughout his deanship he 
remained deeply involved in the church, reaching out to new audiences 
with his lectures and writings on spirituality in architecture and 
church architecture. Many of his ideas were first given expression at 
the Unitarian Church of Urbana. 

Background on Unitarianism and the Unitarian Church of Urbana 

The Unitarian intellectual tradition embraced rationalism, science, and 
humanism, which influenced the ideals of Urbana Unitarians, among others. 

The Unitarians have been an intellectual force in the development of American 
thought. Emerson, Thoreau, and Jefferson were influenced by Unitarian thought and 
vice-versa. Ralph Waldo Emerson helped incorporate ideas of universalism (similarity of 
all forms of religion) into Unitarianism in the 1830s. He read the religious texts of other 
cultures, which influenced his writings on Transcendentalism. 

By the late 19th century the American Unitarians, particularly those in the West, 
were defining the concept of religion more broadly than any other mainstream Christian 
denomination. "Orthodox" denominations generally defined the religious life in terns of a 
proper and harmonious relation to God. The Unitarians were much more likely to define 
the religious life in terms of a proper and harmonious relation to humanity, as an 
expression of the divine within the human. The term "humanism" is often used to describe 
this trend in religious thought. Through this principle, taking moral action in the world 
became more important for Unitarians than having pious thoughts. This idea generated 
many educational and social service projects which were direct expressions of the religious 
concepts of Unitarianism. 
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In the Western Unitarian Conference (WUC) after 1850, Unitarians 
also equated the religious life with the human search for truth - be it 
scientific, spiritual, or social. Applications of scientific ideas to 
religious questions were well established in the WUC by the turn-of-the­
century. The scientific search for truth and the moral service to 
humankind are reflected in the words and actions of the early 
congregants at the Unitarian Church of Urbana. 

The Unitarian Church of Urbana is a local and successful 
manifestation of an effort by the AUA to establish missions. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the American 
Unitarian Association (AUA) supported missionary work in the west, 
particularly the Midwest, with only a handful of churches West of the 
Rockies. Illinois was in the center of this missionary field, and 
Chicago became the headquarters of the Western Unitarian Conference. 

The Western Unitarian Conference (WUC) was a very independent 
branch of the AUA. The missionary strategy of the WUC was to spread 
Unitarian ideals to widely scattered settlements. This work consisted 
mainly of sermons and literature rather than financial support. The 
AUA's strategy for missionary work was different. Churches were 
established and supported financially in areas where they were most 
likely to succeed: mostly university campuses and growing industrial 
centers. The Unitarian Church of Urbana was this type of AUA project, 
with funding and leadership coming directly from the American Unitarian 
Association headquarters in Boston. But because the Unitarian Church of 
Urbana was so close to Chicago, the Western Unitarian Conference 
headquarters, many of the WUC's more progressive values influenced the 
Urbana congregation. 

Campus ministry as a specialized type of ministry developed in the 
early 20th century to serve the newly-founded public universities. 
These tax-supported universities, primarily established after the 
American Civil War under the Morrill College Land-Grant Act (passed in 
1862), provided a different approach to education than that of the 
older, church-based institutions of higher education. The public 
university curriculum gave equal weight to the sciences, technical 
studies, and the liberal arts. Many denominations viewed this secular, 
often technical, education as a threat to traditional values promoted by 
classical studies. The challenges of science and Darwinism to the 
authority of the Bible were of particular concern to these 
denominations. 

This tension between church and public university was visible at 
the University of Illinois in the early twentieth century. As one of 
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the first land-grant schools, the University of Illinois was firmly 
committed to modern, secular education. A Christian pastor in Champaign 
noted in 1925 that townsfolk still called the University of Illinois 

"The Godless State University" (Holiman, 1984) . In contrast, the 
Unitarians saw their denomination as able to make a unique contribution 
to the University of Illinois because of their philosophical belief that 
scientific inquiry and spirituality were interconnected. 

The Urbana Unitarians saw the University as fertile soil for the 
establishment of a rational religious center. The Unitarian Church of 
Urbana was founded in this spirit, and explicitly supported the 
University's secular educational values in its campus ministry. Many 
campus ministry churches were planned and built during the first few 
decades of the century in the U.S., but the Unitarian Church of Urbana 
holds the distinction of being the first church at the University of 
Illinois - of any denomination - built specifically to house a campus 
ministry. The national AUA headquarters in Boston helped the Urbana 
Unitarians at every step, from selecting and paying the minister, buying 
the land and paying 75% of the building costs, to paying a part of the 
operating expenses until 1957 (Scott, 1957). 

The Unitarian Church of Urbana was representative of missionary 
work on public university campuses both within the denomination and 
across denominations at the time. The difference in Urbana between the 
Unitarians and the Disciples of Christ, Methodists and other 
denominations being established at this time was that the Unitarians did 
not seek to counteract the secularism of public higher education. 
Instead they saw their religion as a refuge for students who were 
disoriented by a sudden exposure to scientific ideas which contradicted 
the Bible (Scott, 1957). 

One of the most articulate supporters of this model of Unitarian 
campus ministry was a co-founder of the church, Professor Stephen A. 
Forbes (1844-1930). Forbes' agnosticism influenced the choice of 
wording of the covenant of the Unitarian Church of Urbana ratified on 
February 9, 1907, at a meeting in his home. It is noncreedal and does 
not mention God . The Unitarian church of Urbana covenant reads in 
part: "Avowing as the sole bond of our fellowship a serious purpose to 
lead pure reverent and useful lives, we seek together love which 
quickeneth service and truth which maketh free."(Covenant Book, 1907) 
By "service" the majority of the congregation meant service to mankind 
in education, charity, and social service.By "truth" they meant 
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investigation of the great questions of existence with rationalism and 
scientific method. The church covenant is almost a direct quote from 
the Ethical Basis of Fellowship, a covenant statement · developed in 
Chicago by the Society for Ethical Culture in the 1870's. This Society 
hoped to replace theistic ethi cs wi th humanistic ethics. The Society 
for Ethical Culture had ties to the Western Unitarian Conference through 
the conference secretary, Jenkin Lloyd Jones. Jones was in 
correspondence with Professor Forbes and had spoken in Urbana at Forbes' 
invitation in 1888. 

Forbes' scientific ideal s and principles were i n separable from hi s 
religious philosophy. He was Dean of Sciences from 1888-1906 at the 
University of Illinois. As a pioneering naturalist and entomologist, 
considered to be the "Father of Ecology" in Illinois, he founded the 
Illinois Natural History survey. 

The ministry of the church provided spiritual, social and 
philosophic activities for a number of important persons at the 
University of Illinois who organized the Unitarian Church of Urbana as a 
religious counterpart to democratic educat i on. The congregation 
repr esented over 1 % of the university community, a percentage greater 
than t he average distributi on of Unitarian s in America. In the first 
f undr aising letter sent out by the Unitari a n Church of Urb ana, Profes so r 
Forbes spelled out their mission as such: 

The ne w s oc i ety i s really a Universit y church , counting among its regular 
atte nda nt s 36 me mber s of the fa c ulty . 

We a re c onvin ced that a more s trategic center fo r the spreading of libera l 
Ch r i st i a nit y cannot be found in the Middle West. The University of Illinois is 
the mo s t r a pidly growing university of the country. Ten years ago (1 897 ) the 
a t t e ndance wa s 600 ; today it is 4000 . I t s s tudent s c ome very largely from 
o r thodox count ry di s tri c t s in I ll i no i s .. .. In t he Univers ity and churches of 
the t wo c i t ies, o r thodo x influences are pract i cally s upreme. The laroe number 
of sn,dents who are sha ken i p the i r chi l dhood be li efs b y sciept i f;c ~t , d y. baye 
hithPrt o bad no olace to t 11rn fo r a new rel i oion ~ere i s o u ,.... o oport ,l n j t y to 

p r ese nt a relio j on b o rn i n the soi r i t of sc i ence . wh j cb ~ball satjsfy tbej r 
r el i oi ou s yea r ninos Th e e nt husias m wi th whi c h t hey att end ou r se rvi c e s 

as s ures u s t hat we are meeting that need . As time goe s on , a continuous stream 
of st uden t s wil l c ome to u s with doubts a nd spiri t ual unrest, attend for a few 
year s our services , and return to their homes establi s hed in a new religion a nd 
fired with the enthusiasm of a new gospel . We can scarcely calculate the 
influence of the college - trained young men and women in spreading libe ral 
Ch r i sti ani t y . 

Ou r s i s not a movement which will be c onfined to one community , but will 
mi n ister fr om t he enti re Middle Wes t and as the Univer sity grow s, from the 
enti re cot:ntry. 

(Scott , 195 7, pp. 1 - 3 , emphas i s added ) 
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Many non-Unitarians responded to this call for a "religion born in the 
spirit of science". Financial contributors included President Edmund 
James of the University of Illinois, a sizeable donation from the 
University itself, donations from Senator William Me Kinley of 
Champaign, the First National Bank of Urbana, the First National Bank of 
Champaign, Isaac Kuhn of the Sinai Temple in Champaign, and W. 0. Davis, 
editor of the campus newspaper, the Bloomington Panta~raph, of 
Bloomington, Illinois,and a friend of Abraham Lincoln and a mentor of 
Rexford Newcomb (Scott, 1957, p. 8). 

So it was not just the Unitarians who saw the need for a campus 
ministry which would support, rather than undermine, the public 
university. The University of Illinois not only contributed money, but 
also sold the Unitarians a corner lot adjacent to the central quadrangle 
of the university. Unitarian faculty members clearly had considerable 
influence at the University of Illinois in 1907. 

The Unitarian Church of Urbana provided an alternative in 
Urbana because its ministry was ecumenical and international. 

The church was the first religious center at the University of 
Illinois to accommodate international students and/or students of non­
Christian faith. One reason for the successful outreach was because the 
minister from 1906-1918, The Reverend Albert R. Vail, was interested in 
comparative religion. Vail had just graduated from Divinity School, 
first attending the University of Chicago, where he became familiar with 
Western Unitarian Conference leaders, then attending Harvard, where he 
worked with the American Unitarian Association. He was sent to Urbana 
from Boston in September of 1906 as a missionary. Immediately he began 
Sunday morning religious readings and discussions in Morrill Hall until 
the Unitarian Church of Urbana was built .. The religious readings often 
included Islamic writings, Hindu texts, and other scriptures as well as 
the writings of religious liberals of the day. 

These religious readings attracted many international students to 
the Unitarian Church of Urbana. Their gatherings came to be called the 
Unity Club. One member was Rathindranath Tagore, son of the famous 
Indian poet and Nobel Laureate, Rabindranath Tagore. The younger Tagore 
became a student pastor to the Rev. Vail before he graduated in 1910. In 
1906 Vail was the only religious leader at the University of Illinois 
who even attempted to understand non-Christian religious ideas. 

About the same time that Rathindranath Tagore and his friend and 
compatriot , Santosh Majumdar, joined vail's Unity Club, they also began 
meeting with the unique set of educators, students and citizens that 
became the "Tagore Circle", a society based on appreciation of the works 
of Rathindranath Tagore's father Rabindranath. This group had many of 
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the same members as the Unitarian Church of Urbana. Societies for the 
appreciation of Rabindranath Tagore were common by 1916, but then, in 
1906, the poet was virtually unknown outside of India. This particular 
group was willing to accept a leader that was exotic in culture yet 
familiar in religious and social outlook. · 

In October of 1912 the poet Tagore, his son and daughter-in-law 
sailed for the U.S, arriving in Urbana on November 1, 1912. (Daily 
Illini, 1912) Rabindranath Tagore stayed at the house of Mr. & Mrs. 
Morgan Brooks, who were charter members of the Unitarian Church of 
Urbana. According to Mayce Seymour, Mrs. Morgan Brooks had even visited 
the poet in Calcutta. His son and daughter-in-law stayed with Professor 
Arthur and Mrs. Mayce Fries Seymour until the Tagore family could rent a 
house. 

Rabindranath Tagore, the first non-European Nobel Laureate, 
established lasting ties with the Urbana Unitarian congregation. 
Tagore's first public lecture and reading of poetry in America was given 
on November 10, 1912, in the Unitarian Church of Urbana at the 
invitation of Reverend Vail. His audience included Unity Club students 
and members of the congregation. The success of this particular reading 
inspired Tagore to read at subsequent Sunday evening meetings every 
week. After that he read occasionally on such subjects as poetry and 
art, both at the church and at the Tagore circle meetings. Tagore 
remained in Urbana through the winter of 1912-13, and returned in 1916 
and 1921. (Mukherjee, 1964). 
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