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Wesley College a Beacon of Religious Tolerance
Wesley College a Precursor to Modern Religious Studies Departments

BISMARCK, North Dakota, April 6, 2018 / North Dakota News Service / – In accordance 
with the 1905 Memorandum with the University of North Dakota, Wesley College opened 
a School of Religion in 1906.  It seems to have functioned more like a precursor to a 
modern department of religious studies than like a theological seminary.

In the Robertson Manuscript, President Edward Robinson wrote (in 1935 on page 20):

“The aim has always been to teach every course in 
religion with courteous regard for the incidental 
differences in denominational creeds and practices.

As consequence, students of all denominations have 
felt at home in the Wesley College classes in religion.  
Catholics, Protestants, and Jews have found the higher
unity ideals of personal character and social attitude.  
The courses of instruction were suited to the average 
university students of whatever intended calling.  They
were placed on university enrollment cards as 
electives with full measure of credit toward university 
degrees.  The numbers of electing religion courses in 
Wesley College have reached as high as 273 in a 
school year; among those there have usually been ten 
or more who were recognized as having in view some 
form of religious life work, including the ministry in 
one or more of the church denominations.



Wesley College School of Religion has not been a 
Theological Seminary, meaning a school for the 
professional training of ministers.  It has been, and is 
now, an undergraduate school of religion suited to 
promote religious intelligence and loyalty to character 
ideals among students of all intended callings.  It 
affords, also, an opportunity for future leaders to get 
foundation studies adapted to lead to the specialized 
studies in religion.”

More evidence of Wesley College's ecumenical work can be found on page 21:

“During the years of affiliation with the university 
[1905 to 1935] the college has conferred the B.A. 
Degree upon 45 ministerial graduates.  Of this number
four are Congregational ministers, one Presbyterian, 
three Evangelical, one Lutheran, two Jewish rabbis, 
and thirty-four Methodist.  Others who took less than 
a major in religion in Wesley College have graduated 
from the university into the ministry.  These are 
distributed among the several denominations.  
Twenty others who majored in religion and won B.A. 
Degrees from Wesley College were not ministers, but 
are engaged in teaching or other social work.”

In 1905, President Merrifield had believed that the First Amendment forbade state 
universities from teaching religion classes.  One of the main reasons behind his affiliation 
agreement of 1905 was because it was widely believed that the First Amendment forbade 
state universities from teaching religion classes.  That attitude had changed by the 1960's, 
when it became customary for state universities to have departments of religious studies.

The same contract in 1965 where Wesley College sold the two buildings called Robertson 
Hall, Sayre Hall, Corwin Hall, and Larimore Hall to the University of North Dakota also 
states that “Wesley College will continue to offer courses in religion within the framework 
of the UND Department of Religion.”

Remnants of the old Wesley College campus are slated for demolition this coming June.



* The full name for the Robertson Manuscript is “The Story of the Affiliation of Wesley 
College with the University of North Dakota”, President Edward P. Robertson, 16 February 
1935, University Archives 63, UND Special Collections, Chester Fritz Library.  This document
can also be found online at the following address: 
https://mediterraneanworld.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/ua-63-wesley-college-
affiliation_web.pdf

This press release is the second in a series of historical essays about Wesley College.  If you 
would like more information, please call Andrew Alexis Varvel at (701) 255-6639 or e-mail 
him at mr.a.alexis.varvel@gmail.com 
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