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“Bright College years…”
Few of us knew

what we were in
for when we
walked through
Phelpes Gate and
into Old Campus.
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Fortunately,
we had a
printed guide
which made it
possible to get
to know one
another.
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In the Old Campus
publication we all had
“page-mates,” and we
soon came to know one
another.  We matched
faces to impressions and
formed life-long
friendships as we
progressed through
freshman year and
beyond.
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We were a mixed
group which the
Admissions Office
had made a
conscious effort to
recruit and accept
from a wide
variety of public
schools across the
country.
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In addition there were
students from private
schools and academies,
some of whom, (as we
were to learn), came to
Yale as “legacies,”
shouldering the heavy
burden of a family
tradition which
preceded them at Yale.
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Although Bill had
previously been
Chaplain at Andover
Academy and
Williams College,
when he  started at
Yale, he looked
almost as young as
we did….
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At Yale he was
unstintingly generous
with his time and
concern.

We spent many meals
and many evenings at
his house on Wall
Street.
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If you had an
argument with Bill,
you could rarely
“win.”

This could be
irritating --
especially when
you were right and
he was wrong….
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No matter how wrong
he was, his winning
smile, and turn of
phrase left you
wanting for words,
speechless.

You felt enveloped,
embraced by a large
and magnanimous
soul.
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You knew he was
more than just a
“nice guy.”  He was
a good man.

His manner exerted
a kind of magnetic
pull on you.

You sensed he was a
force of nature
toward whom you
could not help but be
drawn.
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How could you
win an argument
with this guy?
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He influenced us in
ways we didn’t
fully realize at the
time.

Bill smoked a pipe
at the time...

…many of us took
up pipe smoking.
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Most importantly
though, Bill spoke
courageously for many
of us at Yale. On 20
October 1967 the
nation heard what he
had to say.

We were just starting
Senior Year….when
we picked up the
newspaper, and saw a
troubling sight.
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There was our
Chaplain -- in
Washington, D.C. --
getting arrested.

He was later
indicted, tried and
convicted for aiding
and abetting those
who chose to resist
the draft.
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Bill
continued to
speak out
both off
campus and
on campus
throughout
our senior
year…..
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Some of his
comments were
directed straight
to the Yale
faculty, who he
felt should apply
their best insights
to the crises that
students were
facing.
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Some other
statements
were made to
a wider
audience.
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The Class of 1968 was
one of the last of the
all male classes before
Yale became a co-ed
institution.

Whether or not we
were particularly
broad minded, our
Chaplain was willing
to reach out in a
daring manner to new
and unfamiliar
audiences.
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Other Yale graduates of
Bill’s era who were more
adept than Bill at self
promotion tried from time to
time to speak for “God at
Yale”  -- without convincing
success.

 Nevertheless, they continue
to reprint the same material
again and again, suggesting,
perhaps, that their Theology
has not evolved very much in
fifty years.
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Over the course of
4 years, our friends
and “page-mates”
in the Old Campus
directory developed
and revealed their
essential character
to us all.
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And, as popular
movies sometimes
suggest, basic
friendships and
elements of
character formed in
school years often
last a lifetime.
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Some in our class
-- as in other
Yale classes --
went on to do
things in the
“public eye”
when they left
Yale.
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    As for Bill, after leaving
Yale, he continued to talk
and write on burning
problems of “Public
Morality,” including civil
rights issues, global
economic injustice and
world wide environmental
devastation caused by
corporate greed and
misguided public policy.
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Bill’s messages were interpreted differently by each of us.
Some classmates seem to be trying hard to redouble their
commitment to new levels of  compassionate conservatism.

But, as Bill has pointed out, since 9/11 the administration’s
roving advisors have missed the point.  They seem to want us
to believe that the needy are greedy and the greedy are needy.
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   In any case, at least some of Bill Coffin’s insights
have apparently endured in the minds of other members
of the Class of 1968.  And today -- just as in 1968 --
these ideas can have costly personal consequences....
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Despite disagreeing with Bill at times, President
Brewster -- to his infinite credit -- ultimately supported
Bill against the criticisms of many alumni.  Had he
failed to support Bill it is likely he would have faced a
major student revolt from the Class of 1968.



31

Having presided over many degree ceremonies,
Bill Coffin has now earned a unique diploma of
his own from the Class of 1968 for his life-long
commitment to matters of conscience.
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Class of 1968 Diploma presented to Bill Coffin, 31 May 2003
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