THE MEaning of Giving

2012 DEAN’S REPORT

susan swartz

The Art of Giving
Susan Swartz expresses her faith through art, and an extraordinary gift
Susan Swartz’s connection to the transcendent would
be apparent even if the acclaimed landscape artist
and HDS Dean’s Council member didn’t sign all her
paintings with her name, followed by the letters “GTG”
(“Glory to God”). That’s because Swartz’s work—
on exhibit at London’s Belgravia Gallery through
November 24—explores nature as a place where the
worldly and the spiritual intersect. The subject may be
a forest, a mountain range, or a pond at dusk, but what
appears on the canvas is the essence behind the form.
“Artists are often likened to prophets,” former HDS
Dean William A. Graham wrote in a 2011 review of
Swartz’s paintings. “When we contemplate Swartz’s
abstract visions... ‘revelatory’ does not seem an out-ofplace attribute—whether you find the revelation to be
of God’s hand or simply, with [evolutionary biologist]
E. O. Wilson, nature’s ‘deeply fulfilling beneficence.’”
Given the role that faith plays in her work, it’s
no surprise that Swartz’s relationship with HDS
began with her art. Preston N. Williams, Houghton
Research Professor of Theology and Contemporary
Change, saw some of her paintings at an opening on
Martha’s Vineyard in 2005. The encounter left a deep
impression and led to a week on campus for Swartz
as artist-in-residence. She says that the more she and
her husband, Jim, AB ’64, learned about the Divinity
School, the more they felt connected to its work, its
mission, and its role in the world.
“Understanding the role faith has had in shaping our
nation, as well as the cultures and histories of our world,
has been a lifelong pursuit for me and my husband,”
she says. “Moreover, business leaders, political leaders,
young men and women are all looking for leadership
on ethical issues of the day. I believe that the teachings
of the major religions of the world are the best place
to begin when developing ethics curriculums. These
studies are best conceived in a setting as grounded and
tolerant as I have found HDS to be.”
Today, Swartz is one of the Divinity School’s most
ardent supporters. She says that, as a member of
the Dean’s Council, she works with other volunteers

dedicated to “keeping the oldest divinity school in the
country a relevant and vibrant place of scholarship and
reflection.” Swartz says that she’s gotten as much back
from her service as she has given, thanks largely to
her relationship with former Dean Graham.
“The leadership of Bill Graham was the first indication that this would be a place I could learn and grow,
as well as give back,” she says. “Over time, the students
and their passion to engage and to serve society have
been a source of both pride and hope for me.”
In May 2012, Swartz decided to extend and deepen
her commitment to HDS. She and her husband
established the Susan Shallcross Swartz Endowment
with a $10 million gift that will significantly extend
the School’s capacity in Christian studies. Dean
David N. Hempton says that HDS will use the
funds in the years ahead for faculty and fellowship
support, as well as for new programming, such as
conferences, interschool seminars, and student field
and service experiences.
“Susan’s remarkable gift will enhance teaching
and research in Christianity, one of our core
strengths, for many years to come,” he says. “The
Swartz Endowment will enable HDS to continue to
bring to campus the leading scholars and thinkers
in this field, as well as the talented students that they
attract. HDS is very fortunate to have such a devoted
and thoughtful friend, and we are deeply grateful for
her support.”
Swartz says that her reason for giving to HDS was
simple: She felt that the School was the place where
she could have the greatest impact on a world that
seems to become more polarized every day.
“This country and the world are more fractured
places, more wrought with extreme interpretations
of patriotism, nationalism, and faith,” she says. “I felt
that a gift that honored Harvard’s and this country’s
founding fathers belonged at the Divinity School.
We hope that this gift will inspire scholarship
and reinvigorate debate, service, and teaching for
generations to come.”
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