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Welcome, everyone!
Now in our fourth year, the Tufts Humanist Chaplaincy continues to be a 
vibrant program connecting Humanists, atheists, agnostics, nonreligious 
students, and friends on campus with one another for reflection, communi-
ty, and meaningful service. We hope this newsletter will lift up a few dimen-
sions of that program and what it means to the people who have built it: the 
passionate students, faculty, staff, and alumni. 

Just as the campus community has changed in the last four years so has 
Humanist life. We’ve focused our service programming on responding to 
homelessness and housing insecurity in Medford and Somerville. The stu-
dent organization once for a long time known as the Tufts Freethought So-
ciety changed their name to the Humanist Community at Tufts and changed their vision to more proactively include justice work 
and radical reflection. Our annual New Directions in Chaplaincy program series has brought experts to campus to explore how 
Humanism and inclusive multifaith chaplaincy is impacting the lives of students, patients, incarcerated people, and others. Alumni 
have graduated into exciting new careers from engineers to political scientists to book publishers to doctors, staying connected 
with one another and to Humanist life here on campus.

We strive to be an open, inclusive, and affirming space on campus for people to grow and explore their identities--spiritual or 
otherwise. All are always welcome to connect with Humanist programming and the Humanist in Residence and we’ll continue 

to grow and change as a chaplaincy to meet the 
changing needs of the diverse nonreligious com-
munity members at Tufts. I hope to connect with 
you in another exciting year!
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Humanist in Residence Walker Bristol, A14

Student leaders in the  
Humanist Community at  
Tufts with the Humanist in  
Residence volunteering at the 
2016 Somerville Homeless  
Coalition 5k Road Race
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Building Community, at Tufts and after Tufts
At Tufts, Humanists come from many walks of life, but they nonetheless come together. For years, they’ve hosted weekly discussion 
meetings exploring greater questions of life from a secular lens as well as regular dinners and retreats to affirm and strengthen the 
bonds among even the most different among them. The Humanist student community in turn collaborates with its peer organi-
zations across campus, having been a founding member of both the Interfaith Student Council and the Consent Culture Network. 
Through Humanist community building, students form bonds where they may both learn from and care for each other, celebrating 
each person’s unique story and sources of inspiration. 

In order to facilitate thoughtful introspection alongside discussion, the Tufts Humanist Chaplaincy hosts a small group reflection 
series where students explore a Humanist text or piece of art and how it speaks to their experience. It might be a poem by Alice 
Walker, a passage by Margaret Atwood, or a song by Ani DiFranco. At the end of the year, graduating seniors and Humanist alumni 
come together for the annual New Beginnings reflection, a time to explore change in four years at Tufts and the journey to come. 
The program is facilitated through the lyrics of a song of the same name by Tufts alumna and award winning songwriter Tracy 
Chapman, A87 DFA04.

Humanist students on retreat at the Tufts Mountain Club Loj in Woodstock, New Hampshire, 2015

Spotlight: Kumar Ramanathan, A15, PhD student in political science at  
Northwestern University and former president of Tufts Freethought Society 

Freethought/HCAT was a treasured community for me during my time at Tufts. It was a rare space where I met not only a group 
of friends, but also a community that enabled me to learn a great deal about myself. When it was difficult to bond with others over 
shared identity or shared tradition, Freethought/HCAT offered a space where we could come together to explore our different 
identities and to make new traditions. I remember events like discussion meetings and 
jam sessions fondly, but what I cherish the most is the opportunity those times of respite 
gave me to connect with others who were also eager to learn and to share. Our emphasis 
on personal stories and values taught me to seek out and respect those aspects of others’ 
lives when I meet them. Sharing our stories again and again, with new friends and with 
old friends, allowed me (and I think others too) to chart and reflect on our own growth, 
which is an experience I valued in a time where change seemed constant. At a time when 
I was still discovering my beliefs and exploring my interests, Freethought/HCAT gave me 
a space in which to form community around shared values and shared questions, and to 
learn from the beliefs, interests, and passions of others.
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Humanists Against Homelessness Initiative
For Humanists at Tufts, our Humanist ethic of service demands not only that we 
consider our impact and aspire to make positive change in the lives of others, but 
also that we take responsibility for our presence in the world. The Tufts Humanist 
Chaplaincy takes responsibility for fighting homelessness in our shared communi-
ty by making cleaner streets, supporting affordable housing, and improving food 
access. Being a part of the Tufts community is necessarily also being a part of the 
community that is all of Middlesex County–for Humanists, that means working in 
solidarity with some of the most marginalized members of that community, and 
considering ways in all our lives we can be more supportive of them.

Community 
Partner

Spotlight: Jo Dion-Gottfried, A19, HCAT co-president

Reflecting on my experience since moving out to Tufts back in 2014, my path to finding meaningful and fulfilling work has certainly 
been very unexpected. The only predictable factor has been my following my radical Jewish family’s generations-long tradition of 
being involved in a variety of actions for the sake of justice work. Besides that, I consider myself very lucky that I stumbled across 
an extremely rewarding career path while I was trying to fill my time during a medical leave. I never would have expected to go into 
teaching, but it’s such an amazing way to talk about how we envision a just world and how that vision can be achieved. And it has 
the added perks of getting to be around sassy filter-less children attempting to be 
adults, and the unparalleled shared joy of a student learning a word or concept 
they claimed they’d never be able to get the day before. I’ve had the opportunity to 
work with kids in so many different capacities and in many different social worlds, 
and I am so excited to continue learning through experience and sharing ideas 
with my classmates. 

The way I see my passions, education and social justice, intersecting with a 
community of nonreligious and nontraditionally religious people is actually very 
straightforward in my mind. I don’t have a spiritual text I can turn to as a “guide 
book” to life, and I’ve definitely had my share of existential crises in my angsty 
teen years. However, my political beliefs have always been a central part of my 
identity, and I’m starting to challenge myself to have dialogues with people who 
approach social issues from a much different point of view. At the end of the day, 
it’s my political beliefs and academic passions, along with my always-shifting core 
values and the lessons about compassion my friends teach me, that shape who I 
am and what I believe on a spiritual level.

Humanist students 
cleaning up Somerville 
public transit sites and 
major community hubs 
for our neighbors living 
on the street, 2016

Jo (bottom left) and her fellow  
Humanist student leaders in 2016
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A substantial portion of our annual programs are 
made possible by community donations. To give to 
the Tufts Humanist Chaplaincy Fund online, please 
visit: 

http://chaplaincy.tufts.edu/how-to-give

To make a gift by credit card over the phone please 
contact Tufts Senior Associate Director of Develop-
ment Rob Ayles:

617-627-2675 
Robert.Ayles@tufts.edu

Thank you for your support.

Support Humanist Life at Tufts University 

New Directions in Chaplaincy
The Tufts Humanist Chaplaincy is the first and only professional Humanist program to be fully funded by an American university. As 
a program at the forefront of change in spiritual life, the Tufts Humanist Chaplaincy facilitates an annual New Directions in Chap-
laincy series. The purpose of the series is to bring together chaplains, experts, and activists in the field of chaplaincy to discuss how 
they’ve witnessed and engaged with that changing landscape in their chaplaincy work.

The first New Directions program in 2015 brought together Humanist chaplains from different fields of ministry–university chaplain-
cy, ethical culture, and the military–to explore how their Humanist chaplaincy work informs their commitment to social action. The 
second program in 2016 brought chaplaincy professionals of different backgrounds together to discuss how they’ve connected with 
the rising population of nonreligious Americans in their work. The third program in 2017 then honed in on a particular dimension of 
chaplaincy work–end of life care–to explore how that field is changing alongside the changing demographics in American religion.

Vanessa Zoltan, Hugh Tafts-Morales, and Jason Heap at the first New Directions in Chaplaincy panel in 2015.


