“Hail, Holy Light”* The Amasa Stone Memorial Chapel
Walter Leedy

The Amasa Stone Memorial Chapel was a gift to Adelbert College by Clara Hay and Flora Mather
in memory of their father,Amasa Stone. It was Amasa Stone who made possible the move of West-
ern Reserve College to Cleveland.This paper is based on the assumption that the Chapel is not
primarily arz, but a social object.

According to her husband, Samuel Mather, Flora first spoke about establishing a memorial to her
father between 1901 and 1903.% On the occasion of the college’s 75th anniversary in 1901, how-
ever, Flora explicitly wrote to President Charles Thwing that she did not see “...any future in making
any special mention of my father beyond the historical mention that must be [made] 73 At that time
she urged Thwing to acknowledge, but not extol, her father.

In 1901-02 the interior of Adelbert College was rebuilt as a memorial to Amasa Stone by his
friend, Alfred Pope.This may have persuaded Flora to believe—along with Thwing’s counsel—that a
greater memorial to her father might be possible without triggering public ridicule; for in 1876
Stone was publicly scorned and held responsible by a coroner’s jury for the death of nearly 200
people in the infamous Ashtabula train disaster. This event might have precipitated Stone’s suicide
in 1883.These circumstances, while still vivid in Flora’s mind, had largely left the public’s con-
sciousness by 1902. It was not until 1906, however, that the idea for a chapel as a fitting memorial
crystallized. Flora took the lead and talked her sister, Clara Hay, into joining in the donation.’

The style for the 1901 remodeling of Adelbert College was neoclassical—not collegiate Gothic—
and the architect was Charles Schweinfurth. President Charles Thwing saw a function for these fine
embellishments: “Daily association under architectural conditions of the noblest sort cannot fail to
make for the enrichment of manhood.”¢ The idea that architecture could influence behavior was
propagated by Thwing. Later, in 1906, he stated:“The noble Florence Harkness Memorial Chapel
lends itself to the service of worship as the room in Adelbert College cannot...The service of wor-
ship becomes more impressive through the noble architecture..”” He did not report, however, that
a new chapel was one of the University’s urgent needs. He just implied it. Probably for good reason:
since all academic programs were underfunded, he did not want to encourage the wrath of the
faculty. In 1907—only after he knew of the gift, but before any public announcement had been
made—did he articulate the need for a new chapel:“The present hall is unfittingly crowded, and its
bare simplicity fails to promote that noblest element of human character—the sense of worship.
The element which the...Harkness...Chapel has added...emphasizes the peculiar advantages which
would be received through a similar chapel in Adelbert College”® The architect for the Harkness
Chapel was Schweinfurth. '

The reasons why Thwing wanted a new chapel go to the heart of his concept of a college
education. “The purpose,” he stated,“of college teaching is to teach the student to think, [that is] to
think effectively...The intellectual life of the American college has not improved in the last genera-
tion, students know more, they think less. This generation is materialistic. Spirituality is and must be
the fundamental element in every great generation”® In June, 1907, Flora stated why a chapel
would be the appropriate memorial:“...our father had a strong conviction of the value of Biblical
instruction and of church services. He believed...religion to be the only foundation of the individual
or for the community life..”° :

This notion was reiterated by Rollin Sawyer when the Chapel was dedicated in 1911:“the candle
of manhood is brought close to the holy light...here we learn the essential majesty of man...[the]
origin of the soul...[he articulated] problems of the day as: (1) maintenance of public worship, (2)
salvation of public conscience, (3) redemption of the world to come. [There is] no such thing as
education without religion...ethics today seem to be...strictly utilitarian...[our] overpowering age
obscures the outlook on the world beyond...God is the Creator, the school is the Conserver”!!
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