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Many indicators demonstrate that religious faith and spiritual values are on the minds of U.S. college students. The National Survey of Student Engagement, articles in the Chronicle of Higher Education and other polls indicate students and others attend church and consider themselves religious at high rates. Groups such as the Society for Values in Higher Education, as well as current authors such as Arthur Chickering, offer ways to begin dialogues on faith issues on college campuses. Libraries play a central role on campuses, and have a longstanding commitment to pluralism and the accessibility of information on all points of view. The American Library Association’s Library Bill of Rights and other professional statements on intellectual freedom attest to the significance of the library profession’s allegiance to such principles. Recent opposition to the renewal of the Patriot Act by library organizations as a threat to patron privacy and unfettered access to information has received much publicity. Less publicized has been the religious history of libraries and higher education. Works such as the popular historical best-seller, “How the Irish Saved Civilization” as well as scholarly works have covered the fact that classical and other early texts survived primarily in monasteries and convents. Seminal texts in non-Western cultures have similar survival stories. In European culture, religion was central to education, and churches were essentially the sole providers of education for centuries. Religious schools now, in some Middle Eastern countries, are similarly the most extensive supporters of the only schools available. Movement through a thousand years of Western culture has led to the secularization of education and the promulgation of the scientific method. As the role of religion resurfaces in higher education, the importance of information on many perspectives increases. Students need to recognize polemical and non-critical responses. Library and internet resources play a crucial role in preserving and providing the information on the history of religion, philosophy and culture needed for open-minded engagement with ideas.
