July 2011
Dear Parent or Guardian,

As the Chaplain of Blair Academy, please allow me to welcome you and introduce you to religious and spiritual life here.

While Blair Academy was founded by local Presbyterians in 1848 for the education of the area’s Christian children, today the Blair community embraces much greater religious diversity and therefore the challenges to this Presbyterian Chaplain differ greatly from those faced by my predecessors.

Within our community, students identify themselves as Christian (Roman Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, and Evangelical), Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim, and Hindu as well as atheist.  A large number of our students have no formal religious education but remain open to spirituality and are eager participants in our programs.   

The primary aspects of religious life at Blair include:

· Academic Courses which include World Religions, Hebrew Bible, New Testament, Ethical Philosophy, History of Religion, Personal Experience and Spiritual Exploration, Psychology, and literature courses with religious themes. All students entering Blair in the freshman, sophomore or junior years must complete 1.5 units in religion or philosophy before graduation but may elect to take more.

· Christian Fellowship meets regularly on Friday nights where participants explore spiritual issues and find support in a relaxed, friendly environment.  This year, CF members organized a powerful Vespers service and taught in the local Presbyterian Church’s Sunday School.
· The Jewish Union also serves as a religiously based support network.  The JU organizes an annual Passover Seder open to the entire community and hosts periodic meetings. This year the JU led Vespers service and a Hanukkah Candle Lighting Ceremony.
· All students attend a weekly Chapel Talk where the Headmaster, the Chaplain, a faculty member, or student speaks on an issue of personal experience that has taught them important ethical or spiritual lessons.
· Weekly Vespers Services occur on Sunday evenings in Chesnutt Chapel which provide a more contemplative experience that includes spiritual reflection, live music, and at times, interactive exercises, art, drama or dance. Students and faculty from a variety of religious backgrounds collaborate with the Chaplain in creating these services to honor our religious diversity while authentically expressing our core spiritual or religious values. Students are required to select at least three vespers services to attend each semester but are welcome to come more often and many do.  

· If you would like your child to attend traditional religious services, several of our faculty are able to provide rides to Catholic Masses and to the local evangelical church.  The local Presbyterian and United Methodist Churches are within walking distance of campus.  There are no synagogues in the immediate vicinity though we do provide rides to a temple in the area during High Holy Days as we are able, while some students go home for services.
· Every December, the Blair community gathers at the lovely Blairstown Presbyterian Church for our traditional Christmas Service of Lessons and Carols, which features student readers and music by the Blair Singers and the String Ensemble.  In the spring, we offer a Good Friday Chapel Service of a more traditional Presbyterian style, honoring our religious roots.  We provide an alternative gathering to these explicitly Christian services for Jewish students who request it.

In addition to these more formal offerings, parents should know that the Chaplain participates in a variety of committees where the spiritual, emotional, and mental health of our students is the priority.  I am engaged in counseling with students and will continue to be available to them as a spiritual guide and advocate—in the dorms, the dining hall, in the classroom, in my office, and on the fly.

It would help me a great deal to know more about our incoming students prior to their arrival.  If your child has been raised in a specific religious tradition and you would like me to be aware of it, I invite you to fill out the attached form and return it to me before school begins in the fall.  Or you may simply email me at crownc@blair.edu   With this information; I can offer supportive program opportunities to them so they feel truly included.
Blair is a Christian institution with an interfaith welcome. We genuinely desire that every student coming through our doors leave this place with a strong moral and ethical sensibility and an ability to articulate the values that will guide their future lives as engaged citizens who care about themselves, others, and the world community of which they are an important part.

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to call or email me any time.

Grace and peace to you,

Rev. Cynthia Crowner

crownc@blair.edu; (908)362-6121, x5687
