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January 3, 2018 
 

 
Dear Students, Staff, and Faculty of the Divinity School: 
 

We write on behalf of the Divinity Students Association/Grounds of Being Preservation 
Committee, a group formed by a unanimous vote of Divinity School students to advocate on behalf of the 
Divinity Students Association (DSA) and Grounds of Being (GoB) in response to recent administrative 
threats against these organizations’ autonomy and continued existence. We believe that the work that 
DSA and GoB do for students and the communal life of the Divinity School should continue, and that 
decisions about these organizations’ shared future should be made with the participation of every person 
in the Divinity School. We consequently believe that students, staff, and faculty should have common 
access to as much information as possible, and that public fora should exist for honest, collegial 
conversation about the challenges that currently face DSA, GoB, and the Divinity School as a whole. It 
was with this intention that we held two plenary meetings of DSA last quarter. It is with this same 
intention that we now publicly disseminate the following information and invite all faculty and staff to a 
public forum hosted by the DSA/GoB Preservation Committee on Friday, January 12th at 10 AM in 
the Swift 3rd Floor Lecture Hall.  

In June 2017, DSA and GoB leadership first received word from then-Dean Rosengarten’s office 
concerning the new University-wide budget system and the possibility that GoB would be asked to pay 
rent for space currently occupied in the basement. Dean Rosengarten met with GoB managers to discuss a 
potential solution to the budget problem; Dean Rosengarten suggested at that time that GoB and the 
Dean’s office work together to determine a percentage of the quoted rent that GoB could pay while 
allowing DSA and GoB to continue their current activities. In June, there was confusion about rental rates 
and square footage estimates, and therefore no agreement could be reached. In August, DSA and GoB 
received from the Dean’s office a rent estimate of $36,943. In recent years, GoB’s net profits have 
amounted to between twenty-five and thirty-five thousand dollars a year, the entirety of which comprise 
the only financial support for student resources administered by DSA such as the Swift Cares emergency 
relief fund, student travel grants for research and professional activities, and funding for student-run 
conferences in the Divinity School. As no resolution was found under Dean Rosengarten’s administration, 
the conversations about rent continued into the Fall Quarter. 
        The situation has changed dramatically since June. During the first two months of Fall Quarter, 
DSA and GoB leadership held several meetings with members of the Divinity School administration, 
including new Dean Laurie Zoloth and Dean of Students Joshua Feigelson. These conversations 
culminated in a meeting on November 16th, which included DSA President Erin Simmonds, GoB General 
Manager Juliana Locke, GoB Assistant Manager William Underwood, Dean Zoloth, Associate Dean 
Sandra Peppers, Dean of Students Feigelson, and Deputy Dean Jeffrey Stackert. Over the course of this 
meeting, Dean Zoloth delivered a series of non-negotiable demands to DSA and GoB leadership 
including: (1) that GoB immediately adopt the university’s point-of-sale system in order to take Maroon 
Dollars and credit cards, due to concerns about accessibility and optics; (2) that GoB immediately 
integrate its finances into the university’s financial system; (3) that GoB pay approximately $61,000 in 
annual rent and estimated utilities. DSA and GoB leadership highlighted a number of obstacles to 
enacting these three demands, each of which would result in serious threat to the economic viability and 
autonomy of these student organizations. Accordingly, DSA and GoB leadership provided alternative 
proposals and compromises. These offerings were summarily discarded. 

Throughout this meeting, Dean Zoloth repeatedly dismissed the importance of DSA and GoB to 
community life in the Divinity School. Among other remarks, she suggested that it is not her concern that 
GoB employs twenty-one Divinity School students, that perhaps the school could replace GoB with a 
different, profit-seeking coffee shop, or that GoB management could personally fundraise enough money 
to endow the cost of rent and utilities. It was made clear that GoB must come up with the full $61,000 or 
face closure. 
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After this meeting, DSA and GoB held several meetings with students and faculty, including a 
staff meeting with employees at GoB on November 17th, a DSA Board meeting on November 16th, and 
two plenary meetings to which all Divinity School students were invited on November 20th and 
November 27th. In these plenary meetings, students voted unanimously to refuse the demands of the 
Dean’s office and to continue negotiations through a newly-constituted DSA/GoB Preservation 
Committee. During this period, DSA and GoB leadership received communication from intermediaries 
that Dean Zoloth had become amenable to a compromise. Through these same intermediaries, GoB 
leadership negotiated a tentative compromise on two questions: (1) adoption of the university’s point-of-
sale system, and (2) the possible integration of GoB accounts into the university’s financial system. It was 
explicit in these conversations that GoB would not negotiate rent until these two questions had been 
resolved and that rental negotiations would thereafter involve a wider group of participants, including a 
nascent faculty committee. In short, after weeks of high tension and concern that GoB would have to 
close, thus substantially defunding DSA, it seemed that it would be possible to pursue good-faith 
negotiations with a set of shared commitments to the continued existence and autonomy of both DSA and 
GoB. 

In the last month, however, student confidence in that possibility has dissolved. Further 
communication with Dean Zoloth and administrative intermediaries has made it clear to DSA and GoB 
leadership, as well as to this open committee of students, that the Dean’s office has no intention of 
compromising. While we appreciate the efforts of certain administrative figures to work cooperatively 
and respectfully with student leadership on these issues, we no longer believe that it is advisable or 
responsible to negotiate privately with the Dean’s office. Despite six months of continued conversations, 
no resolution has been achieved and we are left with the impression that the good faith with which DSA 
and GoB leadership approached these negotiations has not been reciprocated with the openness and 
fairness we expect from our Divinity School leadership. No tangible progress has been made and we need 
to move forward. 

In the interest of preserving vital student organizations and pillars of our community, we now call 
for: public deliberation and accountability regarding issues that concern the entire Divinity School; 
administrative transparency on financial matters pertaining to student institutions such as DSA and GoB; 
and student involvement in decisions that affect those institutions. Motivated by these imperatives, we, 
again, entreat all faculty and staff to attend a public forum hosted by the DSA/GoB Preservation 
Committee on Friday, January 12th at 10 AM in the Swift 3rd Floor Lecture Hall. At this meeting, 
DSA and GoB leadership will provide faculty and staff with both groups’ financial and operational 
information. We invite all attendees to ask questions about these organizations and the work they do in 
the Divinity School, as well as to speak openly about what solutions they believe will best serve the 
collective interests of the Divinity School community. We hope that this meeting will generate the kind of 
informed, public conversation that is necessary for making decisions that affect every person in the 
Divinity School.  
 
 
Yours in partnership,  
 
The DSA/GoB Preservation Committee 
DSA and GoB Leadership 
 
dsagobpreservationcommittee@gmail.com 
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