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Dr. Howard Thurman 
1900-1981 

 
Dr. Howard Thurman was a man of religion, an educator, a social philosopher, an author, 
poet, and preacher. Thurman believed in the Unity of All Life and was a mentor to the 
great, the humble and disinherited of the world.  Upon his appointment as Dean of Marsh 
Chapel at Boston University  
(1953 to 1965), he became the first African American to hold a deanship at a 
predominantly white university.  In 1953, LIFE magazine named him one of the 12 
greatest preachers of the century. 
 
 He was born in then-segregated Daytona Beach, Florida, November 18, 1900. He 
was raised, and greatly influenced, by his grandmother, a freed plantation slave. From his 
childhood and throughout his life, Howard Thurman followed a dream of unity crossing 
all lines of race, creed, color, or national origin.  His life’s work was a pursuit of 
community, fed by his philosophy, “The Search for Common Ground,” among people. 
 
 While lecturing in India in 1935, he was invited to meet with Mohandas Gandhi who 
shared with him his doctrine of non-violent resistance. When Thurman came to Boston 
University, he mentored graduate student Martin Luther King, Jr. and shared Gandhi’s 
message.  Howard Thurman authored 21 books, numerous articles, sermons and 
meditations which have influenced − and continue to influence a wide variety of people.  
He died April 10, 1981. 

 
The Center  

 
 The Howard Thurman Center preserves and shares the legacy of Dr. Howard Thurman.  
It develops programs and provides services and resources that focus on race, culture, and 
ethnicity. The Center works to build community through unity, understanding, mutual 
respect and trust based on Dr. Thurman’s fervent belief that…“meaningful and creative 
experiences between people can be more compelling than all the ideas, faiths, fears, 
ideologies, and prejudices that divide them; and if such experiences can be 
multiplied and sustained over a time interval of sufficient duration, then any barrier 
that separates one person from another can be undermined and eliminated.”    
 
 The programs, called Common Ground, foster an inward journey of personal self-
exploration, and an outward journey of building community based on Thurman’s book, The 
Search for Common Ground. The Search encourages each person to remain true to their 
own identity while learning about others. The Center is a department of the Office of the 
Dean of Students.   
 

 
Donations may be made to: 

 
THE HOWARD THURMAN CENTER FUND 

Boston University 
Office of Stewardship 

One Sherborn Street, 7th floor 
Boston, Massachusetts 02215 


