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IT HAD BEEN A LIFETIME since his last visit.
Robert H. Ayers, a 1939 Furman graduate, 

had stayed away from alma mater for 71 years 
because of an incident during his junior year 
involving the dismissal of his favorite professor, 
Herbert Gezork.

In 1938 Gezork, a religion professor, 
and several other faculty members were asked 
to leave the university because of concerns 
among members of the board of trustees about 
supposedly “heretical” comments they had made 
in class. This questioning of professors’ religious 
teachings had happened at Furman before; just 
two years earlier, Edwin McNeill Poteat, one of 
the school’s former presidents who had returned 
to the faculty in 1934, faced similar attacks from 
in"uential South Carolina Baptists, who at the 
time elected the members of the board.

Young Ayers believed that the treatment 
of the professors was unjust. He says Gezork 
was known for “letting the students make 
proclamations. Instead of indoctrinating us 
with his ideas, he would pose a question back 
to us. He hardly ever told us what he thought.
He wasn’t teaching us dogma, he was just
teaching. He was a wonderful professor.”
 Ayers protested the !rings, to the point 
that he was threatened with expulsion if he 
did not stop. He says he didn’t stop, but he 
wasn’t expelled and was allowed to complete 
his degree. The incident left a sour taste, 
however, and he chose to stay away from 
Furman after his graduation.

He went on to Yale University Divinity 
School, earned a Master of Divinity degree, 
and became an ordained American Baptist 
minister. His ordination sermon was preached 
by H. Richard Neibuhr, the brother of noted 
theologian Reinhold Neibuhr, one of Ayers’ 
theological idols.

After a few years in full-time ministry, 
Ayers was contacted by B. David Napier, 
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Furman BECAUSE FURMAN MATTERS

FURMAN BOASTS A LONG TRADITION 
of excellence in teaching and mentoring. Furman 
professors, known for their willingness to help 
others, often maintain lifelong relationships 
with their students, and alumni continually 
share stories of how a Furman mentor’s in"uence, 
advice or sympathetic ear helped pave the way 
for their future success.

To preserve this tradition, the university 
is planning a major investment in professional 
development for faculty. By offering them 
greater support and expanded opportunities 
to pursue their research interests, involve more 
students in their work, and remain current in 
their disciplines, Furman is demonstrating its 
commitment to maintaining a faculty that is 
second to none, and to supporting both current 
and future mentors.

The Furman Standard is the new fund 
that will build on the university’s legacy of 
exceptional instruction and guidance. Its goal 
is to raise $3 million by the close of the Because 
Furman Matters campaign in 2013.

Donors to The Furman Standard may 
honor one or more individuals by pledging 
$25,000 (payable over !ve years) or by 
establishing a $100,000 planned gift. The 
contributions will be pooled to help provide 
professors the materials, training, development 
and other opportunities they need to remain 
leaders in their !elds. Donors and those they 
honor (or their families) will come together 
at an annual dinner on campus.

Under the chairmanship of George Ligler 
’71, The Furman Standard already has received 
more than $250,000 in commitments. Ligler 

and his wife, Fran Smith Ligler ’73, have 
chosen to honor three professors: Dan Boda 
(music), T. Ray Nanney (computer science) 
and Lew Stratton (biology). Other designa-
tions have come from Jim Ney ’64, to 
honor J. Carlyle  Ellett (economics); Don 
Anderson ’66, who chose to recognize Ernest 
Harrill (political science); and Steve Perry ’78, 
in honor of Don Aiesi (political science).

Excellence in all areas should be 
celebrated and supported. Through The 
Furman Standard, the university will ensure 
that its tradition of outstanding instruction 
and guidance will live on in perpetuity.

Contact susan.brady@furman.edu to learn 
more. To read about one Furman professor’s 
impact, see page 45. 
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New building to house 
lifelong learning programs

Timmons Arena on the south end of campus, and will house all lifelong 
learning programs under one roof. The building will feature multiple of!ces 
and classrooms, a crafts room, teaching kitchen, computer lab, and other 
gathering areas.

The total cost of the yet-to-be named structure is $6.4 million. Earlier 
this year an anonymous donor made a $1.8 million challenge gift for the 
project on the condition that the university raise $1 million by June 30. 
With that condition met, fundraising for the building is nearly complete. 

Contact betsy.moseley@furman.edu or visit www2.furman.edu/sites/OLLI
to learn more.

LIFELONG LEARNING,!the process of gaining 
knowledge and skills throughout a person’s life, 
is alive and well at Furman. In fact, you could
even say it’s thriving — and not just in under-
graduate classrooms. 

Since 2000, the Division of Continuing 
Education has doubled in size and now serves 
thousands of students each year through its !ve 
core programs: Undergraduate Evening Studies (a liberal arts degree 
program and pre-MBA and pre-CPA courses for 290 working adults); 
Bridges to a Brighter Future (a pre-college academic enrichment program 
for 75 at-risk teens); the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute (a wide-ranging 
selection of enrichment courses for 1,200 senior adults); Learning for You 
(creative educational programs for more than 1,500 children, youth and 
adults); and the Center for Professional Development (customized training 
for more than 800 executives).

To accommodate this growth, plans are under way to construct 
a new building dedicated solely to lifelong learning. The 20,000-square-
foot building will be located near the Younts Conference Center and 

chair of the religion department at 
the University of Georgia, and invited 
to join the school’s religion faculty. 
Ayers accepted and soon became chair 
of the department. He went on to earn 
a Ph.D. from Vanderbilt University, 
to chair both the religion and philos-
ophy departments at Georgia, and 
to serve as the university’s chaplain. 
He remained at Georgia until 1990, 
when he retired as professor emeritus 
of religion and philosophy.

Still, even though he wound up 
living just 90 miles from Greenville 
and Furman, Ayers had never returned 
to the Furman campus. But after Furman 
magazine published a story about the 
Gezork incident in 2003, Ayers wrote 
a lengthy note that included vivid 
recollections about what he called
the “dark days.”

The note also revealed that even though 
he had not been on campus since his graduation, 
he had always kept a watchful eye on alma 
mater. “I must say that I am pleased that for 
many years Furman has had excellent leadership 
and has fully recovered from those early dark
days,” he wrote. “I am happy that it is indepen-
dent, possesses such a superb faculty and student 
body, and enjoys such an outstanding reputation 
in the academic world.”

Yet he continued to maintain his distance 
— until last year. In September, he received the 
religion department’s newsletter that included 
faculty and student updates, alumni news, and 
information on programs and endowments. 
Suddenly he realized he wanted to see for him-
self how things had changed and progressed 
on campus.

He called Tom Triplitt, director of the 
Alumni Association, to say he wanted to attend 
President Smolla’s inauguration in October and 

to stick around for Homecoming. Triplitt 
and his staff made arrangements for Ayers 
to have his own golf cart to use on campus. 
In the end, Ayers was so impressed with what 
he saw and with the people he met that he 
decided it was time to forgive the university 
for its transgressions.

He did so in a most generous way. He has 
donated $150,000 to endow a lecture series in 
philosophy and theology, which will be named 
for him and his late wife, Mary Frances Cooley 
Ayers ’43.

Talk to Robert Ayers today and you’d never 
know he’d taken a 71-year break from Furman. 
Proudly sporting a Bell Tower lapel pin and 
displaying two Furman decals on the back of 
his car, the 93-year-old says he is happy to claim 
his well-earned status as a proud graduate of the 
“Harvard of the South.”

— STEPHANIE SPOTTSWOOD SCURLOCK

The author, a 2000 graduate, is a development 
of!cer at Furman.
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