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ALICE MILLAR CHAPEL
By Diane Keely
The Alice Millar Chapel and Religious Center, located at the corner of Sheridan Road and Chicago Avenue, has a special
musical, artistic, and spiritual presence at Northwestern University and in the larger Evanston community. While
generally within the Protestant tradition, the chapel is ecumenical in its approach to worship. It is distinguished by its
magnificent stained-glass windows and 151-foot spire. The chapel seats 720 and houses a 100-rank Aeolian Skinner
organ. Recent renovations to the exterior are completed.
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The 45-voice Chapel Choir gives special concerts of sacred music several times each year. On Sunday, December 9, the
public is invited to the traditional holiday “Festival of Lessons and Carols” at 10:40 am. Readings will be accompanied by
carol settings for brass, strings, organ, percussion, and choir. Music for oboe and orchestra will feature faculty member
Michael Henoch, and the choir will present Eric Whitacre’s beautiful new Alleluia and seasonal selections by Johann
Sebastian Bach, Bob Chilcott, Daniel Kallman, Michael Praetorius, and NU Nemmers Prize Winner Aaron Jay Kernis.
The Religious Center hosts a variety of spiritual events during the
academic year – from Muslim prayers, to Buddhist meditation, to
Hindu Divali celebrations. There is even a labyrinth, a replica of the
pattern inlaid in the paving stones of the nave in the medieval
cathedral of Our Lady of Chartres in France. Walking the labyrinth
(as I discovered with Diane Petersmarck) affords an opportunity for
peaceful reflection and relaxation.
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In addition to the exterior renovations, you have probably noticed the chapel’s exquisite stained glass windows,
designed by artist Benoit Gilsoul. Their fabrication and installation, completed in 1963 soon after the chapel opened,
was the work of the Willet Stained Glass Studios of Phildelphia. The chancel window at the front encompasses themes of
creation, redemption, and triumph. The side windows are meant to be in dialogue with one another and signify the work
of the university in response to the creation depicted in the chancel window. The left-side windows portray healing, the
spirit of the law, discovery, literature, and the arts. The right-side windows depict commerce, space, communication, the
state, and the races of humanity. The façade window over the front entrance is visible in color both day and night. It
expresses the Willet artist’s vision of the Trinity in which the hand of God holds a perfect circle, a symbol of the universe.
(A page with fuller descriptions of the windows is available at the Chapel.)
The Chapel and Center is a gift from Mr. and Mrs. Foster G. McGaw to Northwestern University. The larger chapel is
named in honor of Alice Millar McGaw, an NU graduate and mother of Mr. McGaw. The smaller chapel is named in
memory of Mrs. McGaw’s daughter, Jeanne Vail. Parkes Hall is named in memory of Dr. William H. Parkes, who gave his
residence and land as a site for the chapel.
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