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Luther was a relational thinker. For him one relates to God 
through faith and to the neighbor through love. This is the 
inner and the outer person referred to in “The Freedom of a 
Christian.” The Lutheran sensibility is that life is a paradox, 
a dialectical tension, in the midst of which one must act and 
live. Life need not be simple and clear in order to be livable and 
intelligible. Drawing upon Luther’s model of simultaneity for 
the Christian life (e.g., simul justus et peccator), such a dialec-
tic, a movement between contrasting positions, can offer both 
affirmation and critique as it supports dialog involving mul-
tiple points of view, contributing to mutual understanding and 
constructive change. Such a theology can inform a dynamic 
interaction between Christian freedom and academic freedom 
and assist in constructively critiquing the emerging global 
society in which we find ourselves immersed. We must argue 
neither for a faith so detached from the surrounding culture as 
to lack intellectual credibility nor for a faith so accommodated 
to a particular culture as to sanctify its idolatry and hubris. 

My thesis is that the Lutheran tradition informs an open 
and dialectical educational model that encourages the dynamic 
interaction of faith and learning supporting a vocational 
understanding of leadership. I will turn first to a brief discus-
sion of legacy and then to leadership, considering particularly 
the Lutheran dialectical model of higher education and its 
usefulness for preparing leaders for our time.

Legacy
Valuing the liberal arts, Luther thought the fundamental 
purpose of Christian education was to preserve the evan-
gelical message and to equip the priesthood of all believers 
for service in the church and the world. For Luther and his 
colleague, Philip Melanchthon, one of the direct results of 
the theological doctrine of justification by grace through 
faith was public education. In his treatise of 1524, “To the 
Councilmen of All Cities in Germany That They Establish 
and Maintain Christian Schools,” Luther states this in a very 
practical manner: 

Now the welfare of a city does not consist solely in 
accumulating vast treasures, building mighty walls 
and magnificent buildings, and producing a goodly 
supply of guns and armor. Indeed, where such things 
are plentiful, and reckless fools get control of them, it is 
so much the worse and the city suffers even greater loss. 
A city’s best and greatest welfare, safety, and strength 
consist rather in its having many able, learned, wise, 
honorable, and well-educated citizens. They can then 
readily gather, protect, and properly use treasure and all 
manner of property.” (355)

For Lutheran higher education that purpose has not 
changed but the context has. The task now is to bring into 
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creative interaction relationships of faith and learning in an 
increasingly global and multicultural society. In her recent 
book Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities, 
Martha Nussbaum argues forcefully for the value of liberal 
arts education to prepare future leaders to think critically and 
creatively for our time of global transition. She says there is 
a “silent crisis” at hand in education because so much of the 
arts and humanities is being dropped in American higher 
education in favor of emphasizing quantitative and techni-
cal skills (Nussbaum 1-12). At a time when critical thinking 
is needed the most, a time of rapid global change and adap-
tation, we are deemphasizing it in many of our educational 
institutions. For Nussbaum, nothing less than the survival 
of a democratic society is at stake (121-44). Lutheran 
higher education has retained the arts and humanities, 
actually relished in them such as in our music programs, 
while not neglecting the applied sciences and practical 
skills. Nussbaum’s “manifesto,” as she calls it, would sup-
port exactly what we are about at most of our colleges and 
universities in the United States. But the pressures are upon 
us as well. The challenge is to preserve this legacy of liberal 
arts education at our institutions so that it can continue to 
provide critical thinkers for our time. If liberal arts education 
is to remain true to its roots it must not lose its originating 
purpose of cultivating informed, civil leaders but rather find 
creative ways to express it today. Joseph Sittler put it so well: 
“The purpose of liberal arts education is to complicate  
a person open” (Sittler).

Leadership
Dialectic stands at the heart of the Lutheran tradition pre-
cisely because Luther refused to separate the life of faith from 
life in the world. Luther insisted on the Christian life being 
lived right in the midst of the world so that the resources of 
faith must be brought to bear on daily work and life, not in 
some separated, ostensibly more holy or religious sphere such 
as a monastery. This simultaneity gives rise to two realms 
in Luther’s thought. The realm of today, the natural world, 
governed by the civil use of the law in society and guided by 
reason, and the realm to come, the kingdom of God, gov-
erned by grace and guided by faith. The Christian lives in the 
interface, the overlap, by being in the world but mindful of a 
world to come. The Christian lives in both worlds simultane-
ously. Richard Hughes summarizes:

The authentic Lutheran vision, therefore, never calls for 
Lutherans to superimpose the kingdom of God on the 
world as the Reformed tradition seeks to do. Nor does 

it call for Lutherans to separate from the world as the 
heirs of the Anabaptists often seek to do. Instead, the 
Christian must reside in two worlds at one and the same 
time: the world of nature and of grace. The Christian in 
Luther’s view, therefore, is free to take seriously both the 
world and the Kingdom of God. (“Mission” 6)

This dynamic “withness” sustains dialogue and does not 
fear a slippery slope into secularity. Rather, it encompasses all 
of life, including that which is labeled secular. For the secular, 
too, is part of God’s creation, which must be brought into 
dynamic relationship with faith and the potentially transform-
ing grace of God.

This very dynamic sustains openness and academic free-
dom in higher education while at the same time insisting on 
bringing this world of knowledge into dynamic relationship 
with the Christian faith and Christian freedom. The result 
can often be messy, paradoxical, and ambiguous—but that is 
where faith gives one the strength to continue on. Faith frees 
the mind for open inquiry and creative reflection, for we are 
not saved by our own understanding but by the grace of God. 
Hughes observes, “The task of the Christian scholar, there-
fore, is not to impose on the world—or on the material that he 

or she studies—a distinctly ‘Christian worldview.’ Rather, the 
Christian scholar’s task is to study the world as it is and then 
to bring that world into dialogue with the Christian vision of 
redemption and grace” (“Models” 6). To conduct open reflec-
tion in dialog with transcendence is clearly one of the most 
important contributions Lutheran colleges and universities 

“The secular, too, is part of God’s  
creation, which must be brought  
into dynamic relationship with faith 
and the potentially transforming 
grace of God.”

“In a culture where public discourse,  
especially about matters of religion,  
is not encouraged or even welcome,  
colleges of the church may offer one 
of the most effective venues for such 
deliberations.”
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can make to the church’s mission of enlightened understand-
ing of the faith, which empowers educational service to society. 
In a culture where public discourse, especially about matters 
of religion, is not encouraged or even welcome, colleges of 
the church may offer one of the most effective venues for such 
deliberations. Our students, our society, and our religious 
institutions need such reflection for we live in a time of sig-
nificant spiritual searching.

From the beginning of the Enlightenment through the 
middle of the twentieth century, it had become common 
to speak of a separation between fact and value, science 
and religion, nature and history. Nature, as object, had 
no intrinsic development but was rather to be understood 
through scientific analysis in a value free inquiry where 
both human and religious purposes were considered to be 
irrelevant. History, on the other hand, was the realm of 
human purpose and religious value. History was that in 
which civilizations rose and fell, charting their course in 
dominating an impersonal world. I have come to under-
stand this split as a false duality. History would not exist 
without nature and nature itself has a history. I agree with 
Parker Palmer that epistemologies have moral trajectories; 
ways of knowing are not morally neutral but morally direc-
tive (Schwehn 25). Ways of knowing necessarily include 
ways of valuing, so a complete separation of fact and value 
is not possible. All facts are value-laden for it is precisely 
the values imbedded in interpretive systems that permit 
the conversion of raw data into meaningful fact. That is the 
function of theories, models, and paradigms, whether they 
be in the sciences or the humanities. This condition of the 
presumed separation of fact and value combined with flux, 
impermanence, and mass media merchandizing has led to 
a collapse of traditional, cultural frameworks of meaning. 
Today this condition is not only local and national; it is 
increasingly global. 

Historically, individuals found personal meaning through 
the received religious and cultural explanations of their time— 
but no longer. Renate Schacht, speaking from a German 
Christian perspective, refers to the formation of what she calls 
a “collage identity” among many persons, especially the 
young, today. She observes:

Modern man [sic.] has no fixed roots. Mobility, flex-
ibility, plurality of standpoints, and freedom of opinion 
development are key characteristics of modern life. 
These truly positive characteristics, however, bring a 
dark side of insecurity and disorientation with them, 
which can retreat behind fundamentally secured walls 

or vegetate into a “nothing matters” position. The task 
of education then is to make other paths visible and 
accessible. (Schacht 68) 

It seems to me that the role of a Lutheran college is exactly 
this—to offer such alternatives to identity formation (see 
Simmons ch. 1). Identity is a process not a possession and envi-
ronment forms identity. Lutheran as well as other Christian 
colleges and universities may assist this meaning-seeking, 
identity-forming process by cultivating an environment in 
which faith and learning can be kept in dynamic relationship, 
which in turn cultivates the possibility of vocation. 

The Lutheran tradition’s emphasis upon vocation is one way 
to give theological grounding for responsible leadership. It cen-
ters upon one basic question that has two fundamental dimen-
sions. The question is: Why are you here? The first dimension is 
the practical, why are you here? Namely, why are you working at 
the place you are currently employed? What are you doing now 
and why are you doing it there? This is the realm of practical 
engagement with life on a daily basis. This first dimension of the 
question is of the here and now variety. The second dimension 
cuts more deeply, however: Why are you here? That is, why do 
you exist? This is the existential dimension of the question, the 
dimension that focuses on the nature and challenges of human 
life. Why are you here and not someone else? Why did you come 
into life or existence at all? Where did you come from and to 
where are you going? The practical is composed of the necessary 
factors of place, history, resources (both physical and human), 
and structure. The existential is composed of the philosophical 
and theological dimensions of human existence. 

In a rather simplified manner, one could say that the prac-
tical dimension addresses instrumental questions of value 
(means), while the existential dimension addresses questions 
of intrinsic value (ends) for human life. The point is this: 
Vocation occurs at the intersection of these two dimensions of 
the why question. Vocation, in the Lutheran understanding, 

“Lutheran as well as other Christian 
colleges and universities may assist 
this meaning-seeking, identity- 
forming process by cultivating an 
environment in which faith and 
learning can be kept in dynamic  
relationship, which in turn cultivates 
the possibility of vocation.”
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addresses the practical from the context of the existential. It 
seeks to connect purposes and practices, ends and means, 
and not allow them to fall apart into separate realms. Why 
are we here? Luther’s answer was vocation. It is through our 
work in the world that we incarnate faith and by doing so 
help sustain the creation. Vocation rejects the separation of 
the material from the spiritual, of nature from grace. It insists 
that they be kept together. 

The Lutheran understanding of vocation empowering for 
public service can serve the common good. Certainly Luther’s 
proposal of the “common chest” is a clear sixteenth century 
example of such a pursuit (Lindberg 141). He was concerned 
to provide for the poor and needy since monasteries and 
convents, the historic source for such care, were being closed. 
Not only public education but also social service organizations 
were a direct result of the Lutheran Reformation. Our educa-
tional systems, accordingly, were organized to offer instruction 
for leadership in such programs and institutions. It is educa-
tion for the common good. But the common good for any 
given situation must be discerned through dialog and mutual 
participation by all parties involved. Vocationally-inspired 
leadership will seek such dialogue. 

Always Reforming
The human question of why always hangs suspended between 
the finite and the infinite. Juxtaposed between time and 
eternity, humanity seeks meaning before its own beginnings 
and after its demise. Part of the grandeur of being created in 
the image of God, of humus (soil) becoming spirit-breathed 
and self-conscious, is the ability to ask why. Human beings 
are meaning-seeking creatures. We are a form of incarnation 
where the spiritual is made manifest in the material precisely 
in the transcending of self-interest. Nicholas Berdyaev once 
observed, “To eat bread is a material act, to break and share it is 
a spiritual one” (Gilkey 229, Cobb ch. 10). Spirituality is open-
ing up to the needs of the other, to transcendence of the self, 
and to possibilities of meaning beyond materialistic consump-
tion alone. The study of the liberal arts assists one in opening 
up to the transcendent dimensions of life and, in so doing, 
equips faith for meaningful expression in service to the other. 

That is why there has always been a close connection between 
liberal arts education and the Christian faith. 

The Lutheran model of such an education is particularly 
helpful here because of its dialectical openness to alternative 
viewpoints and their dynamic interaction. It critiques con-
temporary society by bringing it into dialectical engagement 
with Christ and the Gospel. Such a model avoids what Tom 
Christenson has termed the “fallacy of exclusive disjunction” 
(Christenson 12). There are middle positions between exclusion 
and accommodation in higher education and the Lutheran 
dialectical model is one. The theology of the cross encour-
ages humility both in terms of one’s own thought and also in 
the claims of others. Such a theological perspective can and 
should confront any claim to absoluteness or finality (Tillich’s 
“Protestant Principle”), especially in its secular expressions. 

The great challenge facing mainline religious institu-
tions and faith traditions is to communicate their religious 
reflection in a way that is accessible to persons living in 
a technologically socialized, mass media driven, popular 
culture dominated society. I think the social media that 
have emerged in the last few years demonstrate how younger 

people have come to live in the virtual world as authenti-
cally as in the so-called “real” world. They move seamlessly 
and effortlessly between what used to be called “virtual” 
and “real” reality, a distinction becoming increasingly one 
without a difference. Work-a-day reality is not going to dis-
appear but the interface between these realms has become 
diaphanous for the “digital native.” Social organization has 
undergone a sea change. It has been developing for a long 
time but we have now reached a tipping point in how social 
(or political) movements, such as the “Arab spring,” are 
formed and motivated. We have witnessed Facebook and 
Twitter revolutions. We are in the beginnings of what can 
only be called the birth pangs of an emerging new world 
of global social structures. It is a technologically mediated 

“The study of the liberal arts assists one 
in opening up to the transcendent 
dimensions of life and, in so doing, 
equips faith for meaningful expression 
in service to the other. That is why 
there has always been a close connec-
tion between liberal arts education and 
the Christian faith.”

“Vocation rejects the separation of the 
material from the spiritual, of nature 
from grace. It insists that they be 
kept together.”
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social revolution but then again, wasn’t the Reformation? 
Education for leadership today must involve critical and 
creative thinking as well as dynamic social interaction.

Conclusion
The model of education at a Lutheran institution is ultimately 
education for self-transcendence, education that draws the 
student out of her/himself to acknowledge the needs of their 
neighbor. It is interactive education that always holds in tension 
academic and Christian freedom, reason, and faith without 
forcing a premature closure of thought in either direction. It is 
education for vocational leadership expressed in public life. It  
is preparation for leadership Soli Deo Gloria.
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May his memory be for a blessing.

We remember…we remember….  

We remember the life of Tom Christenson who died on February 8th. Those of you who have been followers of 
Intersections from the beginning know that it was born in the twinkle of an idea in Tom’s mind and brought to life 
through his hard work. He saw Intersections mature and take on a life independent of him—but always with his 
watchful eye and careful guidance.  

Since his death, many have commented on what they remember of him—what of him they will carry with them 
even now.  Love of life. Storytelling (sometimes even things that really happened!). Wisdom. A sharp mind and 
a gentle soul. Above all, I will carry his generosity.  He was willing to build and let others take credit. He never 
held back when asked to help. He drove through blizzards to share his insight in conversations about the Lutheran 
understanding of vocation. He mentored colleagues and was a true friend to many.  

Above all else he was a teacher. He always sought ways to reach out to his students, his colleagues, his church, 
his friends and to enter into lively conversations where he would contribute and from which he himself continued 
to learn. Through Intersections, through the friends and colleagues who continue his legacy, the blessing of Tom 
Christenson continues.

We remember…we remember.
Written by Bob Haak, second editor of Intersections, Dean of the College, Hiram College
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