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Were you to listen to me repeatedly, it would become evident 
that I care very deeply about the Lutheran identity of the colleges 
related to the ELCA. I want to describe that identity in such a way 
that it reflects the best of the tradition but even more that it serves 
the colleges well, serves society well, and serves the church well. I 
think the case for higher education based on Lutheran principles 
can be compelling—compelling because these principles cor-
respond so clearly with the best of what a college or university 
aspires to be. 

Why do I care so much about it? I admit that one reason is 
what it has meant in my own life. I say, “admit,” because it would 
be possible for such reasoning to devolve into sheer nostalgia—not 
wanting to give up on something that was valuable in another era 
without regard for its value today. Why do I care? Another reason 
is its value for others—what I have seen it mean for countless 
students and graduates over the years. But more important than 
either of these is what I think an identity built on this tradition 
has to offer to society. Nothing that this tradition does is com-
pletely distinctive, but it mixes the ingredients in a distinctive way 
to produce a formative college-wide discourse about community 
service and leadership, about faith and learning, about intellectual 
caution and moral courage, about rootedness and openness, about 
suffering and hope, about freedom and responsibility, and about 
creatureliness and the presence of the divine. 

Let us begin with the question: What makes a college 
Lutheran? Is it the number of students who belong to that 
denomination? Or the number of faculty who are active in 

Lutheran congregations? Or the number and size of contributions 
that come from the Lutheran church and/or Lutheran sources? 
Without discounting the potential importance of any of these, 
I’d like to suggest that what makes a university Lutheran is the 
prominence of Lutheran principles in its mission statement and 
the degree to which its programs, its decisions, and the priorities 
of its faculty and staff are informed by those principles.

These principles may come to expression in a variety of ways. 
Because each school has its own history, its own type of student 
body, its own regional setting, the vocabulary used may vary. 
What I want to do here is to discuss ideas bestowed on us by 
the tradition and explore how they can inform the mission of a 
university or college. That is, I’m not suggesting language for a 
mission statement, but identifying underlying ideas. 

My remarks will have four sections. Three will identify such 
underlying ideas, and the fourth will discuss their implications 
for higher education. Throughout the article I will try to convey 
these undergirding ideas in non-traditional terminology. I ask 
your patience because there will be quite a lot to be said before 
we reach the application to higher education. 

Humans as Gifted
The most basic of these underlying ideas is that we are gifted. 
Our existence, our abilities, our possessions, our relationship 
with God—all these are gifts that we have received. I have 
tried on occasion to think of one thing about who I am that is 
not a gift. Whenever I have done this, I have failed to find one. 

DAR R ELL JODOCK

Gift and Calling: A Lutheran Perspective  
on Higher Education1 

DARRELL JODOCK is the Drell and Adeline Bernhardson Distinguished Professor of Religion, Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter, Minnesota.



11

Consider some of the gifts in my own life. There was, for exam-
ple, parental influence that taught me how to work and how 
to manage time (in the spring and the fall, I went to school 
three days a week and worked on my parents’ farm three days a 
week. I knew I had to keep my grades up if I were to continue 
to do that, so I got done in three days what others had five to 
finish). There was parental influence that valued learning. (For 
one thing, my father had quit school in the tenth grade, and I 
heard him talking others into staying in school, for another he 
valued ideas and talked about them, for yet another my mother 
would sit with us and listen to us recite our lessons before we 
went to sleep. By the way, going to school for seven years after 
college was a puzzle to some of the neighbors. They would 
ask my father, “What is he going to be when he is done with 
school?” My father’s favorite reply was “An old man!!”) There 
was parental influence that taught me how to manage money. 
There was modeling—numerous parental examples of com-
munity involvement and frequent conversations about com-
munal responsibility. There was parental mentoring—asking 
challenging questions and giving me the freedom to figure 
out my own answers. There were dedicated and encouraging 
elementary teachers and caring high school teachers. There 
was an unusually rich array of college professors who inspired 
and challenged and functioned as role models. There was a 
Danforth Foundation that opened the doors to a profession 
that was not yet on my radar screen and provided vocational as 
well as financial support for six years of graduate school. There 
have been mentors galore from neighbors who cared about 
me when I was a child, throughout my school years and into 
my adult life. Whatever I know about Judaism, for example, 
came from the generosity and patience of a rabbi who answered 

question after question. My pastor while I was in grade school 
and high school was an educated and wise man who modeled 
a kind of piety and theology that never needed to be undone, 
no matter how far my education has progressed. There were the 
people who built and sustained the educational institutions I 

attended. There were the people who contributed in so many 
ways to the quality of life in the communities where I have 
lived. The list can go on and on and on. If any of us is inclined 
to take credit for something one has done, I challenge that 
person to think more deeply. Why were you able to do that? In 
the answer, we discover a deeper giftedness. 

Acknowledging that we are gifted is contrary to any notion 
of entitlement, so commonplace in our society, and it is con-
trary to any notion that the goal of life is to bring it under our 
own control. By definition, we cannot control the generosity of 
another. We can only respond to it.

Responses to this Giftedness 
First, acknowledging giftedness leads to wonder, awe, and grati-
tude. Though these are not words that Luther himself used, I 
think they capture much of what he had to say about human life. 
Wonder is a stance toward the universe. That anything exists and 
that you and I exist are reasons for wonder. The intricacy and the 
majesty and the beauty of the universe are all sources of wonder. 
That there is benevolence in the universe is amazing. The length 
of time that it took before life emerged and the exactitude of 
the conditions necessary in order for conscious life to appear 
(explicit in the anthropic principle) are amazing. The presence 
both of regularity and novelty in the universe is an occasion for 
wonder, as is the self-creating character of the universe that these 
make possible. 

Second, acknowledging giftedness leads to a sense of humor. I 
mean by a “sense of humor” not taking something too seriously. 
That is, if our status in the universe does not depend on us but 
on the gifts that we have received, then nothing we can control 
is of ultimate seriousness. Yes, we have work to do, but one does 
not need to take one’s status in society too seriously. One does 
not need to take one’s reputation or one’s moral achievements, 
or even one’s own theology too seriously. The result is a sense 
of humor about oneself and others and even those things that 
matter most in life. 

Third, acknowledging giftedness leads to service and the 
ability to respond to others. If my status as a human being were 
to depend on my own accomplishments, then life would be 
pretty grim. Every failure would be a catastrophe. I would be on 
a treadmill with a need for one success after another, and every 
new situation would be a threat. My energy would be focused 
inward on myself. But if I acknowledge my giftedness, I am free 
to listen and free to become absorbed in the needs of others. 

The word the Lutheran tradition gives to this other-directedness 
is vocation or calling. Every person is called to serve the larger com-
munity. Whatever a person’s occupation, this is his or her vocation. 

“If any of us is inclined to take credit for 
something one has done, I challenge 
that person to think more deeply. Why 
were you able to do that? In the answer, 
we discover a deeper giftedness.”
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Giftedness calls forth Wisdom
In order to serve well, a human being needs wisdom. What 
I mean by wisdom is the capacity to understand how human 
beings work. Wisdom is not just the possession of knowledge 
but the good judgment how to use it. Wisdom understands 
what makes for a fully human life. It understands what effect a 
possible action that I contemplate will have on another human. 
It understands how communities function—how they can be 
influenced in such a way as to enhance the quality of life for 
their members. Giftedness opens the door to service. In order  
to serve effectively, such wisdom is important.

Martin Luther put a lot of confidence in wisdom. In the 
scriptures he found some general principles of behavior, but he 
produced no detailed list of do’s and don’ts. He placed his confi-
dence instead in human wisdom and recommended that we use 
it to figure out how to serve our neighbors and the community. 
Unlike his contemporary, John Calvin, he found no blueprint in 
the scriptures for how to organize a government and what laws to 
put in place. Here too he appealed to wisdom. Humans were to 
use it to decide how to govern and what laws to enact—wisdom 
regarding what would benefit this particular community in this 
particular situation. Moreover, he did not want rulers just to apply 
laws; he recommended that they use their wisdom so that their 
enforcement was neither too strict nor too lenient. 

If I may anticipate section four, the goal for any educational 
endeavor based on a Lutheran outlook is to enhance wisdom. 
Wisdom is, of course, not the same as learning. An unlearned 
person can exhibit a great deal of wisdom. And learned people 
can be, as my father was wont to call them, “educated fools.” But, 
everything being equal, education enhances wisdom. Luther put 
it this way, as he argued in favor of the creation of schools in his 
own day for both young women and young men: 

If children were instructed and trained in schools [as 
opposed to being trained only by their parents—a practice 
that would achieve a certain “outward respectability” 
but underneath leave them “nothing but the same old 
blockheads”], or wherever learned and well-trained 
schoolmasters and schoolmistresses were available to teach 
the languages, the other arts, and history, they would then 
hear of the doings and sayings of the entire world, and how 
things went with various cities, kingdoms, princes, men, 
and women. Thus, they could in a short time set before 
themselves as in a mirror the character, life, counsels, and 
purposes—successful and unsuccessful—of the whole 
world from the beginning; on the basis of which they 
could then draw the proper inferences and in the fear of 
God take their own place in the stream of human events. 

In addition, they could gain from history the knowledge 
and understanding of what to seek and what to avoid in 
this outward life, and be able to advise and direct others 
accordingly. (“To the Councilmen” 368-69).

Knowing “what to seek and what to avoid”—that’s wisdom. 
Luther expects it to come from education. Being able to “advise 
and direct others accordingly”—that’s leadership, and Luther 
expects it, too, to come from education.

So far I have not been identifying the source of our giftedness. 
Looked at in one way, it can have multiple sources—other human 
beings, various institutions, the universe, and so on. But viewed 
through Lutheran eyes, our giftedness has one source, namely, 
God. This is explicit in Luther’s explanation to each of the three 
articles of the Apostles Creed, as found in the Small Catechism. 
The idea here is that every human being and every creature who 
gifts us is a channel or agent of God. In his explanation to the first 
commandment in the Large Catechism, Luther says, 

So, we receive our blessings not from them [neighbors, 
parents, authorities], but from God through them. 
Creatures are only the hands, channels, and means 
through which God bestows all blessings . . . . Therefore, 
this way of receiving good through God’s creatures is not 
to be disdained, nor are we arrogantly to seek other ways 
and means than God has commanded, for that would be 
not receiving our blessings from God but seeking them 
from ourselves. (“Large Catechism” 368)

This notion that gifts come to us from God through others has 
a corollary—and this is that God’s gifts reach others through us. 
Not only are others the channels and means whereby we receive 
gifts, but we are called to be the channels and means whereby gifts 
reach others. Our giftedness yields a task, a calling.

A Down to Earth God
We come to a second underlying idea—namely, that the 
Lutheran tradition affirms a particular kind of God—a God 
who is down to earth and involved, a God who is at work 
behind the scenes creating justice for all and fostering human 
wholeness or peace. Luther appealed to the first chapter of 
Luke for his vision of God’s behind-the-scenes activity. God 
scatters the proud, brings down the powerful from their 
thrones, lifts up the lowly, fills the hungry with good things, 
and send the rich away empty (Luke 1:51-53). This is not a God 
who causes everything to happen that happens, because much 
that happens is not God’s will. This is a God who struggles 
with injustice and struggles with human pigheadedness. This 
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is a God who co-experiences human suffering and even knows 
the kind of failure that comes when in their freedom humans 
use their divinely given power for destructive ends. This is a 
God whose faithfulness is manifest in the regularity of the 
natural world and whose love is evident in the novelty and 
freedom of its creatures. 

Such a God does not stand above, directing the world, nor 
does this God micromanage every piece of the world but instead 
works within it. Everything and anything can be a mask of 
God’s presence and God’s activity, and this includes any disci-
pline or area of study.

The presence of such a God provides hope—hope because this 
is not a God-forsaken world, hope because whatever we do for 
justice and peace we are not working alone, hope because we are 
part of a larger story that does not come to an end with a defeat, 
no matter how significant it may seem to be. It is a hope that 
can look evil and disappointment in the eye and still go on. As 
Yitz Greenberg has said, hope is a dream with the discipline to 
bring it into being—a discipline that extends over lifetimes and 
generations and even centuries. In one of my first-term semi-
nars, we studied some new religious movements. One of those is 
Jonestown. Many of you will remember the shocking news of 900 
plus persons committing suicide in the jungles of Guyana. One 
question is what went wrong. I think the most central factor was 
a loss of any sense of transcendence. Most of the participants were 
persons who had experienced the worst of American society and 
had willingly cut their ties with it. They could not go back. Their 
only hope was this one community. The same was true of their 
leader, Jim Jones. Neither he nor they had any sense of being part 
of a larger movement. When they were told this one community 
was in danger, hope disappeared, and death seemed the only alter-
native. The presence of hope is the antidote to such a fate.

The ultimate goal is to mend the world—to borrow a phrase 
from the Jewish tradition—so that (using biblical imagery) the 
lion can lie down with the lamb, swords can be beaten into plow-
shares and spears into pruning hooks, every tear be wiped away, 
and everyone have God’s instruction written in their hearts. For 
the world to be mended, humans need to participate, because in 
their freedom they can either foster or undermine the achieve-
ment of this goal. Our task is to be “created co-creators” (to use 
a phrase borrowed from Phil Hefner)—“created,” meaning “not 
God” and “co-creators,” meaning we too have responsibility for 
the care of the world. 

The Two Ways of God and Lutheranism’s Third Path
The third underlying idea is a distinction between two modes 
of God’s activity. God is active in all of creation, creating the 
conditions for life to exist, and God is at the same time active 

in bringing people to faith. The first mode of activity aims at 
justice and at the human dignity of all, and it works through 
social structures that may at times be coercive. For example, it 
may require the threat of a ticket to keep me from disregarding 
the stop sign and harming someone in another car, or it may take 
the threat of arrest to keep someone from lining his or her own 
pockets at the expense of another. Here God may do an “alien 
work” involving restraint and coercion. The second mode of 
activity aims at restoring a God-human relationship. It utilizes 
love and mercy and forgiveness and aims at transforming indi-
viduals and never involves coercion. If this distinction between 
two modes of divine activity is collapsed, then confusion reigns 
in society. And if the distinction is made into a separation, then 
there is no check on totalitarianism. Again to anticipate section 
four, if the distinction is abandoned, the primary role of the 
college or university related to a church becomes propagating 
the faith. But if the distinction is maintained, then it has two 

overlapping purposes that remain in tension with one another: 
one is to prepare wise, engaged leaders ready to make service to 
the larger community their priority. The other is to hold up the 
importance of religion and to provide opportunities for faith to 
be deepened and to come to maturity. If the distinction is main-
tained, then a college can be both rooted and inclusive, rooted in 
the Lutheran tradition and yet inclusive of others. 

I have sometimes talked about being both rooted and inclu-
sive as a “third path.”2 What I mean by that is that there are 
two “default positions” readily available in American society 
for institutions with religious roots. The first default position 
is the sectarian. It conceives of an institution as an enclave, a 
place set apart where people of one religious persuasion can 
gather. Such an enclave can be very useful in forming identity 
and in providing mutual support. But it is cut off from the 
larger society. The second default position is non-sectarian. 
It aims to include within itself the full range of diversity that 
exists in the surrounding culture. Rather than an enclave it is 
a microcosm that mirrors society. This position has advantages 
as well, because it offers such easy access. People can cross the 
line from the outside to the inside without noticing much 
difference. But here too there is a cost. The cost is the loss of 
rootedness, a loss of depth, because the expectation is for each 

“…a college can be both rooted and 
inclusive, rooted in the Lutheran  
tradition and yet inclusive of others.”
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group to weaken or suspend its loyalties so as not to be obtru-
sive. The “third path,” the one I find consistent with a Lutheran 
outlook, is both rooted and inclusive. This approach digs deep 
roots and draws nourishment and inspiration from a religious 
tradition, but it does so in such a way as to stay engaged with 
the larger society, to be welcoming of diversity, and to take seri-
ously inter-religious dialogue. 

Implications for Higher Education 
So, what does this all mean for education? Allow me a series  
of observations.

First, since the heart of religion is wonder, awe, and gratitude 
rather than a particular set of beliefs, this sense of giftedness 
operates on a different plane than does learning. Not only is 
there no direct conflict between religion and learning, but  
much of our learning grows out of wonder and circles around  
to reinforce it.

Consider science. John Polkinghorne, a theoretical physicist, 
says the following:

Like every worthwhile activity, science has its weary rou-
tine and the frustrations that come from lines of inquiry 
that eventually prove fruitless. At the end of the day, the 
wastepaper basket of a theoretical physicist is likely to 
contain a lot of crumpled pieces of paper. Why then do we 
do it? The payoff for all our labor is the sense of wonder at 
the beautiful order revealed through our investigation…. 
There is a profound character to the structure revealed, 
which often greatly exceeds our puny prior expectations. 
(Polkinghorne 42)

If Polkinghorne is right, wonder is a motivating factor for a sci-
entist. One way this comes to expression is in the weight placed 
on elegance as a criterion in mathematics and in science. 

Consider artistic creation. Much of it grows out of a wonder 
and an awe that is not expressible in words—or alternatively out 
of a reflection on the human condition in light of such wonder 
and awe. Think of great painting and sculpture. Think of great 
music. Think of dance. Think even of great poetry and literature, 
which may use words but use them to express what cannot be 
said directly. 

If A.N. Whitehead was correct, then all beauty—beauty 
in literature and music, elegance in science and mathematics, 
beauty in religion and philosophy—is a harmony of novelty 
and order. It is an endeavor to express and encompass both the 
regularity and the freedom exhibited by life in this universe. It 
may be more or less intense, depending on how much diversity 
is included in the harmony. The quest for more intense forms of 

beauty is one expression of wonder, and this quest is at work in 
higher education and in religion.

Consider worship as an expression of wonder, awe, and grati-
tude, utilizing symbols and music and art and architecture and 
poetry and storytelling and dance to foster memory and hope 
and to foster a sense of one’s place in a mysterious but strangely 
benevolent universe. 

Or consider the importance of wonder for ethics. If I wonder 
at the inexhaustible depth of another person, I am not likely to 
abuse that person. If I wonder at the intricacy and complexity of 
an ancient forest, I am not likely to destroy that forest or to value 
it only as a source of lumber and economic benefit. An impor-
tant component in morality is wonder at the connectedness of 
everything that is. In the end, I cannot harm another person or 
another part of the created world without also harming myself.

So our first observation is this: wonder, awe, and gratitude 
are basic to inspired learning and are in turn reinforced by the 
best learning.

Second, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
has a purpose—fostering wisdom for the good of the commu-
nity as a whole. We have already discussed this point, so let me 
simply add a comment or two. The conviction of an institution 
that follows the “third path” is that one finds in the best of the 
Lutheran, Christian, biblical tradition insights that foster genuine 
wisdom—insights that contradict the more superficial messages 
rampant in our society. And the conviction is that affirming one 
form of rootedness does not close off access to other forms of 
depth. A community nourished by Lutheran, Christian, bibli-
cal roots is also able to draw upon other avenues of depth. I have 
never met anyone who is engaged in inter-religious dialogue who 
has not felt as if that experience opened up new, hitherto unno-
ticed, dimensions of his or her own tradition. Far from destroying 
the rootedness, inter-religious dialogue enriches and deepens it. 
Access to other traditions comes not through denying one’s own 
roots but through affirming them and then allowing them to be 
enriched and challenged. 

Third, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
exhibits freedom of inquiry because nothing is above critique 
and because the most careful thought is needed in order to serve 
people well. Not only does it exhibit freedom of inquiry, but that 
freedom itself has a purpose. The purpose is to discover truth, 
in the clear understanding that other people will be well served 
only if the truth is available. In other words, freedom of inquiry 
is but one side of the coin; on the other side one finds the pursuit 
of excellence, the pursuit of truth—and both sides are for the 
sake of the larger community.

Underlying this point is a basic observation—namely that 
ideas do matter. A good idea benefits others. A bad idea causes 
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injury. It was, after all, an idea of manifest destiny that prompted 
settlers to push the Native Americans off their land, and much 
later it was a better idea of racial integration that created the civil 
rights movement. It was an idea of collectivization that caused 
Stalin to starve to death a million or more Ukrainian peasants 
during the 1930s. An idea regarding the size of government 
has caused forty-some million Americans to be without health 
insurance. Ideas have consequences. Freedom of inquiry is not 
an end in itself but a way of guaranteeing that ideas are subject 
to the kind of scrutiny they need in order to serve others. 

Fourth, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
requires a community of discourse. Were the college oriented 
only to transmitting knowledge, a community would not be 
essential, but if the goal is wisdom, then community delibera-
tion is crucial. If wisdom has to do with understanding other 
humans and understanding communities, then wisdom can be 
found only in human interaction and in careful reflection about 
such human interaction. It can be found only as persons ponder 
together what the learning of their disciplines means when 
applied to the achievement of dignity, justice, and peace. It can 
be found only as people with multiple insights and perspectives 
deliberate together. 

Those of us in academia often hear a great deal about the value 
of diversity, and, yes, it is important, but it is not very important in 
itself. What is important is engagement with each other. Indeed, 
one of the unexpected things that Sharon Parks and her colleagues 
discovered in their study of a hundred persons deeply engaged 
in community service was the presence of a “common thread” 
mentioned by everyone. “The single most important pattern we 
have found in the lives of people committed to the common good 
is what we have come to call a constructive, enlarging engagement 
with the other” (Daloz et al. 54, 63). The divide, which made some-
one else “other,” could be ethnic or racial. It could be a disability 
or mental illness or imprisonment or poverty. “But whatever 
its particular form, the encounter [which often was not a single 
experience] challenged some earlier boundary and opened the way 
to a larger sense of self and world” (65-66). As a result, the people 
in this study had come to feel a connection with the other; “they 
felt that the ‘other’ experienced some fundamental aspect of life 
in the same way as they did” (67). For a college or a university the 
key is to establish the kind of community in which a constructive, 
enlarging engagement with the other can occur (either on or off 
campus—e.g. a good study abroad program can put students and 
faculty in contact with the harsh reality of third-world life) and its 
deliberations be enhanced as a result. 

Fifth, a college or university community built on a sense of 
giftedness will be cautious about its intellectual claims, while at 
the same time valuing those claims as potential contributions 

to human well being. It may proclaim those ideas widely and 
loudly but always with a sense that they can be challenged and 
never with a sense that they have exhausted the subject. Such a 
college or university will be wary of ideologies and receptive to 
paradoxes that point beyond ideas to something still deeper, still 
more complex, and still not well understood. 

Sixth, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness will 
set aside time for worship, that is, for a celebration of wonder, 
awe, and gratitude and a vision for the future—for a celebration 
of those things that give vitality to the rest of the enterprise and 
are easily overlooked if not identified and celebrated. 

Seventh, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
will itself have a vocation. It will find ways to serve the larger 
community, whether through the use of its facilities or through 
the expertise of its faculty and staff or through the involvement 
of its students. 

In this regard I would like to call attention to one sort of 
service that is important for a church-related college today. It is 
not the only one that is important or even the most important, 
but it is one that needs attention. I am thinking about the need 
in the church for help with deepening the vocation of believers 
in their daily lives. In order for church members to be equipped 
to live their faith seven days a week, they need both instruction 
in the Christian tradition and assistance negotiating the deci-
sions they need to make at the intersections of their lives—the 
intersection of faith and business, the intersection of faith and 
politics, the intersection of faith and family life, the intersec-
tion of faith and ecology, and so on. No other institution has 
the resources that a church-related university has for helping 
congregations support and clarify the role of Christians in the 
world. As I say, this is only one form of community service, but 
is one that the church desperately needs. It needs this, because 
there are so many centripetal forces that keep pulling congrega-
tions inward, just as there are so many centripetal forces that 
pull colleges inward. The church needs this help because the 
social location of the church has changed so that clergy can no 
longer be its public spokespersons. Everything depends now on 

“…a college or university built on a sense 
of giftedness will set aside time for  
worship, that is, for a celebration of 
wonder, awe, and gratitude and a vision 
for the future.”
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the credibility and witness of ordinary Christians in their daily 
lives. They are the face of the church—the only one most people 
ever see. I hold up this one form of community service, not 
only because it is needed, but also because it can strengthen the 
ties between the church and its colleges. If our colleges become 
valuable resources for the adults in congregations, as well as 
for their children, the church-college connection will remain 
vibrant and healthy. Only then will colleges enjoy a partnership 
in which church and college benefit each other. The well-known 
Methodist theologian, John Cobb, gave a talk three or four years 
ago entitled, “Can the Church Think Again?” A positive answer 
depends on finding ways for the church colleges and the church 
to work together. 

Eighth, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
will be free to explore the religious implications of everything 
it does. Unlike secular institutions, such colleges and universi-
ties can explore the importance of religion and of inter-religious 
understanding in a setting where that exploration is intimately 
related to learning and to informed ethical reflection. Given the 
level of discourse about religion that occurs in public life (most 
notably on television radio, but even in that form of public life 
found in our universities), society needs this kind of exploration.

Ninth, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
will foster liberal learning—that is, learning oriented toward the 
freedom of its members—freedom from prejudice and ignorance 
and bigotry and freedom for courageous moral action and service 
to the larger community. What matters for the liberal arts is not 
just learning but the affect of that learning on the lives of learn-
ers. The latter needs to be explored with as much seriousness 
as the former. Why? Because the job of church-related higher 
education is to foster wisdom and wise community service, not 
just learning.

Tenth, a college or university built on a sense of giftedness 
will empower for service—by providing chances to speak, to 
write, to serve, and to lead. It will supply models and opportuni-
ties and a support community for practicing service and practic-
ing leadership. 

Conclusion
We live in a “cut flower” civilization, running on borrowed 
social patterns and borrowed values with little ability to nourish 
or replenish them. Just as our society uses up and discards natu-
ral resources, so it keeps using up social capital without replen-
ishing it. This happens in part because our civilization is cut off 
from depth. It is cut off, first of all, from the past and the future. 

The Enlightenment, so formative in our national consciousness, 
broke ties with the past, portraying it as a time of ignorance 
and superstition and portraying contemporary experience as 
the source of insight and progress. It produced optimism, but 
such optimism was ended by a mushroom-shaped cloud and an 
ecological crisis, which closed off the future. The possibility of 
self-destruction has made the future so frightening that people 
avoid thinking about it and seem unable to comprehend the 
changes that need to be made. So we are trapped in the present. 
Secondly, our civilization is cut off from depth because it has 
unraveled strong community ties and considered religious faith 
subjective and private and therefore irrelevant. 

I’d like to suggest that a college or university that builds on 
the Lutheran tradition has access to depth—both the depth 
of the past stretching off through generations all the way back 
to Moses and beyond and the depth of a giftedness that makes 
room for mystery and for wonder, awe, and gratitude. It also has 
a vision for the future—a vision of justice and wholeness. Any 
such college or university with access to depth has a source of 
nourishment for its intellectual pursuit, a source of nourishment 
for its vocational discernment, and a source of nourishment for 
its ethical convictions. What better way is there to serve the 
larger society than by confronting its shallowness and modeling 
a constructive alternative?

Endnotes
1. This paper was initially given at the Kenneth H. Sauer Luther 

Symposium, Wittenberg University, Oct. 24, 2005.

2 See, for example, Darrell Jodock, “Vocation of the Lutheran 
College and Religious Diversity,” Intersections 33 (Spring 2011), 5-6.
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