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In 2004, Augustana College in Rock Island joined with the other 
recipients of Lilly Endowment grants, including nine Lutheran 
institutions, to explore the question of what difference the con-
cepts and language of “vocation” could make in the lives of our 
students and the self-understanding of our campuses. The other 
two schools featured in this issue, Luther College in Decorah and 
Augsburg College in Minneapolis, and Augustana also received 
sustaining grants that allowed us to follow up the work of the 
initial grant period. The three schools have come together with 
the help of the Wilder Institute to study what we have done well 
(and not so well) and to make available to others what we have 
learned in our journey. Each of the programs is different, and each 
successful. We offer the descriptions and “learnings” in this issue 
to others who might want to follow our path.

What have we done?
At Augustana, the decision was made to establish a center with 
a physical location for this effort, the Center for Vocational 
Reflection. This CVR was staffed with a director, a program 
associate, and a program coordinator who handled the secre-
tarial aspects of our work. Later, 
a second program associate was 
added to the staff. 

The focus of the work of 
the CVR is illustrated by this 
diagram:

We asked, over and over 
again, three sets of ques-
tions: What are your skills, 

gifts and talents? What are your passions and values? What are the 
needs of your community? Our belief and experience is that when 
and where these questions are addressed and where the answers 
overlap, that convergence becomes for that student their “defini-
tion” of vocation. 

Mark Tranvik, in his article in this issue, has outlined the 
particular nuance and history of the concept of vocation that 
informs a Lutheran understanding. This same understanding 
has shaped our use of the term. We have also been conscious that 
many of our students do not identify themselves closely with the 
Lutheran, or any other, religious tradition. We worked to find 
language and concepts that would allow and invite specifically 
religious conversation with students for whom this was part of 
their self-understanding, but also was helpful and inviting to 
those who saw themselves as “spiritual, but not religious” or even 
those who did not consider themselves religious in any sense. 
What we found, along with the other “Lilly schools,” is that 
the language and concepts of vocation are productive in a very 
wide range of settings. As Lutherans, this doesn’t surprise us. 
We expect that our understanding of principles is relevant even 
beyond those who call themselves Lutherans!

The center of our work has been conversations in a wide 
range of settings with students (and truth be told, with a lot of 
faculty, staff and members of the community also). Much of the 
programming that we have done is designed to create contacts 
and settings that allow and encourage conversations around the 
questions raised above. 

This is particularly true with programs designed to reach out 
to students who are considering these issues directly and explicitly. 
Sometimes this involves students who are trying to discern a calling 
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to work in the church professionally. We have met on a regular 
basis with such students in a group called Working with Faith. 
While conversations in the group often surround aspects of the 
ordained ministry, it also recognizes that there are a wide range 
of professionals serving the church today. We have had programs 
on camp ministries and youth ministry and music ministry—any 
area that members of the group would like to explore as they try to 
find their path. A significant element of this discernment has been 
the CVR’s support of visits to seminaries for those who believe 
this might be their way. We have taken trips twice a year to a range 
of seminaries, from east to west coast and many places in between. 
These usually entail visits to Lutheran seminaries, but are not 
exclusive to them. We work with all students of all denomina-
tions (or no denomination) to help them find the “right fit” for 
their work and study. We have helped students to move from 
Augustana to study at most of the Lutheran seminaries but also 
such places as North Park Seminary in Chicago, Trinity Seminary 
in Deerfield, Ashland Seminary in Kentucky, Yale Divinity 
School and others. 

We have also been supportive of those students and employ-
ees who are seeking spiritual discernment in their lives while 
at the college. We fund one-on-one meetings with certified 
spiritual directors. We also have invited together a successful 
group called Spiritual Companioning that meets to share with 
each other their spiritual journey. With the help of a faculty 
member trained in spiritual reflection, this small group meets 
on a regular basis over lunch to discuss where they are and to 
practice their spirituality. 

While meetings with the staff of the CVR are a very important 
part of the work we do at Augustana, we also know that we will 
not be able to have conversations with every member of our com-
munity if we limit our contact to those who seek out the CVR.

Work with internships illustrates this point. The CVR 
at Augustana offers a number of internships. Probably the 
most important program that we run is the Servant Leader 
Internships. This program uses Lilly Endowment funds supple-
mented by funds from the local Amy Helpenstell Foundation 
to allow students to “try out” the careers to which they feel 
they are being led. These funds allow students to work in reli-
gious and not-for-profit settings that often are not able to pay 
stipends for this work. The funds allow students to participate 
during the school year or during the summer, time when they 
might otherwise need to hold jobs to earn money for their 
education. Many of these internships are with local agencies, 
from the Girl Scouts, to art museums, to the botanical center 
and many others. We also have been able to provide an intern 
that works with Luther Place in Washington, DC and other 
placements throughout the country. Interns have worked all 

across the globe, from Switzerland to Africa to Latin America. 
In all cases, the goal of the internships is to help the students 
come to understand their own vocation in the context of their 
studies, their lives and the lives of their community. Each 
student reflects on these questions while in the internship 
and also on their return to campus. While these internships 
are easy to define as “successful” if a student finds just the 
right fit between their calling and the career they are trying 
out, we also consider it a successful internship if a student 
finds through the experience that the career they thought 
was a fit was not. A young woman who believed working with 
troubled teens was her life-work found out that it wasn’t…and 
also found a better fit in another aspect of the mental health 
system. This was surely a success for us… and her!

We have also worked very closely with the Office of Internship 
Services and the internship director for business internships. 
They have seen the value of these conversations with their 
interns also. Now, all interns in any program at the college are 
asked to write a reflective paper on their internship in order to 
successfully complete that experience. Very often these reflec-
tions are discussed at “reflection dinners” that bring together 
interns (and sometimes donors and supervisors) to share their 
experiences upon their return to campus. Reflection on vocation 
is simply part of the way we do internships, whether directly 
connected to the CVR or not.

The importance of reflection during and after student’s 
experience of international travel is well documented. With the 
establishment of an Office of International and Off-Campus 
Programs at Augustana has come the ability to ensure that 
international experiences of all types are followed with programs 
to encourage the students to process these experiences when 
they return to campus. This usually entails essays and dinners 
in which the questions of vocation and needs of the community 
are central. We have begun to document the effects of these 
programs through the administration of the Global Perspectives 
Inventory [https://gpi.central.edu/]. This instrument is able to 
determine the level of awareness and engagement with cultures 
outside the student’s normal experience. Again, this reflection 
has become simply part of the way we now do international 
travel at Augustana.

Probably the most significant internalization of vocational 
reflection into the Augustana culture has come in conjunction 
with a major curriculum revision, Senior Inquiry. This program 
expects all students to engage in a capstone research experience 
as part of their major. The centerpiece of this capstone project, 
no matter which department, is the expectation of reflection on 
that experience. 
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You rarely realize the effect 
something will have on your 
life. In hindsight, it is much 
easier to recognize how a seem-
ingly trivial moment trans-
formed your life path. Walking 
into a small office in the corner 
of the Augustana College 

library, and meeting the Center for Vocational Reflection, in 
its “skills, gifts, and passions” touting glory, was my moment. 

The skills, abilities, and direction I found working closely 
with the CVR have given me a sense of what I am about, what I 
am meant to be about. I’ve realized that life is about the process 
of living, and while you can’t ignore the realities of the work-
ing world, you can make the most of it by finding joy through 
vocation. I entered college to become a physical therapist, but 
struggled miserably with the curriculum, all the time wonder-
ing, why do something I hate just to end up as something I’m 
not sure I want to be? When I first went to the CVR, they first 
asked me what got me excited? What motivated me? What was 
I good at? I had two answers: sports and planning events.

Being a part of the CVR was the most natural thing to me. 
It wasn’t a job, it was a constant growth experience. I was able to 
travel to leadership conferences around the country, work with 
non-profits to set up volunteer programs, speak to incoming 
freshman and my peers on vocational reflection, and challenge 
myself to find my true skills, gifts and passions along the way. 

Within my first few months at the CVR, they gave me the 
greatest gift possible. They told me to come up with an idea to 
get students involved in vocational reflection, and that together 
we would make it happen. I ran with this opportunity, focused 
on creating an athlete service program. My dream job was to 
work in the NFL doing community relations, and I saw this as 
a step in that direction. I based the program on the idea that 
athletes listen to their peers and would participate under the 
team mentality. Student-athletes would become involved and at 
the same time would get to see their teammates in a non-compet-
itive, service setting. I worked closely with SAAC, the athletic 
administration, and the CVR to create a formal program 
proposal, initiate the process with athletes, and implement 
the program. I worked closely with community organizations 
to determine what they needed, and how young, enthusiastic 
student-athletes could help meet those needs. The first semester 
we were able to get over 100 athletes from eight teams involved 

in our four projects: a town clean-up day, a trip to the children’s 
miracle network, a buddy day with three community youth 
groups, and a field day with over 100 kids from the area. 

The CVR helped us realize pretty quickly that the impact of 
volunteering would be lost if the athletes didn’t have the opportu-
nity to reflect on the events. We created a reflection form asking 
the participants to assess the event. Walking away from the events, 
student-athletes talked about what they did. Soon enough, you 
heard talk of the program in the weight room, around campus, 
and in the classroom as athletes brought those experiences into 
their daily lives. The following year we expanded due to the 
demand of teams interested in getting involved. In that year 300 
student-athletes volunteered 1,100+ hours through 29 service 
projects. Athletes Giving Back (AGB) had arrived.

Like most programs, the greatest challenge was in sustaining 
the energy that came with the first year’s success. I had no doubts. 
The program had been rooted in SAAC from the beginning, and 
two officer positions had been created to be in charge of organiz-
ing and running AGB. We used the second year as a transition to 
enable the program to be fully functional and sustainable through 
the athletic department. Now, in its fifth year, with the last batch 
of “original” AGB participants on the way out, the program is 
still thriving. In a few short years, the founding group of AGB 
will be completely forgotten, replaced by new student-athlete 
leaders, with new ideas. My hope is that AGB continues, but I 
believe that if for some unforeseen reason other students do not 
continue its passion, in the future a new wave of students will 
come to Augustana, and one spunky, determined student will 
connect with the CVR and have their pivotal life moment, just 
like I did; then, who knows what type of program will come of it!

I now work in marketing and community affairs for a 
collegiate athletics program, directing in-game promotions, 
organizing community events for athletics, and developing 
programs for the students; but I’m on the other side now.  I’m 
the one giving support, encouragement, and opportunity to 
my interns, my student-athletes, and my group leaders. Not 
a day goes by when I don’t ask them to reflect on things, con-
sider how their skills, gifts, and passions come into play, and 
challenge them to try new things. I find myself using those 
tools as second nature. My students have come to expect ques-
tions, challenges, and support to try new things. I still haven’t 
stopped being surprised as each day a new, brilliant idea comes 
forward. I have learned that empowering students to discover 
their vocation yields rewards far greater than I ever imagined. 

Erin Blecha
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“The expectation for student Senior Inquiry projects is 
that they will meet the following outcomes: 
• Substantial in meaning and impact
• Communicative of the discoveries made through  

the project
• Reflective of one or more of the following:

– the nature of knowledge and inquiry
– self-awareness and connection with others
– the relationship of individuals to a community”

Nearly all Augustana students participate in this program. 
This brings vocational reflection into the very heart of what 
we do at Augustana. The effect of Senior Inquiry has been 
particularly important. Faculty soon realized that we could 
not expect students to engage well in such reflection if they 
were not asked to similarly reflect earlier in their program. 
Nearly all majors now ask students to begin asking and answer-
ing these questions when they enter the major and throughout 
their program. We now see these same questions becoming the 
focus of our first-year general education program and in other 
general education courses. 

This description indicates that vocational reflection has 
become part of the educational enterprise at Augustana. The 
CVR supports it in the ways we have discussed and many others. 
One count numbered the CVR-related programs at over twenty. 
Not all of these programs are directly curricular. We have sup-
ported campus-wide conversations over two years on The Values 
of Augustana. We have hosted a large number of speakers who 
model to students that the path to successful vocation is rarely 
in a straight (or obvious) line. We have led countless small group 
discussions of Parker Palmer’s Let Your Life Speak. We have 
celebrated a move to new quarters with a “CVR-nival” that 
introduced us to many new students during the beginning of the 
school year. And we have worked with individual students who 
come to us saying “Can you help me figure it out?”. 

A major part of our outreach to the students and commu-
nity are programs of students associated with and supported 
by the CVR. Each year we bring together five to seven students 
who come to us with ideas that they believe will be effective in 
bringing the vocational conversation to their peers. We meet 
with these students regularly. We provide them with the sup-
port (financial, intellectual and spiritual) that they feel they 
need in order to implement their ideas. Often these programs 
have turned out to be the most successful programs that we 
have run. An example of one of these is Athletes Giving Back, 
initiated and brought to maturity by a student, Erin Blecha. 
Erin’s story is included in this issue. Other programs have 
established afternoon mentoring programs for grade school  

age youth at a Lutheran congregation near campus. Another 
has brought together Augustana students with local high 
school students in their setting. Another has worked with 
alumni and fraternities to create mentoring pairs to talk about 
vocation and life after Augustana.

What have we learned?
There can be no doubt that the funding available because of the 
Lilly Endowment grant has been extremely helpful in estab-
lishing the culture of vocational reflection at Augustana. As 
important, however, is the energy of faculty, administration and 
students surrounding these ideas. Many of these programs are 
associated with work we are already doing at our institutions. It 
is not a matter of “adding vocation” to the work we are doing but 
rather recognizing the vocational aspects of much of the work 
we are already doing, and have been doing for many years even 
before the impetus of the Lilly funding. 

In the end, it is the power of the ideas that will make the 
biggest difference on the campus. The Lutheran concept of 
vocation is a powerful idea. That each student’s life and work is 
important not only to them but to the communities to which 
they belong is a message that is as relevant and important today 
as it was in Luther’s time and before. What the Lilly funding 
did was allow us to focus on these concepts in new ways and to 
try out for our institutions new ways of entering these conver-
sations. Our experience at Augustana and among the “Lilly 
schools” is that paying attention to these questions is the neces-
sary crucial first step. This step is more important than any 
individual program that we have developed to carry this pro-
cess forward. No one program, no one structure, no one “silver 
bullet” will lead to success. In fact, one of the most important 
“learnings” of the experience we have had is that the effect of 
these ideas on students comes from multiple encounters with 
the concepts over the full time at our institutions. One time 
programs, standing alone, will likely not be effective. Multiple 
exposures, in multiple places (curricular, co-curricular, extra-
curricular) are what it takes for these ideas to become part of 
who our students are and become.

An important “learning” at Augustana has been that this 
language works for all students, not just those who are predis-
posed toward religious language. Many of our students do 
recognize the importance of religion in their lives. With them 
we are more than happy (and able) to use the full range of 
religious language to talk to them about these deeply impor-
tant issues. Other students are less comfortable or even hostile 
to religious language.1 Even these students are able and willing 
to talk about their own skills, gifts, and talents, about their 
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own values and passions, and about how they will respond to 
the needs of the community. This language is rich enough that 
it provides entrée into the conversation from many angles. For 
us, language that is inviting and multivalent has proven to be 
important and useful.

Another (surprising?) thing that we learned was that our most 
successful programs where often the ones suggested by students and 
faculty. Even times when the idea seemed unlikely to succeed, the 
success rate of ideas generated outside the CVR was great. We 
came to learn that the power of the idea of vocation was such that 
we could trust the idea, and those who became committed to it. 

As at the other Lilly schools, a key ingredient in the success 
of the program is the support of key constituents. Probably this list 
will vary from campus to campus. At Augustana we had strong 
and early buy-in from all levels, from the president and dean of 
the faculty to faculty and staff. This was particularly important 
as the elements of vocational reflection worked their way into 
the curriculum of the college. 

An element of the programming at Augustana (that is also 
reflected in materials from the other schools) grows out of a 
recognition that it is not only individuals who have vocations. 
Institutions also have (or should have) responses to the cen-
tral questions we are asking. The CVR has become one of the 
instigators of identity questions on campus. This happens in a 
variety of forums. We sponsor a weekly gathering called Coffee 
and Conversation that brings together faculty, staff and admin-
istration to a unscripted coffee-hour. Conversations range from 
the silly to the sublime, but always work to build community 
across divisions that form in any institution. The CVR also has 
sponsored conversations between the faculty and the president, 
especially in the time of the recent economic disruptions. We 
also sponsored a two year series on The Values of Augustana. The 
purpose of this series was to give members of the community a 
chance to state their understanding of our institutional values, 
and have these remarks be the launching pad for conversations 
among all present of what are and should be institutional values 
and identity. These talks were published in a form that is used to 
continue the conversation with those coming into the commu-
nity—faculty, staff, or administration.

What do we hope?
Where do we go from here? In just the same way that no one of 
us could have predicted at the beginning of this journey that we 
would end up where we are, no one can say precisely where we are 
headed. One thing is certain: as long as the programs of vocational 
reflection are alive and well on our campuses, they will continue 
to evolve along with the students and the institutions. We do not 
expect that five years from now, we will look the same.

We hope that some of the things that we have learned might 
be helpful to others who share these values. We think that this is 
particularly relevant to those colleges and universities that look 
to the Lutheran tradition for their own vocation. We hope that 
the results of the study of the Wilder Foundation described in 
this issue will encourage others to try to implement these ideas 
on their campuses. And we all offer our support and experience 
to extend these programs.

At Augustana, the CVR will be changing once again to a 
new conception. Next fall the CVR will become part of a new 
entity—The Community Engagement Center. This will bring us 
into closer connection to offices on campus with which we have 
already worked closely—those interested in career development, 
internships, off-campus programs, entrepreneurial development, 
volunteers and service-learning. This new configuration will 
enable us to move even more easily beyond the campus to the 
communities in which we find ourselves—both local and global. 
When we were just starting a tiny program on campus, Kristen 
Glass (who now directs the Young Adult Ministry program 
for the ELCA) declared with exuberance, “Vocation cannot be 
contained!” These words continue to be prophetic!

Endnotes
1. The complexity of student’s relationship with religion and spiritu-

ality is explored in Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition.
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