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SABINE U. O’HAR A

Th e Vocation of a Lutheran College—Living the Legacy 
of the Reformation in the Twenty-fi rst Century

SABINE U. O’HARA is currently the Executive Director of the Council for International Exchange of Scholars and Vice-President of 
the Institute of International Education. She is the former president of Roanoke College. Th is paper was fi rst presented at the meeting of 
Metro DC Synod of the ELCA on June 6, 2006.

I am both honored and humbled, and must confess, a bit 
nervous as well to be asked to address this assembly. And I am 
wondering what I was thinking when I said “yes” to your kind 
invitation to address all these Lutheran pastors on the topic of 
the Vocation of a Lutheran College, given my own academic 
background in economics and not in theology or history or 
education. But here I am, and if all of you are wondering what 
an economist might have to say about Lutheran higher educa-
tion and why this topic is so close to my heart, let me share just 
a few comments by way of introduction. 

I was born and raised in Germany and my earliest child-
hood memories are inseparably linked to our church, St. Paul’s 
Lutheran Church in Kornwestheim, a small farming town, 
now a suburban community, just north of Stuttgart in the 
southwestern part of Germany. I was the oldest of three and 
my dad had his own business—heating and air conditioning 
systems. Since my mother was quite occupied with my two 
younger siblings and my dad had a family business to run, I 
spent a lot of time with my grandmother, my mother’s mother. 
My grandmother was single-handedly responsible for my faith 
formation as a child. She sang through the Lutheran hymnal 
with me from front to back and back to the front; she taught 
me to knit and crochet for the church bazaar; she took me to 
the children’s choir at age fi ve and to Sunday School; and there 
was never a meal at our house or a bed time when we didn’t say 
our prayers. 

But that’s not all. As a student in the German public school 
system, I was required to take religion as a school subject from 
grade one through grade thirteen; and in good Lutheran fashion 
we also had two years of confi rmation classes. So you see, aft er 
thirteen years of Lutheran religion, plus Sunday School, plus 
confi rmation classes, plus my grandmother, I was steeped in 
Lutheran theology and religion and I could recite all kinds 
of things from the confession of faith, to the small and large 
catechisms, to various psalms and, of course, the Christmas story 
in the gospel of Luke—Luther’s translation of course; that’s the 
real thing, not King James: “Es begab sich aber zu der Zeit dass 
ein Gebot von dem Kaiser Augustus ausging, dass alle Welt 
geschaetzet wuerde….” You see, I still know it.

But how is it possible, you might ask, that Lutheran religion 
is taught in the public schools, and for thirteen years no less? Th e 
answer is simple. For Luther, the reformation of the church and 
the reformation of the education system were inseparably linked. 
For us Lutherans—the church and education, faith and reason, 
values and facts—have been connected from the very beginning. 
Th ere is no need for us to make the case for the existence of a 
college of the church; we have always existed together, we have 
always been connected. Aft er all, Dr. Martin Luther was a pastor 
and a university teacher. He was a professor of theology at the 
University of Wittenberg. Teaching was as much a part of his 
ministry as preaching. According to Luther, the Reformation 
demanded that people are well educated. Th e Reformation ideal 
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of the priesthood of all believers argues that grace is indeed 
suffi  cient unto itself and that the priest is not needed as an 
intermediary between God and God’s people. Th is understand-
ing demands that ordinary people are able to read, interpret and 
communicate the scriptures. To be the priesthood of all believ-
ers, people needed to be knowledgeable in the languages. Th ey 
needed to be free thinking people trained in reading, writing, 
analysis, critical thinking and reasoning skills; people familiar 
with history, the arts, music, and, of course, theology. In other 
words, the reformation ideal was built on the very foundation 
of a well educated general public that could think freely and 
advance society. 

And what exactly did being well-educated mean for Luther? 
What was the purpose, the mission, of education and why did 
Luther think of education as such as vital part of his mission? 
And what is our mission today as a college of the Lutheran 
church? I want to try to answer these questions by refl ecting 
with you on four key aspects of Luther’s understanding of edu-
cation. I will also share with you some examples of how these 
four key aspects infl uence our work as a college in the twenty-
fi rst century.

Key aspects of Luther’s understanding of education are:
Education must be relevant!
Education demands engagement with the community
Education requires attention to place
Education demands engagement with the world

Education Must Be Relevant!
Th e model of education that Luther had in mind when he called 
for a well educated general public is translated with the German 
word Bildung. Bildung literally means “becoming in the image 
of God” (Bild = image or picture; -ung is a process ending). 
Th is kind of Bildung/education is quite similar to what we here 
in the United States mean by a good liberal arts education. 
Bildung aspires to give students a solid education drawing on 
the accepted cannon of knowledge, which in Luther’s time came 
from the Greeks. It consisted of the basic arts (the trivium of 
grammar, logic and rhetoric) and advanced arts (the quadrivium 
of arithmetic, music, geometry and astronomy). Yet this kind of 
education was only available to the nobility and to the cloisters, 
not to the general public. Bildung stood in contrast to another 
type of education, namely Erziehung. Erziehung refers to the 
education that takes place in the home, education as bring-
ing up a child right, as educating children in the proper ways 
and customs, including those of the trades, the guild systems 
(Stände). Th is kind of education was passed down from genera-
tion to generation. Luther argued that there is certainly nothing 

wrong with the Erziehung kind of education, but education had 
to mean more than that. 

Luther aspired to an education that would bring about 
the educated public that could be the priesthood of all believ-
ers—the kind of education that could bring about progress and 
reform such as the translation of the scriptures into the ver-
nacular German, Gutenberg’s printing press, access to reading 
materials for all people and not just for the learned clerics and 
aristocrats. Th at kind of education had to be more than what 
took place in the families and in the guilds. Th e Luther scholar 
Darrell Jodock draws the parallel between Luther’s Bildung and 
the liberal arts education of the American colleges. 

Th e liberal arts are those studies which set the 
student free–free from prejudice and misplaced 
loyalties and free for service, wise decision making, 
community leadership, and responsible living.… 
Such an education endeavors to wean students (and 
their teachers!) from their comfortable, uncritical 
allegiance to social assumptions and to entice them 
into both an intense curiosity regarding the world 
beyond their own experience and an intense desire 
to make their corner of the globe a better place 
in which to live…. Th e objective is not merely to 
“meet the needs of the students” nor to “help them 
achieve their own goals;” the objective is to set them 
free–free “from” and free “for.” (25) 

And as advanced as the educational role of the family and the 
guild systems may have been, Luther was skeptical of their ability 
to meet the educational needs required for advancing his vision 
of a free thinking and progressive society. Education, he felt, had 
to take place in schools and was needed in addition to the train-
ing provided in the trades and in the home.

Even when the training is done to perfection and 
succeeds, the net result is little more than a certain 
enforced outward respectability; underneath they 
are nothing but the same blockheads, unable to 
converse intelligently on any subject, or to assist or 
counsel anyone. But if children were instructed and 
trained in schools, 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 say-
ings of the entire world, and how things went with 
various cities, kingdoms, princes, men and women. 
Th us, they could… gain from history the knowledge 
and understanding of what to seek and what to avoid 
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in this outward life, and be able to advise and direct 
others accordingly. (725-26)

Education, you see was nothing abstract for Luther. It was 
never acceptable to curtail it to the so-called ivory tower; educa-
tion had to be relevant, relevant to society, relevant to the world, 
relevant to God’s people, relevant to bringing about God’s 
kingdom even now! Th ere is no room here for an “ignorance is 
bliss” attitude. Th at would just be plain laziness in Luther’s eyes. 
We must always challenge ourselves to learn more, always press 
on, always feel a sense of restlessness! And there is certainly no 
room either for some kind of intellectual elitism. Learning for 

the sheer passion and joy of learning, yes, but learning as intel-
lectual elitism that just advances the ambitions and status of a 
select few? No! Luther’s understanding of education as Bildung 
implies learning for an expressed purpose, learning for service, 
for engaged citizenship, for progress in a world where the body 
of knowledge is constantly changing and expanding. For Luther, 
education must make a diff erence! Th at is what the issue of the 
indulgences was all about, which formed the core of what Luther 
addressed in his theses nailed to the church door in Wittenberg. 
Th is was a theological issue, for sure, and it was a social issue, and 
an economic issue, and a political issue and an international issue 
and an issue of justice! You see, relevant issues have this inevita-
ble and unfortunate tendency of being messy and interdisciplin-
ary and complex. Th ey are not easily contained in one academic 
subject area. Th ey cross defi nitions of human boundaries. Th ey 
are multilayered and require the ability to recognize complexity 
and think connectively and integrate diff erent fi elds. Aft er all, 
relevant issues are so messy and complex because the world in 
which we live is like this—it is complex and interdisciplinary and 
messy—and it never fi ts into our limited human defi nitions and 
categories. For education to be relevant it cannot be content with 
simplistic knowledge. It must wrestle with the complexities of 
our world, must wrestle with the diff erent ways of knowing that 
the disciplines teach us and it must wrestle with the virtues of 
knowing that oft en transcend individual disciplines. Th at’s what 
Luther meant by a good education. And how does one go about 
learning about and wrestling with these complex issues? It most 
certainly takes a solid foundation of knowledge. But it also takes 
a constant questioning of our knowledge.

Education Demands Engagement with the Community
Th e community of learners, the campus community, the col-
lege community—this is how we frequently refer to Roanoke 
College; and you will fi nd a lot of reference to “community” 
across higher education. Community is also a concept that 
strongly infl uenced Luther’s understanding of education. Aft er 
all, how do we wrestle with the relevant issues and the com-
plexities of our world? How do we fi nd out what to do about 
them? How do we discern God’s call and will? For Luther, the 
answer was clear: by engaging with the community of learners; 
by exchanging opinions and perceptions and worldviews and 
assumptions; by debating issues thoroughly. 

Simply put, for Luther the discovery, discernment, and learn-
ing process of education was about debate. Scholarship—the dis-
covery, integration, and thoughtful application of knowledge—is 
about what we understand to be true about our world, about 
human experience and culture, and about that which transcends 
both and which always remains a mystery.1 Our human under-
standing is always partial, always subject to reconsideration, 
and always prone to error. We affi  rm this even today in our peer 
review process where we expose our work as scholars to the cri-
tique of other scholars. Scholarship, therefore, is oft en intensely 
personal, but it is never private. It is always a community process. 
Luther was actually very critical of secular models of education 
that were based on an individualistic understanding of rational-
ity and on the segmentation of knowledge into discrete fi elds. 
Th ese secular and individualistic models of rationality became 
later associated with the Enlightenment ideal that is still preva-
lent in our institutions of higher learning today. But Luther con-
sidered the individualism and “I-centeredness” of such models of 
learning to be self-absorption and incompatible with Christian 
teaching. For Luther, education was rooted in debate and thus 
it inevitably had a community dimension. Th e whole purpose 
of the well-educated citizenry was to enable people to take up 
their calling, to discern their vocation, to fi nd their passion by 
fi nding their place within the community and by identifying 
the contributions each one could make to the common good. 
Just as the aim of a good American liberal arts education was to 
educate young men and women to become engaged and com-
munity-minded citizens, so Luther’s aim was to educate young 
men and women for service to society. To discern one’s calling, 
one’s vocation is what education was all about. Berufung—the 
German word for vocation—means literally “being called” and 
it forms the root for the German word Beruf, which means “job” 
or “profession.” 

Th is is by no means a feel-good thing. Discovering and fol-
lowing one’s calling is work. One must be prepared for service, 

“For Luther, education must make a 
diff erence!”
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prepared by honing skills and intellectual capacities, prepared by 
being able to articulate ones position and to be in communica-
tion with others, prepared to be challenged and to test one’s call. 
Th is is precisely what Luther’s act of nailing the theses on the 
church doors in Wittenberg was all about. He issued an invita-
tion to debate. He felt compelled to debate the relevant issues of 
his time and his place. He wanted to test in a public debate and 
in the exchange with the community where his calling would 

lead him. He wanted to engage the church, scholars, council-
men, and even the public in his community debate. Education, 
wrestling with the complexities of our world, was a communal 
act for Luther. It was an act that required rigorous study, the 
willingness to take a stance, the openness to rethink and argue 
and refi ne one’s perceptions and positions.

And how sad it is that this kind of community engagement 
and debate is so absent from our society today! We have lost our 
public space for engaged public debate. Too many young people 
today are used to debating things talk-show style, in sound bites, 
where we call each other names and put each other down. Th ey 
are more used to video games than dinner conversations. Th ey 
are more used to television talk shows than to talking face to 
face, and many no longer know how to make eye contact. And 
how do we think we will be functioning as a democracy if we no 
longer teach engagement with the community and debate and 
the ability to openly and passionately discuss relevant issues of 
our time? Democracy has to be learned and practiced! It doesn’t 
just happen. To quote Th omas Jeff erson: “If a nation expects to 
be ignorant and free…it expects what never was and what never 
will be.” I think Martin Luther would have agreed.

And the more diverse this community is, the better. Luther 
was way ahead of his time in terms of including voices typically 
left  at the margin. Not only did he feel it was unacceptable that 
only the aristocrats and clergy received a formal education, he 
explicitly mentioned schoolmasters and schoolmistresses in 
his letter to the councilmen of the German cities (cited above). 
He demanded a formal school education for boys and for girls. 
Luther wrote, “…for the sake of the Scriptures and of God, this 
one consideration alone would be suffi  cient to justify the estab-
lishment everywhere of the very best schools for both boys and 
girls” (725). Th is was nothing less than revolutionary. Girls in the 

fi ft eenth and sixteenth centuries rarely received an education.2 
Yet according to Luther, the important role women played in 
the family and in childrearing made it essential that they were 
well educated themselves. Luther’s vision also off ers women a 
role as educators and as active participants in the public sphere 
beyond house and home. Yet whatever the make up of the com-
munity, Luther’s understanding of education is fi rmly rooted in 
a commitment to debate and even to the inevitable tension and 
dialectic that accompanies such a debate. It is the community 
that challenges us to continue to learn and grow; and it is the 
community that challenges our understanding of what is true 
about the world, our human experience and culture, and about 
that which transcends both. 

Education Requires Attention to Place
Space is a most interesting concept. It may be so intriguing at 
least in part because our understanding of space varies so much 
with our cultural roots and origins. We Americans think a lot 
about space and we think about it predominantly as private 
space. We like our privacy and we need a lot of it. Gone are the 
close neighbors and front porches. We want big houses with a lot 
of private space, garages rather than porches out front and bar-
riers around our yard so that others can’t look in. Conversations 
about space are also a big topic on a college campus. At a residen-
tial college like Roanoke, students live in close proximity to each 
other. Our fi rst year students and many of our sophomores share 
a room. Th at is quite an adjustment since only about one-percent 
of our students have shared a room with a sibling at home. 

Common space can be another challenge on a college campus. 
Just look at our public parks, our neighborhood hangouts, our 
sidewalks and streets and you know that these public spaces are 
not exactly well cared for. A very common notion seems to be 
that if it’s not mine, I don’t need to take care of it; why should I? 
We believe in private space and private property, and we oft en 
don’t quite know what to make of public space and commu-
nal property. And yet, the experience of living together with a 
roommate and with others in close proximity, the experience 
of sharing a living room and study area, sharing meals together, 
sitting and talking late in the common areas around campus, 
sitting outside under the trees with a guitar—these experiences 
change people. As a matter of fact, some of you have told me 
how much you enjoy being on our campus and how nice it is to 
experience the sense of community and beauty that emanates 
from this campus and from the beautiful mountains surround-
ing it. Th at space has something to do with how we feel and how 
we interact with each other is true today as it was in Luther’s 
time. Luther understood the importance of space. He gathered 

“Th e whole purpose of the well-educated
citizenry was to enable people to take
up their calling.”
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his students around the dinner table for his famous Table Talks; 
he invited them to his home for conversation and for readings. 
Oft en students actually lived with their professors and rented a 
room from them. Students then as now gathered in classrooms 
and outside of classrooms and in study spaces and libraries and 
under the trees. 

Yet even with the far denser living quarters that most people 
lived in during Luther’s time (there was little private space 
unless you were very wealthy) and even with the hustle and 
bustle of communal life back then, people also had more quiet 
spaces, more sanctuaries, more space that invited refl ection and 
contemplation. How hard it is for us today to fi nd such refl ec-
tion space! We are constantly exposed to noise and fl ickering 
lights and ringing cell phones and it is diffi  cult to fi nd quiet 
places to think and listen deeply. You see, space must do both: 
it must allow us to be in community and it must allow us to 
have room for contemplation. Yet for Luther contemplation 
had really nothing to do with our modern ideas of self-realiza-
tion and fi nding ones self. Th e German theologian Dietrich 
Bonhoeff er writes:

Let him who cannot be alone beware of community; 
and let him who cannot be in community. beware 
of solitude (1954). For how is the creature free? Th e 
creature is free in that one creature exists in relation 
to another creature, in that one human being is free 
for another human being. It is in this dependence 
on the other that their creatureliness exists… Th e 
likeness, the analogy, of humankind to God is not 
analogy of being, but analogy of relationship(1959). 

Space, place—whether on a college campus, on the beauti-
ful Appalachian trail, or along the Blue Ridge Mountains—
reminds us of our creatureliness, of our need for relationship 
and of our need for solitude and contemplation. Space can 
sustain community or it can undermine it; space can focus us 
on our individuality or it can focus us on our relationality; it 
can isolate us or it can connect us to each other as well as to 
God’s rich and beautiful creation. If we are to learn and grow, 
we cannot ignore space.

Education Demands Engagement with the World
Education must be engaged with the world. Luther did not have 
the kind of understanding of the separation of church and state 
or of the separation of individual and community that we have 
today. For Luther, it simply made sense that the educated general 
public he envisioned was engaged in the community, in society 
and in the world. In fact, educated individuals made a successful 

community, city and state fi rst possible. In his letter to the coun-
cilmen of the German cities Luther emphasizes the importance 
of education. 

Now the welfare of a city does not solely consist in 
accumulating vast treasures, building mighty walls 
and magnifi cent 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 suff ers greater loss. 
A city’s best and greatest welfare, safety, and strength 
consists rather in its having many able, learned, wise, 
honorable, and well-educated citizens. (712)

Education, not money and weapons, are a society’s real wealth 
and real future! Wouldn’t it be refreshing if we remembered that 
a bit more as a society today? Th e educated citizens that Luther 
describes have one key characteristic: they use their education 
not simply as a springboard for personal success. Th ey use their 
education to advance society and the common good. Th is should 
not be altogether foreign to us. Aft er all, a big part of the aim 
of the American education system is to educate the constantly 
new and changing citizenry of the American melting pot and to 
turn people into committed citizens who are willing to engage 
in public life and able to make a diff erence. American public life 
has historically not relied on the State or on any other form of 
government. It relies on engaged and committed people willing 
to contribute to the common good. Similarly, Luther’s aim was 
to educate young men and women for service to their neighbor 
and to society at large. To simply use one’s education to advance 
one’s personal goals and to get that high paying job or to become 
famous and to gain power and infl uence, these were not accept-
able aims for a well educated person. 

When our faculty last spring defi ned our learning goals for 
Roanoke College, defi ned the goals and aspirations we have for 
our students and what we hope they will learn here at Roanoke 
College, they entitled their learning goals document “Freedom 
with Purpose.” I can’t help but think of Luther’s essay, “Freedom 
of a Christian,” when I think of this document. Luther wrote: 
“A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A 
Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all” 

“Luther’s aim was to educate young men 
and women for service to their neighbor 
and to society at large.”
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(Dillenberger 53). In other words, God’s grace is freely given and 
thus a Christian is perfectly free and subject to no one but God 
alone. Yet it is out of this understanding of freedom and out of 
our gratitude for God’s boundless love and grace that we serve 
our neighbors and are subject to all. Th is seeming contradiction 
is at best a tension within which one must learn to live. And for 
Luther, tension is not a bad thing. It simply is. Lutherans live 
within the tension between the two kingdoms: the kingdom on 
the right and the kingdom on the left , the now and the not yet, 
the human reign and God’s reign to come. Freedom for Luther is 
clearly freedom from – freedom from fear, freedom from oppres-
sion, freedom from limiting mindsets of traditions, customs and 
superstitions; but it is also freedom for – freedom for service, for 
the community, for the advancement and welfare of all. Only 
when it fi nds its expression in service is freedom truly realized. 

Yet to serve the world one must know it, must be in it, must 
be involved with it. Vocation is not something that can simply be 
contemplated. It must be practiced in the community, and in the 
world. It must be lived! One cannot simply think one’s way into 
being of service. One must do it. And according to Luther, we 
must be of service wherever we are placed, whether as teachers, 
or bus drivers, or merchants. Everyone can be of service to their 
neighbor and everyone has a contribution to make toward the 
common good. 

Service is far more than charity. It is not simply doing for 
others, doing for the world. It is being with others, being in the 
world. At its best, service brings about social change by address-
ing the root causes of problems, by analyzing the issue at hand, 
by seeing connections and by articulating and naming problems 
so that we can move beyond them rather than remaining caught 
in them. Such service changes us and liberates us. And this may 
be the most rewarding experience that we are privileged to have 
in working with young men and women on a college campus 
and off -campus in service opportunities and internships and 
fi eldtrips and travel. It is when you see that spark, when you see 
these young men and women fi nd their passion. It is then that 
they are set free to fi nd their own voice and their calling. It is 
then that we remember again and again why we are committed 
to our vocation as educators in a liberal arts college—to set them 
free fr om and free for. 

I consider these as four key aspects of Luther’s ideas about 
education. Th ese ideas became not just a model for education in 

the church or in Lutheran homes, but in public school education 
in Germany and subsequently in other areas of Europe. Luther’s 
collaborator, the classics professor Philipp Melanchthon, was 
particularly infl uential in shaping, refi ning and advancing much 
of Luther’s educational thought. And to this day he is referred to 
as the Schulmeister Europas—the headmaster of Europe. 

My remarks have undoubtedly given you a pretty good idea of 
what matters for a college that educates students in the twenty-
fi rst century and that seeks to draw on the roots of Lutheran 
education in informing its liberal arts agenda. Th is is the task 
we each attempt to embody within the realities of the places 
we inhabit and the contexts of each of our institutions. Th is is 
the conversation in which we must engage each other in our 
work together. And this is the agenda of actions and activities 
to which we must hold each other accountable. In Luther’s and 
Melanchthon’s time the result was a true reformation of not only 
the church, but of society at large. It is on us to be a force for true 
reformation in our own time. 

End Notes
1. I am indebted to William Craft , Dean of Luther College, for shar-

ing his refl ections on scholarship with me.

2. One of the few places that aff orded women an education was the 
cloisters. Some have argued that Luther’s opening of the cloisters and 
the subsequent urbanization of higher education actually had a negative 
impact on women’s education. However, the introduction of a public 
school system opened unprecedented educational opportunities to 
women beyond those who had been part of religious orders.
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