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KATHRYN KLEINHANS, CYNTHIA BANE, PENNI PIER, and FR ED WALDSTEIN

Lutheran Heritage Across the Curriculum: Refl ections 
from a Faculty/Staff  Development Seminar

All the authors are on the faculty of Wartburg College. KATHRYN KLEINHANS is Professor of Religion. CYNTHIA BANE is Associate Professor 
of Psychology. PENNI PIER is Associate Professor of Communication Arts. FRED WALDSTEIN is Profr essor of Political Science.

Kathryn Kleinhans
Th e ad read like this:

Th e Discovering and Claiming Our Callings initiative 
[Wartburg’s Lilly grant-funded Vocation program] is spon-
soring a faculty development seminar, “Wartburg’s Heritage 
and Our Work as Educators,” to be held July 22—August 1, 
2006 in Germany.
 
Th is is not a whirlwind sight-seeing trip.  It’s an on-location 
continuing education seminar, in which extensive reading 
and discussion will be interspersed with site visits.  We will 
explore the Lutheran heritage in education and in social 
service, and we will refl ect together on how that heritage 
might better inform our own vocations as educators and as 
active citizens.
 
Th e geography of the seminar includes:
4 nights in Wittenberg, where Luther lived and taught 
for 3 1/2 decades; 2 nights in Eisenach, site of the 
Wartburg Castle; and 3 nights in Neuendettelsau, where 
Lutheran pastor Wilhelm Loehe established a host of 
vibrant social ministry institutions and from where 
Loehe sent Georg Grossmann to the United States to 
found Wartburg College. 
 
Along the way, the decision was made to open the opportunity 

to staff  as well as faculty. Th e eventual participant group of twenty 
refl ected a broad cross-section of the campus, including faculty from 

psychology, business, education, computer science, communication 
arts and more, as well as staff  from IT, communications and market-
ing, development, the college registrar, and a lab science supervisor.1 

With local lectures and tours arranged through the ELCA 
Wittenberg Center, my own job was to develop a curriculum 
that would engage a diverse group in wrestling with the best of 
the college’s Lutheran heritage in ways that would prove fruitful 
for their work and for our community.

Participants were given four books. A biography of 
Martin Luther and Tim Lull’s imaginative little volume My 
Conversations with Martin Luther were to be read prior to 
departure. Th e two texts that formed the basis of our on-site 
conversations were Tom Christenson’s Th e Gift  and Task of 
Lutheran Higher Education and an additional reader of collected 
articles that included treatises on education by Martin Luther 
himself, articles on Lutheranism and on vocation written by my 
colleague Lake Lambert and myself, articles on the life and min-
istry of Wilhelm Loehe (from the seminary journals Currents in 
Th eology and Mission and Word and World), and articles from 
our own Intersections and Th e Cresset.

Th e reader included this invitation:

Since our goal is not only to learn about the Lutheran 
heritage but also to refl ect actively and constructively 
on how it impacts our own work, here are three ques-
tions to ponder for each of the readings:

 
1. What do I most appreciate about this, or what new insight 

have I gained?
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2. What question do I have for the author, or what point do I 
most want to challenge?

3. What connections can I make…to Wartburg College, to 
my own work, to our shared work, to our students?  

 
I’ll gloss over the trip itself briefl y, saying only that it was even 

richer than we’d hoped for – and we’d hoped for a lot!
Shortly aft er we returned from Germany, trip participants 

received their fi nal homework assignment, a short refl ection 
paper addressing the following:
 
 What impact has what we learned and experienced had on 

you both personally and professionally?  In particular, please 
try to make specifi c connections to the work you do at / for 
Wartburg College (whether in the classroom, in administra-
tion, etc.)   For example, how did learning about Luther inter-
sect with your self-understanding as a Catholic, a Methodist, 
or a Lutheran and also how might your learning about the 
Lutheran heritage of education and service impact your work 
as a development offi  cer, as a department chair, as a teacher of 
x, y, or z, etc.?

 Additionally, given our conversations, what specifi c refl ec-
tions on and suggestions for the mission-eff ectiveness of 
Wartburg College do you have?

 As an alternative for those of you who are creatively minded, 
feel free to take inspiration from the Tim Lull book and 
write your own “conversation with” Martin Luther and/or 
Wilhelm Loehe.  What questions do you have for them?  
Given your own work, what issues would you like their input 
on?  How would you attempt to explain your work and our 
times to them?

As papers began to fl ow in, I was impressed with the depth of 
engagement refl ected and a bit humbled to be invited intimately 
into the thought-world of my colleagues. As a religion professor 
specializing in Lutheran theology and as one who tends to see 
the world through Lutheran heritage-colored glasses, it was a 
privilege for me to see aspects of that heritage anew through the 
eyes of others.

Th e colleagues who join me on this panel, as well as Kathy 
Book, whose presentation follows later this aft ernoon, are here to 
share the fruits of their own refl ection on our summer seminar.

Cynthia Bane
Th ree years ago, I was fi nishing a sabbatical replacement posi-
tion in a psychology department at a small, liberal arts school in 
Ohio. Aft er I learned that I had been invited for an interview at 
Wartburg, one of my colleagues pulled me aside and said, “You 

know, I was talking to someone at a conference, and she said that 
Wartburg is an evangelical school. Did you know that?” Just a 
few days later, another colleague in psychology asked, “Wartburg 
is a religious school—will you be able to talk about evolution in 
your classes?” 

At the time, I simply told my colleagues that Wartburg wasn’t 
the kind of evangelical they were thinking of and that I, myself, 
had graduated from a Lutheran institution, and I had taken 
an entire class on evolution. I did not anticipate problems with 
academic freedom. I was surprised to hear these questions from 
faculty members who had been teaching at a college similar 
to Wartburg for a number of years. I had assumed that faculty 
members from small, private colleges would be knowledgeable 
about ELCA institutions, but my colleagues were concerned that 
Wartburg’s religious affi  liation would interfere with my ability 
to function in my discipline.

Aft er participating in the Wartburg Heritage tour, I now 
understand that the values of an ELCA institution are not in 
confl ict with values important in the fi eld of psychology; in 
fact, Lutheran beliefs and the discipline of psychology are very 
compatible. Th ese are just a few of the similarities I see between a 
Lutheran perspective and a psychological perspective:

Value of humans. It is clear that valuing all humans is an 
important Lutheran belief, and this was made most apparent 
to me in our visit to the Diakonie Neuendettelsau, the insti-
tution for social welfare work founded by Wilhelm Loehe. 
Psychologists understand that there are many factors that mod-
erate behaviors, beliefs, and emotions (e.g., culture, personality, 
gender), but psychologists are fundamentally interested in devel-
oping broad theories of behavior and experience. Although the 
psychological research that is most familiar to the public deals 
with the extremes of human behavior (i.e., psychological disor-
ders), psychologists are interested in all humans. Psychologists 
want to understand the human condition. Developing an under-
standing of the basic mental processes that all humans share fos-
ters an awareness of the equality of all humans. Comprehending 
the origins of problematic mental processes can create compas-
sion for people who struggle with daily life. 

Affi  rming creation; honoring the ordinary. Psychologists 
are awed by the most basic aspects of behavior and experience. 
How do babies learn language? How does memory work? How 
do people cope with the uncertainty of life? Psychologists are 
amazed at the incredible complexity of the human experience. 
We are humbled by the resilience that humans show in the face 
of great challenges. Although psychologists value the use of 
the scientifi c method as a way to understand phenomena, we 
acknowledge that we cannot take into account the myriad vari-
ables that infl uence behavior and emotions; our predictions are 
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far from perfect. Th is imperfection serves as a constant reminder 
of the extraordinary intricacy of mental processes.

Th e term “sinner” applies to all. Psychologists recognize that 
all humans are prone to biases, self-serving behaviors, blind 
obedience, conformity, and cruelty towards others. Social psy-
chologists are especially aware of human fl aws. People stereo-
type others, harm others to preserve their own sense of worth, 
and fall prey to dangerous group dynamics. During our visit to 
Buchenwald, I wondered how other visitors tend to view the SS 
offi  cers who once lived and worked there. My background in 
social psychology immediately led my own thoughts to Stanley 
Milgram’s research on obedience to authority (1974), which 
demonstrated that situational factors can cause ordinary people 
to infl ict harm on others. Milgram himself noted the resem-
blance between his own research and Hannah Arendt’s inter-
views with Adolf Eichmann. Arendt concluded that Eichmann’s 
involvement in the Holocaust was an example of the “banality 
of evil” (1963). Intensive propaganda, indoctrination, and eff orts 
to dehumanize victims can lead average people to commit acts 
of brutality. And just as the belief that sin is inevitable does not 
erase culpability for sin, psychologists believe that understanding 
how situational factors contribute to violence and torture does 
not excuse those behaviors.

Along with the recognition that humans are capable of great 
malevolence, the Lutheran perspective holds hope for social 
change, a hope that was refl ected in Luther and Loehe’s work to 
make reforms in doctrine and practice. Th e fi eld of psychology 
also embraces the goal of social change. Psychologists study love, 
altruism, and friendship alongside the uglier topics of deceit, dis-
crimination, and aggression. Th ere are people who refuse to obey 
commands to harm others, continue to view victims as human 
despite exposure to propaganda, and selfl essly help others in need. 

My colleagues at my former place of employment were not 
familiar with ELCA institutions of higher learning and were con-
cerned that the values at Wartburg would be at odds with my work 
as a psychologist. I can now better articulate what it means to be 
a “Lutheran institution.” It does not mean requiring conformity 
to specifi c beliefs with no opportunity for questioning. What it 
means to be a Lutheran institution is to avoid limitations in our 
approaches to education and research and to work toward a more 
complete understanding of all aspects of humanity, goals that are 
very much congruent with those of the discipline of psychology.

Penni Pier
I was raised in the Missouri Synod Lutheran tradition and was 
very familiar with Luther’s works, or so I thought. While inti-
mately familiar with his Small Catechism, I was unfamiliar with 

his life as a scholar and political activist (if you will permit me to 
give him that title). While it is possible to characterize Luther as 
rigid, pious, an ultimate authority fi gure, a martyr and a man of 
God, these labels do not begin to adequately convey the nature 
of Luther’s rhetoric. It is likely that most non-Luther scholars, 
or Lutheran lay persons, comprehend his role as a critic of the 
church and have a general understanding of the overarching 
elements of the reformation eff ort. However, it is only when one 
looks more closely at the writings of Luther that it is possible to 
uncover the global nature of his critical approach.

Whether in the church or in teaching, Luther advocates a dia-
lectic approach to knowledge and learning. Th is classical approach 
employed by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle creates a tension and an 
interdependence between the two parties involved in the dis-
course. Without an existing rhetorical tension between positions, 
progress toward understanding is hampered because the scope of 
possible solutions is limited. While this rhetorical tension is neces-
sary, it can also become very uncomfortable for those involved, 
because “answers” are neither readily apparent nor are they oft en 
simplistic in nature. Luther’s use of a dialectical tension is redolent 
throughout reformation rhetoric and his treatises on education. 
His discourse is oft en a passionate display of the dialectical tension 
needed to fully explore an idea or a thought. It is quite natural 
that Luther would be a controversial fi gure in history due to his 
implementation of classical argumentation and reasoning. For 
those engaged in dialectical reasoning it is quite possible to adopt 
a both/and approach to solving a problem. Additionally, it is also 
reasonable for scholars engaged in a dialectic to be comfortable 
with an ongoing tension/discussion, where continued exploration 
is valued more than defi nitive resolution.

What might an understanding of Luther and his critical 
approach mean for a contemporary Lutheran educator in the 
classroom? Luther models an unapologetic approach to teach-
ing. Many of us teach subject matter that is oft en controversial 
and frightening. It is all too easy today to be tempted to “soft en 
the blow” for our students. We may feel that by at least intro-
ducing our students to the subject matter we have succeeded. I 
don’t believe that Luther would agree. To water down the issues 
so as to not be off ensive or make people feel uncomfortable is 

“We need to give ourselves permission 
to not be afraid of challenging students 
by exposing them to ideas that they 
may not be comfortable with.”
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to not be genuine and to turn one’s back on what it means to 
be engaged in educational debate. We need to give ourselves 
permission to not be afraid of challenging students by exposing 
them to ideas that they may not be comfortable with. However, 
it is also important when using a dialectical approach to fully 
investigate all sides of an argument or issue to come to an edu-
cated decision about the issue. All educators need to be diligent 
about this in the classroom.

In a larger professional context, by studying Luther’s writings 
and examining the dialectical tensions surrounding his rhetoric 
we may come to a better understanding about what it means to 
provide a Lutheran education. It isn’t defi ned by a denomina-
tion. Th e concept of a “Lutheran education” promotes an ideal 
of what it means to be educated without the fear of limitation or 
censorship. It means that we ought to challenge our students to 
ask questions and be critical. It means that we ought to embrace 
multiple voices and opinions and give them each thoughtful, 
critical consideration (even those accepted practices that seem 
beyond the point of amendment). Luther has off ered himself as 
a model for Socratic inquiry and his rhetoric serves as a reminder 
that education is a living, changing entity and that we as educa-
tors have an awesome responsibility.

Fred Waldstein
Th e purpose of this paper is to refl ect from an interdisciplin-
ary perspective on the value of the Wartburg College Luther 
seminar conducted during the summer of 2006. Th e perspec-
tive I brought into the seminar was (and is) as someone raised 
in the Lutheran tradition, who attended and graduated from 
a Lutheran college (Wartburg), and continues to practice the 
Lutheran faith. Th e seminar deepened my personal understand-
ing of Lutheranism and provided insight into my understanding 
of professing at a college of the church.

Learning about the deep level of critical self-analysis that 
Luther pursued throughout his life—certainly his early and 
middle professional life—was enlightening. He had achieved 
signifi cant tokens of success as an academic and as a religious 
practitioner. But he was not satisfi ed with these trappings of suc-
cess because they did not address his desire to understand himself 
as a creature of the world in search of a meritorious place in God’s 
divine kingdom. For this he had to look inward. Th is was not only 
an act of great courage; it was also an act paradoxical in nature. 
It represented simultaneously an act of humility and an act of 
supreme self-confi dence. It is this paradox of humility and self-
confi dence that will serve as the focus for my remarks.

Th e seminar allowed me to reclaim an appreciation for the 
paradox of Lutheranism as something to be valued if one is 

willing to follow Luther’s search for personal truth with both 
humility and confi dence. He encourages a sense of confi dence in 
our capacity to investigate for ourselves the meaning of our place 
in the world, and a sense of humility that gives us the capacity to 
appreciate that there is no defi nitive answer to this investigation 
and that it must be approached anew every day of our lives. 

Luther is, in many ways, an excellent role model for the 
educator both in terms of how we should and should not behave. 
For all of his greatness, he was a man of many contradictions, 
foibles, and error. He had the wisdom to recognize himself 
as much a sinner as a saint. Some of his highly opinionated 
commentaries are both laughable and embarrassing for their 
overstatement and sense of passionate assuredness even (or 
especially) as they are wrong; sometimes tragically so. We have 
much to learn as academics from the behavior he modeled. First, 

it teaches us that we would be wise to examine our own behavior 
and sense of self-importance. But it also gives us permission to 
be passionate without apology as long as we temper that passion 
with a sense of empathy and humility. 

Th e Luther seminar has served to reinforce the sense of what 
we are trying to accomplish in leadership education at Wartburg 
College. It has allowed me to understand that what I perceived 
to have evolved out of intuition and serendipity is, in fact, 
grounded fi rmly in the rich cultural tradition of our Lutheran 
heritage. Th is manifests itself in both a sense of confi dence and 
humility as noted above. It gives me the confi dence to value how 
our defi nition of leadership2 connects directly and deeply to the 
Lutheran tradition which defi nes our mission. It also gives me 
the humility to appreciate that this defi nition and how it con-
nects to our mission is not static but rather dynamic, and must 
be constantly reevaluated to assure that what we are doing is true 
to the mission of the College in helping our students understand 
their potential to help make the world a better place as part of 
our Christian responsibility. It means we have to be willing to 
renew our understanding of life’s journey within the eyes of our 
students and where they are at in their journeys. Our confi dence 
manifests itself in the degree to which we are able to check our 
egos (an expression of humility) and appreciate that the value of 
our personal life’s journey is at least partly measured in the value 
we add to the quality of the life’s journey of our students.

“He encourages a sense of confi dence in 
our capacity to investigate for ourselves 
the meaning of our place in the world.”
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Perhaps that which stimulated my greatest sense of curiosity 
and refl ection was what I learned about Philipp Melanchthon and 
his contribution to both the Reformation and to the German edu-
cational system. I am curious to learn more about this individual 
who appears to have played such a key role in the reformation, but 
whose name I had never heard before this seminar.

Based on my limited understanding and knowledge at this 
point, the Luther-Melanchthon collaboration was important 
because, while they did not always agree and came at issues from 
very diff erent perspectives, each understood the value of what the 
other contributed to their shared mission. Th eir mutual respect 
allowed them to be honest with one another in ways that helped 
maximize each other’s strengths and minimize each other’s weak-
nesses. Th is is the kind of reciprocity that makes for a sustainable 
collaboration. Th e whole was greater that the sum of its parts.

I use this perspective as I refl ect on our group and the work 
we undertook together. Although we came from diff erent 
personal and professional backgrounds, we developed a shared 
mutual respect that allowed us to challenge our own and each 
other’s thinking in ways that were collectively positive and 
productive. Like Luther and Melanchthon, we developed a sense 
of collaboration which had the eff ect of creating an intellectual 
product where the intellectual climate created by the group as a 
whole was greater than the sum of its individual members. 

Th is required among all group members a confi dence to share 
candidly our respective visions for the College and the humility 
to appreciate that the richness of our learning was dependent on 
the collective visions and truths to which we each contributed.

Our challenge is to share this paradox with the broader 
campus community in a way that is both affi  rming (representing 
confi dence) and non-threatening (representing humility). Th is 
process continues to evolve, and that, from my perspective, is 
and will be a measure of understanding and intellectual growth 
that has potential benefi t for the entire college community.

Kathryn Kleinhans
Early in fall term, a group of trip participants met with the col-
lege leadership cabinet to share their refl ections on the impact 
of the summer seminar. In addition to expressing our enthusi-
asm and our gratitude, we presented the cabinet with written 
recommendations to enhance the mission-eff ectiveness of the 
college, in areas ranging from faculty and staff  mentoring, to 
curriculum, to improved communications and transparency of 

decision-making. For instance, the Faculty Handbook explicitly 
requires all faculty to support the mission of the college, but the 
Staff  Handbook has no such requirement; it should. Further, 
requiring all employees of the college to support the mission of 
the college entails educating and engaging faculty and staff  alike 
with a dynamic, inclusive understanding of that mission, so that 
“challenging and nurturing students for lives of leadership and 
service as a spirited expression of their faith and learning” is 
more than lip-service. 

Our summer seminar continues to bear fruit in exciting 
ways. Our presence here is one of those fruits. Another is that 
our relatively new professor of music therapy now plans to begin 
sending music therapy interns to Neuendettelsau to work with 
the disabled persons served by the diaconal ministries there. I 
expect a continuing harvest.

End Notes
1. Th e decision to expand the seminar to include staff  participants 

was made by the administration and was initially met with resistance. 
It is nothing less than a confession of sin for me to admit that we feared 
the inclusion of participants without advanced degrees would result in 
the “dumbing down” of the curriculum and of our conversations. To 
our delight, the inclusion of staff  proved to be one of the most powerful 
components of the experience. Community was forged across lines of 
turf and responsibility. To hear a staff  person say, “I try to teach the 
students I work with that …” brought home forcefully the realization 
that educating the student as a whole person requires a whole campus 
of educators, faculty and staff  alike.

2. “taking responsibility for our communities, and making them 
better through public action”
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