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VOCATION IS THE FABRIC of Christian discipleship; it is 
literally crucial—“at the cross place”—in our life with God. Our 
vocations are doubly our passions, for the two senses of this word 
capture two sides of vocational faithfulness: both what we most 
joyfully “love to do” with God’s gifts but also where we must 
“suffer” in and with the struggles of our broken world. To get 
a wide angle on this daunting doubleness we will step far back 
historically to see how some early Christians helped to shape 
our heritage on vocation, and come forward, through Luther, to 
some challenges for our own time. 

The joyous side, the search for what most makes us the  
persons we should be, is captured by contemporary poet  
Marge Pierce:

The people I love the best 
jump into work head first
without dallying in the shallows
and swim off with sure strokes almost out of sight.
They seem to become natives of that element,
the black sleek heads of seals bouncing like half-submerged balls.

I love people who harness themselves, as ox to a heavy cart, 
who pull like water buffalo, with massive patience,
who strain in the mud and the muck to move things forward,
who do what has to be done, again and again.

I want to be with people who submerge 
in the task, who go into the fields to harvest

and work in a row and pass the bags along,
who are not parlor generals and field deserters
but move in a common rhythm
when the food must come in or the fire be put out.

The work of the world is common as mud.
Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust.
But the thing worth doing well done
has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident.
Greek amphoras for wine or oil,
Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums
but you know they were made to be used.
The pitcher cries for water to carry
and a person for work that is real.

(Pierce 157-8)

Christians have no monopoly on this yearning; it is part of 
our very selves—the persons God created us to be. To work on 
a college or university campus is to be surrounded by those who 
know they are hungry for “work that is real,” and to search with 
those who are seeking it. For those entering teaching in these 
settings, no better self-description could be claimed than the 
description of the clerk in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales: “gladly 
would he learn and gladly teach.”1 This lovely phrase always 
comes to me with a memory of my first semester in graduate 
school. In the midst of all the final flurry of papers and pres-
sures, a more senior student quoted that characterization to 
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remind me—perhaps to remind both of us—why we were 
meeting one more evening in the library. “Chaucer could be 
describing me,” she said: “I too would gladly learn and gladly 
teach.”2 It is truly a privileged and exquisite vocation to teach, 
whether in classrooms or not, and one which cannot be done 
except by those who love also to learn. Despite the challenges 
which we all have experienced and the days we all dread, we are 
indeed fortunate to work in a field which has at its heart values 
of relationship—relationships of mutual care, responsibility, 
and attentiveness; of practices that hone precision and invite 
creativity; of opportunities for engaging the most serious and 
unanswerable of questions—and thus of laughing deeply, often, 
and first of all at ourselves. It is a profession, a vocation, which 
even on its most vexed days invites us to become more nearly the 
persons we would want and hope to be. We cannot wish for our 
students better than that.

Subjects I most gladly teach come from the first centuries 
of Christian experience. The Christian communities which 
most directly link us to our beginnings arose in contexts of 
ancient Mediterranean cultures, those of classical Greece and 
Rome, which had already long traditions of the “liberal arts.” 
As we know from our current polarized political discourse, 
“the L-word” can carry for some of our intended constituen-
cies some negative connotations. But to speak of “liberal arts” 
is not, of course, to make a contemporary political statement. 
Instead, it roots our work in the tradition that reaches back, past 
Chaucer’s clerk and the rise of western universities, to the civic 
cultures that used the world literally: the liberal arts were those 
appropriate for “free men.” They were the studies that prompted 
mature vision and the sorts of understanding and wisdom which 
prepared fortunate young men, who were not enslaved and had 
wealth to provide sufficient leisure, for the roles of civic leader-
ship and patronage which lay ahead for them. The significance of 
the studies was both for the privileged individuals who under-
took them but also for the communities which were to be their 
spheres of responsible action. To be sure, we cannot miss the elit-
ism—the restriction of liberal arts opportunities to only some, 
which is rightly a concern in our context, was in these contexts 
explicitly affirmed. Not every person needed such understand-
ings and practices, it was felt—but a community needed for 
some of its most fortunate members to have them. 

This understanding of liberal arts—directed, in a world of 
slavery, toward those who were free in order to form them in the 
outlooks and habits of freedom—was present in the cosmo-
politan, multi-continental, multi-cultural, urbanizing world in 
which the first Christian communities were emerging.  What 
then did Christians make of this learning? It is particularly 
intriguing to examine responses from the fourth century, a 

time of enormous change as Christians moved from a status of 
constant vulnerability and intermittent persecution to positions 
of legal and social privilege in the Roman Empire. From this 
time comes the Nicene Creed, still today as over the intervening 
eighteen centuries the most widely used Christian confession 
of faith. As we can see even in popular works like the Da Vinci 
Code, many people today view this period negatively—speak-
ing of the “Constantinian cataclysm,” and seeing this time of 
transition as the wellspring of our woes as Christians. Without 
stopping to lament all the regrettable misunderstandings of 
early Christianity that come from these overdrawn condemna-
tions, let me say only that the rapid acceleration of changes for 
Christians in the fourth century produced both challenges and 
opportunities of great complexity. Christian communities faced 
shifting possibilities not only in their legal status but also their 
cultural roles, including their relations to the heritages of educa-
tional resources and practices. 

We find in the fourth century then new flares of mutual 
suspicion between those who were guarding the traditions of 
liberal learning and newly prominent Christians. Some follow-
ers of the traditional religions, for example, asked how it would 
be possible for those whose religious positions were at odds with 
the literature of gods and goddesses to teach that literature with 
sufficiently loving sympathy and appreciation. This was the basis 
for policies of the emperor Julian, who tried in his brief reign 
(361-3 CE) to bar from teaching classical texts those who did not 
believe in the gods as an effort to reverse the growing cultural 
influence he saw Christians exert. A prominent response, from 
those Christians who had been formed by the rhetorical delights 
of Greek and Roman cultures as well as the texts of scripture, was 
to claim that they could claim all these riches as their own and 
profit from wisdom wherever they found it. Authors sometimes 
expressed this stance with what they might call a “topos” and 
we would call a sound byte, a colorful, allusive way of speaking 
about their attitude toward these cultural resources which they 
found both impossible to repudiate or ignore. They recalled from 
Exodus that when the people of Israel left Egypt for the promised 
land, they took with them the most desirable of the goods of their 
former oppressors—they despoiled them of their most precious 

“…they could claim all these riches as
their own and profit from wisdom
wherever they found it.”



metals and most gorgeous fabrics. “Plundering, ” or in King James 
English, “spoiling the Egyptians” became one of those recurrent 
phrases repeated from author to author that justified by implica-
tion “liberating” the liberal arts for use in another—in a better—
context.3 We’ll come back to this gold a bit later.

But there were inner tensions and intriguing diversities 
in these evaluations which suggest that the questions were 
more difficult and contested. We can see some of the vibrancy 
of these engagements by looking at a fascinating family of 
Christian theologians who are customarily named from the 
name of their province, Cappadocia, in what is now central 
Turkey. In this remarkable family, the oldest brother Basil 
was educated at Athens in the best Greek traditions. As an 
adult he wrote a treatise for young students in the “spoiling 
the Egyptians” vein, providing “both an example of and an 
apology for” the view that Christians should listen to all who 
praised the good, for they shared with them common goals— 
a widely influential work which had renewed popularity in the 
world of sixteenth century Europe in which Martin Luther 
and other reformers lived.4 The family also included a remark-
able sister, Macrina. In his eloquent tribute to her life, another 
brother Gregory of Nyssa characterized her as a philosopher—
truly a “lover of wisdom,” and a teacher of Christian wisdom 
to the community she gathered around her. In describing her 
home-based education he did not say that an expensive educa-
tion would have been wasted on a woman—Gregory himself 
had had to pursue his own education because the family didn’t 
expend the same resources on him as on Basil. Rather, he says 
that their mother wanted Macrina to be taught as befitted 
her abilities—but not from the unworthy and unsettling 
portrayals of women which she would find in classical litera-
ture. Macrina wisely, then, restricted her reading to Christian 
sources. (Gregory 165) Finally, “the Cappadocians” included 
the family friend Gregory of Nazianzus, who protested the 
interlude of renewed Roman imperial hostility to Christians 
under Julian with two orations, which wove together argu-
ments from scripture and Christian understanding with 
appeals to the best traditions of Rome herself. I learned of 
these now-obscure orations from the class project of an inter-
national student as the United States prepared for the current 
war in Iraq. She found in Gregory a model of how her own 
opposition to the war, rooted in her Christian faith, could 
be argued more effectively when combined also with appeals 
American ideals and traditions.5 

But to see more fully a Christian who is thoroughly, and 
for the most part non-triumphalistically, taking in the harvest 
of learning wherever he found it we will turn to Augustine of 
Hippo. Augustine, whose life spilled over from the fourth century 

through the first three decades of the fifth, is the figure without 
whom we cannot understand the western European middle ages 
or the churches of the Reformation. This African bishop gave his 
name to the community of friars to which Luther belonged. His 
legacy continues to be honored at Midland Lutheran’s Augustine 
Hall and in Carthage College’s “Augustine Institute.” Augustine’s 
young life, again the subject of much popular caricature as a time 
of great dissipation, was more a university experience of being 
“in love with love,” seeking restlessly for direction, understand-
ing, and friends.6 An upwardly mobile striver from the provinces, 
he rose as far as the capital cities of the empire on his talent for 
words—words used for effect, for persuasion, for the commenda-
tion of his own abilities. But, after a long moral and intellectual 
struggle which led to this baptism and then to his active involve-
ment in the church as bishop of the unimpressive city of Hippo 
back in his home province in Africa, he came gradually to reflect 
on how he could use words to proclaim the work of the Word, the 
One incarnate in Jesus Christ. Augustine became a deep student 
of the scriptures which he had once despised on literary grounds, 
with perhaps even a special love for the wisdom literature. These 
writings, he taught, both communicated to the simple enough 
for their needs, and yet provided to the most advanced student 
levels of meaning which continued to draw their attention toward 
deeper understanding.7

What buoyed Augustine’s confidence in seeking understand-
ing was his assurance that wisdom, while found in scripture, does 
not come not from scripture alone, for all true wisdom, even if 
humanly articulated, has its origin and its goal in God. Thus he 
could be impatient with those who claimed that studies in the 
wide ranges of human learning had nothing to offer Christian 
proclamation. The bishop explored these possibilities for profit-
able study in a wonderful book called Teaching Christianity. To 
be sure, the trick to seeing this as a wonderful book is to read it 
with a certain humor, for his wide-ranging knowledge and vast 
curiosity are much in evidence here as he piled up example after 
example of helpful things to know and how they might be put to 
use. All the while he was constructing what a recent reader called 
his “sociology of knowledge,” an understanding of meaning and 
communication based on love. (Babcock 145-63) 
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“…for all true wisdom, even if humanly
articulated, has its origin and its goal
in God.”
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In these arguments Augustine was appealing on a number 
of levels to the presence and activity of God. First, beginning 
with Genesis 1, he read that the agent of creation was God’s 
Word—the same Word, as John 1 declares, by whom all things 
were made. Put another way, as in Proverbs 8—for scripture 
delights in multiple expressions—it is the figure of Wisdom who 
has brought forth the world. Human discovery and delight in 
seeking wisdom, then, are seeking what God’s own marvelous 
creative activity has provided. So deeply did Augustine honor 
this divine Wisdom that he describes in his Confessions a brief 
moment of self-transcendence when he and his mother Monica 
were lifted up so closely into God’s presence that they could 
almost reach Wisdom herself.8 

But that longed-for experience was a turning point for 
Augustine in ways he had not expected, and you can see in his 
retrospective telling of it in his Confessions that his understand-
ings of God’s ways with the creation were being turned upside 
down. His moment of spiritual ascent was not a solitary moment 
of individual accomplishment or purification but a shared 
moment of being lifted up at the apex of a conversation—not 
with a learned person as the world counts learned but with his 
mother.9 They were talking together all the time—except for 
that brief moment of being beyond words in the presence of the 
Word. Even more important, however much Augustine might 
have hoped or even expected that he would grow steadily in 
spiritual perfection and thus in ascent to God, his experience 
after that moment in the garden in Italy was that the weights of 
sin’s habits were more persistent than he had hoped and the ties 
of responsibility to the nurture of his church were more absorb-
ing than he had imagined.

And so, as he grew older, Augustine’s theology increasingly 
centered on the Incarnation. The creative Word of God who 
holds the world together in wisdom is the very same Word who 
in the humility of God has accommodated the weight of sinful-
ness that keeps us from rising into God’s presence by coming 
to where we are in Jesus Christ.10 To preach and counsel and 
teach in ways that pointed to that gracious work of God came to 
organize his days in ways he would have found unthinkable as an 
ambitious young teacher of communication who sought first to 
communicate his own greatness.  

For the next thousand years, and beyond, Augustine was 
the most influential theologian in western Christianity. I hope 
I have helped to hint at how his theology was so suggestive for 
Martin Luther and the communities of the Reformation. But 
I want us also to see that Augustine’s thirst for God’s wisdom 
helped to shape through the next centuries a powerful tradi-
tion of learning in Christian communities.  Luther was not 
only reacting against the narrowed or corrupted aspects of the 

Church in his time, which reduced vocation to the “religious” 
realm and turned the lives of Christians away from the needs of 
the aching world to a specious “spiritual” realm; he also had sig-
nificant continuity with and indebtedness to positive aspects of 
these traditions. Spending much of his life in university settings 
and eloquently defending the liberal arts, he used all the tools 
of the reviving classical learning to help open his fresh readings 
of scripture and Christian traditions. The ELCA appeals to this 
legacy in the study for its social statement on education, which 
cites Luther’s praise for the vocation of teachers: “If I could leave 
the preaching office and my other duties, or had to do so, there 
is no other office I would rather have than that of schoolmaster 
or teacher… for I know that next to that of preaching, this is the 
best, greatest, and most useful office there is.” (Task Force on 
Education) In these words we see the spirit of one who would 
gladly learn and gladly teach, with generations of lovers of liberal 
learning before and after him.

Stan Olson has done an excellent job of reminding us how 
central vocation was for Luther. I want only to add to his discus-
sion the theme of freedom—Luther’s two-edged freedom of a 
Christian that he described in his famous double assertion: “A 
Christian is perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian 
is perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” (Luther 596) 
When Luther talked about vocation, about calling, he was 
speaking of Christian lives lived by free people; when Stan used 
the phrase about filling roles rather than obeying rules, he was 
expressing that “freedom of a Christian” in vocational terms, in 
terms of our relationships to God’s willing and working—not as 
obligation but as grateful, zestful praise. This freedom is both a 
gifted freedom from being responsible ourselves for what is beyond 
our capacity, and at the same time a freedom for response to the 
needs of the world. For Lutheran ears, then, the language of the 
“liberal” arts cannot but resonate with the “liberation” of our best 
energies, mixed and messy as they will always be, for the needs of 
the world.11 Like a key signature which subtly changes the sound 
of all the music that follows, this re-doubled understanding of 
“freedom” gives to Lutheran songs praising “liberal arts” a distinc-
tive sound. Just as Christian freedom involves two seemingly 

“…both a free and joyous celebration of
our giftedness and an unavoidable and 
costly response to the needs of all God 
call us to love.”



opposed sides, so does Christian vocation: it is both a free and 
joyous celebration of our giftedness and an unavoidable and costly 
response to the needs of all God calls us to love.

With this two-sided understanding, the mutual relation of 
liberal learning and professional preparation appears with a 
new dimension of depth and challenge. From one point of view, 
the both/and collaboration of liberal learning and professional 
preparation simply allows each to help the other to be its best 
self. (See Summer pp. 22-29)  Each has vulnerabilities which the 
other can help address: the elitist potential of the liberal arts to 
restrict the circle of “free” people and to turn its civic edge to 
the protection of the powerful, on the one side,12 and, on the 
side of professional preparation, the reduction of vocation only 
to the working self. Two examples from the world of St. Olaf 
College show the potential for this creative complementarity.

First, the alum magazine Saint Olaf for Summer 2006 
celebrated the history of the nursing education program at that 
institution. For students whose desire for what the mission state-
ment used to call “lives of vocational usefulness” as healers was 
integral to what drew them to the college, the program has pro-
vided admirable professional preparation, despite the challenges 
the program has repeatedly encountered from those uncertain 
how it belonged in a liberal arts school. Quietly evident from the 
history were the ways the program had in fact benefited from the 
challenges—facing the questions had itself helped the nursing 
education take advantage of the ways in which the liberal arts 
context could help to produce better nurses.

A second example is a new book, Oath Betrayed, written 
by Steven Miles, a classmate of mine from 1972. Writing as a 
“practicing physician” and a teacher of medical ethics, Steven 
investigates the failures of medical professionals, who should 
have been the “first line of defense against torture”—but did not 
assume this role at Abu Ghraib or Guantanamo Bay or other 
more anonymous places where those who were under conditions 
of detention have been mistreated. 

Obviously the book draws on a doctor’s professional 
preparation—the ability to read between the lines of autopsy 
reports and to know the codes of professional ethics. But it is 
also a book written by a liberally educated person, who could 
use a passage from Dostoyevsky to help bring home a point or 
marshal psychological research on the unreliability of evidence 
extracted by torture to buttress the ethical revulsion at medi-
cal collaboration with torturers which is conveyed by codes of 
ethics. And it was written by someone who since his college 
days, as a campus leader during resistance to the Viet Nam war, 
had intentionally combined pre-medical studies with ethi-
cal argument, theological curiosity, and community activism. 
St. Olaf prepared Steven for the intersection of committed 

professionalism and the liberally educated leadership which has 
marked his life.

But it is not enough to see our colleges only as places where 
liberal learning and professional education can enrich and 
inform one another—for this can happen at many other types 
of institution as well. And, indeed, that mutual enrichment is 
not by itself enough to respond to the challenge which Lake 
Lambert has described (see below pp. 30-35):  if a line runs 
through both liberal arts and professional educational practices, 
where can we find resources for choosing one side over the 
other? We need to bring another dimension into this decision. 

Now I am not saying that there is only one lens adequate 
for this task. And I am not saying that the questions can be 
answered easily or decisively in particular cases. But the lens of 
Christian faith in the Lutheran tradition has, I believe, power-
ful focusing power precisely on this point. How can we talk 
about why so many varieties of work can be vocations—but not 
all are? about when having a “successful” life is a vocational ful-
fillment and when perhaps a betrayal?  about how to draw lines 
between contentment and complacency? Freedom of a Christian 
comes to our assistance here, showing how we can understand 
our vocational lives to free responses to God’s initiating, loving 
grace in our particular lives and to the needs of the world. 

That world we have vocation “because of,” the world which 
God creates and loves, is an achingly broken, hurting, unjust 
world inhabited by very broken, struggling, sinful people: that 
would be us. And in those contexts we also will—in some ways 
we must—share in that suffering. It is no accident that Luther’s 
trenchant description of the theologian of the cross is one who 
calls a thing “what it actually is.” Such a theologian knows that 
“God can be found only in suffering and the cross” and that 
coming to this knowledge is available only to those who them-
selves also suffer.13 This is no perverse glorification or pursuit of 
suffering for its own sake or refusal to see the also the tender 
beauties of our lives and our work. Nor is it a suspicious mean-
spirited repudiation of lives that look too contented. But it is a 
way of receiving from Christ a clear-eyed realism about the ways 
of the world. What does such realism say? While we cannot give 
an exhaustive answer, surely each of us can think of concrete 
affirmations like these:

 
• It is no one’s vocation to work in a mine carrying 

defective equipment or entering corridors which have 
been inadequately sealed;

• It is no one’s vocation to torture a prisoner or for 
supervisors of interrogators to collude by inattention 
in such torture;
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• It is no one’s vocation to speak of “servant leadership” to 
minimum-wage workers locked into a store to prevent 
their going home when their shift is finished but the job 
is not. 

Remember that treasure taken from the Egyptians—those 
liberal arts taken along with the liberated people on their way to a 
better life? That gold was (at least in part) turned into the idol of 
the golden calf—it became the false god of a new form of enslave-
ment. But that flirtation with unfaithfulness also was not the 
last word for Israel: those Exodus people, those who had toiled in 
slavery and then knew liberation, do have wisdom to offer us about 
work. When we read the early chapters of Genesis, we are reading 
a story that helps us understand how things come to be as they are, 
and they speak more than we often remember about work. Work 
was, Genesis says, part of God’s intent for human life, something 
which even God entered into and accomplished. But it could also 
be toil—oppressive, sweaty, grinding toil whose origin lies in sin. 
It is important to distinguish the two.

With the scriptures, as we have seen, the Lutheran tradition 
tells us that there is honor and holiness in all good work—in 
spreading manure so that the plants that God created may grow 
or changing diapers so that the life that God has begun may 
flourish or cobbling shoes so that human creativity can meet the 
realities of rocks and snow. And there can be honor and holiness 
also in work more directly occasioned by sin—in the work of the 
police often and the tasks of teachers and parents sometimes. 
But Lutherans need not turn our heads even from the costs of 
actively entering into what is wrong and, as necessary, resisting 
it. God’s call is to places of passion—but these may turn out to 
be not the “passions” of our own enthusiastic first loves but of the 
suffering of Christ.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s life and death exemplify this cruciform 
character of Christian vocation, and contemporary artist Bruce 
Herman helps us to see it. (See cover illustration of this issue.) I 
am indebted for the image to my colleague Amy Plantinga Pauw, 
who saw a reproduction of his painting “Elegy for Bonhoeffer” and 
then sought out the artist for conversation. This is her account:

This painting portrays the death of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
who on April 9, 1945, was stripped of his prison clothes and 
hanged at Flossenburg concentration camp, along with five 
other members of his resistance group. In the upper part of 
the painting you see the glories of Germany’s architectural 
tradition lying in ruins. The bottom part of the paint-
ing is covered in gold leaf to symbolize the realm of God. 
Herman’s painting draws on the Christian tradition of 
memorializing the suffering of martyrs (witnesses) to the 

faith. This tradition has lent itself to heroic and romanti-
cized understandings of martyrdom. Bonhoeffer, as a young 
martyr with attractive, well-recognized facial features, has 
not wholly escaped this romantic heroizing, especially in 
Protestant circles. But Herman has literally turned this 
tradition upside down: Bonhoeffer descends, rather than 
ascends, into God’s presence. The streams of paint at the 
bottom show his life pouring out as his head and shoul-
ders enter a transcendent realm, obscuring his identifying 
features. For the theologian who finally “abandoned the 
attempt to make something of himself,” and who found 
life “too great and too precious…to romanticize death,” this 
descent into the arms of divine grace is only fitting.14

Here vocation truly is, as Leonard Schultze likes to say, the 
“crux” of the matter (Schultze). Bonhoeffer’s costly discipleship 
was clearly, in his most prayerful and considered judgment, the 
calling to which he had been called—even when it overturned 
his hopes and reversed what might have been expected to be the 
trajectory of his career. His life is inconceivable without his deep 
appropriation of liberal arts, or without his participation, as a 
student and for students, in professional preparation for pastoral 
ministry and teaching. But through the lens of vocation—of 
christic, cruciform vocation—we can see how it could be that his 
death by shaming, violent execution was not failure but faithful-
ness, even unto death. We know this, of course, first from the 
story of Bonhoeffer’s life. 

But we know it at another level from Herman’s remark-
able art, where we see not only Bonhoeffer’s faithfulness to his 
vocation but also the artist’s own. The overturning of aesthetic 
expectations in this portrait helps us to know the quality of 
Bonhoeffer’s death in a new way—to think about and feel it and 
carry it away with us. Colleges and universities are settings where 
the challenges raised by a life like Bonhoeffer’s can be appreci-
ated, explored, and received on many levels—in religion and 
history classes, in art and music and drama, in worship and in 
social action. These institutions are uniquely placed to help not 
only students but this church and our wider culture to see what 
would otherwise be hidden from us by our over-paced lives and 
over-consuming culture. 

Now I don’t for a moment mean to say that only Christians or 
only Lutherans have some sort of monopoly on seeing the hurts 
and beauties of the world. It is one of the gifts of Lutheran tradi-
tion to be able from its center to seek partnerships and creative 
collaborations with people who also “seek the good of the cities” 
in which we live from motives and perspectives different from 
our own. But I do believe that in Lutheran schools, institutions 
somehow partners with our Lutheran church, there needs to be a 



special role—a hosting, inviting, tone-setting, value-articulating 
role —for perspectives shaped by Lutheran commitments, even 
though that role may not be the same in every place. I would 
argue that for this work the presence and collaboration of non-
Lutherans, especially faculty members, is not only possible but 
actively helpful toward the articulation of Lutheran insights for 
our time. (As a Lutheran who is asked in the Presbyterian semi-
nary where I work to be conversation partner, critic, appreciator, 
to lend my efforts to help the Reformed tradition make its best 
contributions to the church and world, I think I know from the 
other side something of what this role can be.)

At this moment in our cultural history, the church and the 
world need the services of institutions like the colleges and uni-
versities of his church with particular urgency. For many reasons, 
which we only partly understand, there has come to be in our 
cultural context too much muting of the voices of Christian 
witness which see what we see. These under-spoken perspectives 
include at least these: a sense of being claimed by the power of 
God in Jesus Christ that sees God’s wisdom also in other places 
and trusts that it is at work even where we do not see it; a stance 
that takes with deadly seriousness and yet with joyful lightness 
the implications of loving God and our neighbors with heart and 
soul and mind; a sensibility that celebrates a dizzying range of 
goods in this creation and thus a wide variety of God-pleasing 
life forms; a commitment that sees also the tragic and oppressive 
dimensions of this same world not as car wrecks we hope to be 
able to steer around ourselves but as the places where, with God’s 
help, we need most to be. 

Again, this is not some claim for exclusivism: I would not 
want to deny the transforming power of God which many 
people around the globe are finding in forms of Christianity 
very different from our own, or for the power of other com-
munities of faith to shape lives of holiness and beauty. But so 
is God at work in Lutheran tradition and in our communities 
of faith! And it is a part of the vocation of our institutions of 
learning to raise the visibility of these gifts. Like Chaucer’s 
clerk and like each of us, the Lutheran tradition needs to be 
glad to learn—but also glad to teach. If we believe, as I do, that 
we also have something to offer that is distinctive and valuble, 

then we need presentations and presences of Lutheran perspec-
tives that are, to be sure, marked by a spirit of repentance and 
self-criticism where that is appropriate—but are also winsome 
and commending, engaging because they are engaged with the 
needs of the world. And all this by the grace of God. 

It is no implication of respecting the faith of others to be hesi-
tant or ashamed or inadequately grounded in our own. Recently 
I visited the Netherlands, and heard about the struggles of the 
newly-formed Protestant Church in the Netherlands to find 
its way in a changing culture that offers decreasing support for 
Christian commitment. The Domkirk in Amsterdam, for exam-
ple, the national site of coronations and other royal celebrations, is 
no longer a church; there are no clergy or congregation, and wor-
ship occurs only on royal occasions. The bookshop, however, still 
bears signs of the religious character of the space. In particular, I 
noticed a number of Dutch books to help people learn about Islam 
and the possibilities of interfaith relations. But, apart from Bibles, 
there was a startling dearth of books on Christian faith, to help 
Dutch readers to understand with equal depth what was, at least 
nominally or by tradition, their own faith. 

Closer to home, as a seminary teacher I see the urgent need 
for ministers whose professional preparation includes formation 
by liberal learning. The contributions of some disciplines are 
obvious: think how much we learn from literature about char-
acter, motivation, the degradations and exaltations of human 
life—and without needing to have directly experienced all those 
situations and events. But the example I want to use concerns 
principally the natural sciences. 

If you have not been to Kentucky, I hope that you will come. 
Every May at Derby time we turn a two-minute horse race into 
a three-week party. More importantly, there are many sites near 
my home which have helped shape Christian experience in the 
United States. It has been an “American Holy Land”15: the reviv-
als begun there at Cane Run helped launch the Second Great 
Awakening; there was a Roman Catholic diocese established in 
Bardstown at the same time as those in Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia; and in the 1840s within a few dozen miles of one 
another, Trappist monks were establishing a community at the 
Abbey of Gethsemani and Shakers were pursuing another form 
of celibate farming utopia at Pleasant Hill. But soon we will add 
another attraction for tourists to see—a creationist museum. 
Its exhibits will buttress what claims to be a literal reading of 
scriptures, that all forms of life were created within seven days 
about six thousand years ago. Visitors will see how an ark built to 
biblical specifications could hold two of every species. (The trick, 
I’ve been told, is that the dinosaurs must be babies.) 

Now I’m not concerned here to take on the beliefs of those 
Christians who promote this form of reading the scriptures. 
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I’m not taking on the assertions of the influential president of 
a large seminary in Louisville, who describes himself proudly 
as a “young-earth creationist.”16 My concern is with the semi-
narians that we teach in our non-creationist setting and with 
the resources they have to articulate and defend an alternative 
understanding of the early chapters of Genesis. If they approach 
this question as if from nowhere, they are likely to pose it imme-
diately as a “God question” and then find it difficult to avoid an 
affirmative answer: could God have created the world in this 
way at that time? My hope for them would that before they 
propose this question they can summon many other perspec-
tives—from what they know of genetics, geology, archaeology, 
and a host of other spheres of human inquiry that would render 
them unpersuaded by creationist claims. But, lacking a liberal 
arts education from high school on, even very good students can 
find themselves without the tools to articulate and defend the 
positions they want to take. Students who prepare for ministry 
without a liberal arts education can, of course, become excellent 
pastors—but there is something irreplaceably valuable about the 
perspectives and capacities sustained by study in schools like our 
colleges and universities.

I wouldn’t want the creationist museum to have the last 
word about Christians in Kentucky, however. Among my 
joys in recent years has been participating in developing an 
ecumenical Master of Arts in Spirituality, shared between 
the Presbyterian school where I teach and the local Roman 
Catholic university. We take the shape of the program—our 
niche in the spirituality world, one could say—from the 
Cistercian monk Thomas Merton who lived and is buried just 
south of Louisville at Gethsemani Abbey. Remembering what 
Luther thought of the monasticism of his day, it is a wondrous 
and healing to be able to discover in this twentieth-century 
Roman Catholic monk views which speak deeply to my 
Lutheran ways of being Christian. As a young man, Merton 
went to rural Kentucky to turn from the world, but he found 
there that his attention to God drew him back to care for the 
world that God loved. Very simply, he came to see, the mean-
ing of contemplation was to see things as they were and not 
otherwise,17 and that there is no “spiritual life”—there is life, 
which is charged with God-given meaning. 

Every year the Merton Institute for Contemplative Living 
in Louisville gives a prize for a poem capturing Merton’s vision, 
and in 2006 it was awarded to Jeffrey Johnson, a graduate of St. 
Olaf college, a pastor of the ELCA, an activist for peace, and a 
poet. His words speak, in despite of all our efforts to bend the 
world to our own use, of simple openness to God’s world as it is, 
and thus they fittingly here the last words:

If you can focus your eyes
on that bird on the bench,
the one in the charcoal suit
with the off-white shirt,
see that it’s small and proper
with a formal tail tipping
and a head swiveling socially,
see how it flaps straight up
and lands on the same spot,
with bugs on its breath, see it
smooth and present there
and not as a specimen,
an example, a kind or a type,
as a pet to be held or a carcass
for the altar or the market,
but as a small bird on a bench,
then you will have prayed,
and prayed well I would say,
as if you loved an ordinary
and otherwise unnoticed bird.

Johnson 2006

Endnotes
1. Chaucer 15: “and gladly wolde he lerne, and gladly teche.” 

2. This phrase from a medieval Catholic author has become the title 
of a thoughtful book of essays on the teaching vocation from a confer-
ence at Mercer University, a Baptist institution—cf. Dunaway 2005.

3. Two examples will suffice. In the mid-third century Origen of 
Alexandria’s “Letter to Gregory” enjoins his student toward deep study 
of scripture: 

And I would wish that you should take with you on the one hand 
those parts of the philosophy of the Greeks which are fit, as it 
were, to serve as general or preparatory studies for Christianity, 
and on the other hand so much of geometry and astronomy 
as may be helpful for the interpretation of the holy scriptures. 
The children of the philosophers speak of geometry and music 
and grammar and rhetoric and astronomy as being ancillary to 
philosophy; and in the same way we might speak of philosophy 
itself as being ancillary to Christianity. It is something of this 
sort perhaps that is enigmatically indicated in directions God is 
represented in the Book of Exodus as giving to the children of 
Israel. They…are to spoil the Egyptians, and to obtain materials 
for making the things they are told to provide in connection with 
the worship of God….The Egyptians had not made a proper use 
of them; but the Hebrews used them, for the wisdom of God was 
with them, for religious purposes. (Menzies 295)



Augustine also used the topos:

If those, however, who are called philosophers happen to have said 
anything that is true, and agreeable to our faith, the Platonists 
above all, not only should we not be afraid of them, but we should 
even claim back for our own use what they have said, as from its 
unjust possessors. It is like the Egyptians, who not only had idols 
and heavy burdens, which the people of Israel abominated and 
fled from, but also vessels and ornaments of gold and silver and 
fine raiment, which the people secretly appropriated for their 
own, and indeed better use as they went forth from Egypt; and 
this not on their own initiative, but on God’s instruction, with 
the Egyptians unwittingly lending them things they were not 
themselves making good use of. (Hill 159-60) 

4. Quotation is from Van Dam 184. Basil’s “To Young Men, On 
How They Might Profit form Pagan Literature” was the first of his 
many works to be printed, about 1471 CE. (Deferrari and McGuire 
373) The translators summarize Basil’s rich prose, in which his knowl-
edge of many pagan authors is put fully on display, this way: “The 
pagan classics have a place in Christian education, and, when properly 
selected and intelligently taught and received, their influence in educa-
tion is beneficial and necessary.” (368)

5. Rhonda Lee, unpublished class paper on Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary, Spring, 2004. The 
orations were published in English translation in 1888 (King) but were 
dismissed through much of the twentieth century as vitiated by their 
polemic style. (Cf. e.g. Johannes Quasten’s dismissal of their “hate and 
anger” in his standard Patrology, p. 242.) Recent scholarship has paid 
them more attention—but the link to faithful protest against oppres-
sive government in our own time is, to the best of my knowledge, 
Rhonda’s alone. (For a general account of the orations, see Van Dam, 
pp. 189-202.)

6. All this account, of course, is Augustine’s own, from his 
Confessions. I think the most and winsome and faithful translation 
currently is that of Maria Boulding 1997. 

7. In the final three books of his Confessions, Augustine wrestled 
at length with the mysteries suggested by the first chapter of Genesis. 
After suggesting a number of possible readings of these passages, he 
challenged, “Why not both, if both are true? And if there is a third 
possibility, and a fourth, and if someone else sees an entirely differ-
ent meaning in these words, why should we not think that…the one 
God carefully tempered the sacred writings to meet the minds of 
many people, who would see different things in them, and all true?” 
(Confessions XII.31.42, p. 340) Yet he was concerned also for begin-
ners, who are still like children: “their weakness is cradled in scrip-
ture’s humble mode of discourse as though in their mother’s arms.” 
(XII.27.37, p. 336). 

8. Augustine, Confessions, 10.24, pp. 227-8. In words replete with cita-
tions of psalms and wisdom literature, he remembered the experience:

…we arrived at the summit of our own minds, and this too we 
transcended, to touch that land of never-failing plenty where 
you pasture Israel forever with the food of truth. Life there is 

the Wisdom through whom all these things are made, and all 
others that have ever been or ever will be; but Wisdom herself is 
not made…And as we talked and panted for it, we just touched 
the edge of it by the utmost leap of our hearts; then, sighing, 
and unsatisfied, we left the first-fruits of our spirit captive there, 
and returned to the noise of articulate speech, where a word has 
beginning and end. How different from your Word, our Lord, 
who abides in himself, and grows not old, but renews all things.

9. This point is stressed especially by John Cavadini, who uses 
Augustine’s phrase, “You pasture Israel for ever with the food of 
truth,” in the crucial Confessions passage quoted in note 10 as the 
guiding image of his article on teaching as conversation (Cavadini). 
Conversations with John Cavadini over thirty years lie behind much 
of the reading of Augustine presented here.

10. While remaining indebted to “the Platonists” for some crucial 
insights, Augustine increasingly saw these philosophers as undone 
by their pride: thus, when he related in the Confessions that he had 
found in them many of the teachings of the first chapter of John’s 
gospel—but not that “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us,” 
he interpreted that “made flesh” with the language from Philippians 2 
about self-emptying and humility. (See e.g. VIII.9.14, p. 170).

11. A helpful introduction to Luther’s understanding of vocation, 
beginning from Freedom of a Christian, is Kleinhans 2005. 

12. Dunaway expressed this potential weakness of liberal arts educa-
tion when he asked if it were surprising “that the corporate executives 
who were responsible for the staggering moral failures of recent years 
(Enron, WorldCom, Arthur Andersen) were trained at our elite 
universities, most of which were founded upon ideas such as Lux et 
veritas (Yale), In Deo speramus (Brown), and Eriditio et religio (Duke). 
“Introduction,” Gladly Learn, xi.

13. Martin Luther, “Heidelberg Disputation,” in Lull, 44. A haunt-
ing contemporary examination of this way of coming to know is found 
in Soldberg 1997. 

14. Amy found the painting reproduced in Prescott 2005; her 
account is indebted to the book as well as conversation with the 
author. Note the allusions to Philippians 2 and the resonance with 
Augustine’s view, shaped in part by this text, that the Incarnation 
inverts the expectation of ascent which human pride sought to make. 

15. The phrase is that of Kentucky religious historian  
Clyde F. Crews.

16. President Albert Mohler of Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, who writes and speaks regularly about social questions, 
describes himself “a Christian theologian committed to the biblical 
doctrine of creation, complete with an affirmation of a young earth 
and the divine creation of all things (and of all species.)” (This cita-
tion is from his comment on the 2005 U.S. District Court decision 
in Pennsylvania on the teaching of intelligent design; see  
www.albertmohler.com/blog_read.php?id=421. Accessed on  
February 10, 2007.
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17. A helpful reflection on Merton’s perspective is found in Palmer 
22-37. Palmer summarized what he had learned from Merton and from 
experience this way: “Today my definition of contemplation is quite 
simple: contemplation is any way one has of penetrating illusion and 
touching reality.” (30)
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