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BISHOP ELIZABETH EATON

Laboratories for Living

1IN a Diverse World

It is remarkable that twenty-two of the twenty-six ELCA
colleges and universities have gathered here to explore
together what it means to prepare global leaders for a reli-
giously diverse world. This is an indication of the importance
of this topic for higher education, and for the church.

I would contend that it is the proper work of Lutheran
higher education to be laboratories for people to engage
in what it means to be living in a world—not to mention
a country and a city like Minneapolis—that is religiously
diverse. It is simply no longer an option for people to pretend
that there aren’t other traditions surrounding them. There
is probably no mono-cultural [mono-ethnic, mono-racial, or
mono-religious) community remaining in the United States.

The question is this: How can we in the church and
in Lutheran higher education honor and celebrate this
diversity without boiling everything down into the mush
that sometimes passes as inter-religious relations?

How can we stay true to our own traditions, but appre-
ciate and truly understand and encounter the religious

traditions of others?

Beyond Christian Privilege

The Lutheran tradition has a lot to offer, and it begins with
recognizing the diversity within the Lutheran tradition.

There are a lot of young people on our college and

seminary campuses who are
involved with a movement called
“Decolonize Lutheranism”
("Welcome”). These faithful
Christians are challenging
cultural norms that have

been used to define what it
means to be Lutheran. Folks

in the Decolonize Lutheranism

movement and many others are
saying that cultural markers actually have little to nothing
to do with the Lutheran tradition. Indeed, many in this

room have been instrumental in pushing or pulling us into

‘Christianity in the current culture is not
in the same position that it used to have,
particularly after WWII, when it was in a

privileged place.”

a deeper and more authentic way of understanding and
engaging the Lutheran tradition, and from that place of
greater diversity, into a deeper and more authentic way of

understanding and engaging in inter-religious relations.

The Rev. Elizabeth Eaton was elected as the ELCA’s fourth presiding bishop at the 2013 ELCA Churchwide Assembly, after
serving as the elected bishop of the ELCA Northeastern Ohio Synod since 2006. At the 2016 Vocation of a Lutheran College
Conference, she gave a version of this address as well as moderated a conversation between four religiously diverse students

at ELCA colleges and universities.



Christianity in the current culture is not in the same
position that it used to have, particularly after WWII,
when it was in a privileged place. Christians have sharply
defined the history and identity of this country. Some of
us remember firsthand what this means. | grew up when
stores were closed on Sundays. Wednesday night was
church night, so you didn't dare have a soccer game or
practice then. This Christian culture has radically shifted,
of course. According to a recent PEW survey of 35,000
Americans, among people 30 and under, 30 percent now
have no religious affiliation whatsoever ("U.S. Public”).
Moreover, if we take a look at the whole world, we can
see that the center of gravity of a Christian culture—the
Christian movement—is no longer in Europe or North
America. It's in the global South. The same is true for
the center of gravity of Lutherans. There are now more
Lutherans in Indonesia than there are in the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America. There are far more Lutherans
in Ethiopia and Tanzania than there are in the United States.

This shift in where the church is growing also brings a
host of new practices to us, as Lutheran Christians living
in the United States. But here again we need to divorce
ourselves from saying that cuisine and culture define
Lutheranism; we need to look at the ways that our theology
and understandings of God are being lived out by brothers
and sisters around the world.

Along with our predecessor churches, the ELCA
has been deeply engaged in the modern ecumenical
movement, which has been going full speed ahead for the
last 50 years. We just recently developed a joint text in
cooperation with the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops
called "Declaration On The Way" (Bishops’ Committee).
Bishop Mark Hanson was the ELCA co-chair of that
committee. In reviewing 50 years of Lutheran-Catholic
dialogue, the task force discovered 32 places where
Lutherans and Catholics agree with each otherin the
areas of church, ministry, and the Eucharist. This is deeply
significant as we approach the five hundredth anniversary
of the Reformation.

In addition to ecumenical relations, certainly global
migration is shaping and reshaping our culture—despite
some troubling political rhetoric. For example, the ELCA,
together with Missouri Synod Lutherans and others, are
committed to helping refugees make a way of life here.
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When Lutherans help immigrants and refugees
resettle in this country, it's not with any thought that
somehow we're going to fit these people into some kind
of generic Christian model—which would have more to
do with dominant American culture anyway. We respect
the traditions of people who come here and we can learn
from them. That's precisely part of what is reshaping our

culture right now.

"‘Many try to define who real’ Americans
are, and this often entails turning against

people who are not Christian.”

Pluralization is happening everywhere—in urban
areas, of course, but also in suburbs and small towns
and communities. Because of this pluralization, the
church does not have the privileged position it once had.
Some people who are used to Christian privilege of the
past are now frightened by the speed and the reality of
change. One of the unfortunate consequences is that we
can see arise in fear of and hatred toward others. We
see this in the rise of Islamophobia in our country. As |
walk around the neighborhood surrounding Augsburg
College,  am so pleased to see signs in people’s yards
wishing others a blessed Ramadan. But that's not
the case everywhere. Many try to define who “real”
Americans are, and this often entails turning against

people who are not Christian.

The Church in and for a Diverse World

Given this massive shift of Christianity within American
culture, the arrival of people from so many vibrant
religious traditions other than Christianity, and the
decline of the cultural importance of church, how should
churches such as the ELCA respond? Lutheran churches
and colleges/universities believe that our role is one of
convening and bridge-building. It is important for us to be
seen neither as those who shun the other, nor as those
who retreat into some sort of guarded religious identity.

We are called to build bridges.



In 2011 the ELCA invited Dr. Sayyid Syeed, national
director of the Islamic Society of North America’s Office
of Interfaith and Community Alliances, to address the
our churchwide assembly. This was the first time that
a Muslim had addressed the assembly. He and Bishop
Hanson had done a lot of work together. When Dr. Syeed
spoke, it was the tenth anniversary of 9/11 and he talked
about what we needed to do to bring down the mountains
of hatred and hostility that had grown up between our
traditions. He pleaded that it was our two traditions—Islam
and Christianity—who should be leading the way to find
common ground. He received a standing ovation.

Later, Dr. Sayeed invited me to address his annual
convention, the Islamic Society of North America (ISNA)
convention. Kathryn Lohre, the ELCA Executive for
Ecumenical and Inter-religious Relations, and | attended
and it was simply amazing. If you took out the prayer rugs
and changed some of the vendors, it would look exactly
like a churchwide assembly. In fact, | was looking through
their workshops and among them was a title something to
the effect of: “Getting Young Muslims back to the Masjid.”
| said that when Muslims work that one out, they should
let us know! The ISNA is very intentional about having
Shia and Sunni together at the conferences; they use that
as a model for the rest of the Muslim world of worshiping
together, working together, and fellowshipping together.
At this convention, they also had boy scouts—all Muslim
kids who also happen to be kids of color—come and pledge
allegiance and sing the national anthem. | got tears in
my eyes when the little guy in charge of the color guard
declared that he “proudly posts the colors of the United
States of America.”

Sadly, back in Chicago at the churchwide offices, our
call center was at the same time overburdened with
people accusing me of agreeing to be a keynote speaker
for a fundraiser for Hamas. How dare we be engaged
in working with these Muslims? It is not always easy
to engage people who are afraid and angry. But we do
try to talk with these people; when they can listen, we
tell them that it is not a new thing for the ELCA to be
engaged with the Muslim communities or to do inter-re-
ligious work. In the 1990s, the ELCA made a statement
that repudiated and asked for forgiveness for Luther’s

anti-Jewish writings ["Declaration”). For about 12 years

now, we have also said we should be in dialogue with

the Muslim community as well. This was not something
new that we've done. When we gather with our Jewish
colleagues or our Muslim colleagues, we get together

on issues of gun violence, women'’s rights, or domestic
hunger. One of the basics for us in our Christian identity
is that we believe that we have been set free in Christ to
love and serve the neighbor. We enter into inter-religious
relations out of that love for the neighbor, but with clarity
about who we are and what we believe. How can you
have a conversation with somebody else—how can you
really encounter someone else—if you don't know who you
are? At its best, inter-religious dialogue is also a deeper

encounter with ourselves.

"One of the basics for us in our Christian
1dentity is that we believe that we have
been set free in Christ to love and serve
the neighbor. We enter into inter-religious
relations out of that love for the neighbor,
but with clarity about who we are and

what we believe.”

Prospects for Partnership

Lutheran higher education has pointed out the impor-
tance and necessity of engaging people in inter-religious
dialogue because that's where the world is. | want you to
know that the ELCA is following what you're doing, and
hoping to learn from you. But we also believe that the
church has something to share with you, and that together
we can do even more.

In the interest of deepening our partnership as we seek
to prepare global leaders for a religiously-diverse world, |
offer three questions:

First of all, can you find community partners and
partners in the church? Augsburg College’s partnership
with Trinity Cedar Riverside is an excellent example of
a community partnership. Could your synod or the local

congregation be a resource as well? Could Lutheran



"How might your college or university
provide opportunities for ecumenical and
inter-religious formation for students of all

disciplines and years of study?”

colleges and universities become resources for our
synods and our congregations, in turn? We need to work
together on this.

Secondly, how might your college or university provide
opportunities for ecumenical and inter-religious formation
for students of all disciplines and years of study? Engaging
religious difference is not just for religion majors. In fact, it
probably should be geared more towards people who are not
religion majors. They might not otherwise learn to negotiate
religious difference, and yet they are sure to be working next
to someone from another religious tradition. We know that,
when people leave our universities and colleges, they're
going to go into an inter-religious, pluralistic world. So
how are we forming people so that they are able to be good
citizens and good neighbors to someone who is not from
their own religious tradition? We need to form people so
that they can be not only ambassadors of their own religious
traditions, but also bridge-builders and peacemakers within
our communities. Are there opportunities for developing,
sharing, and lifting up existing inter-religious resources of
the ELCA and of colleges and universities in curricular and
co-curricular endeavors? What are the best practices? We

can learn from each other here, too.
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Finally, how do we see our institutions as platforms—
as firm ground—for work that has been going on for a
hundred or more years, but also as launch pads for new
endeavors and new collaborations? We are called to
educate Christians, Jews, Muslims, agnostics, and others
to be faithful to their own identities and to collaborate with
one another, knowing one another as brothers and sisters,
becoming global citizens. That is new work and—in other

ways—work as old as the gospel itself.
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