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DARRELL JODOCK

In a Diverse Society, Why Should
Lutheran Colleges/Universities
Claim their Theological Roots?

The individual histories of
ELCA colleges and universi-
ties vary considerably, but in
general we can say that 60 to
70 years ago what it meant
to be a Lutheran college
was pretty clear. Virtually all
students were Lutherans,

and the faculty and senior

staff were either alumni or
graduates of similar institutions. They were familiar with
the Lutheran tradition and had been socialized into under-
standing what it meant to be a Lutheran college. Today,
for the most part, the core faculty who once carried and
interpreted the tradition have retired. National searches
mean that many faculty and senior staff arrive on campus
with no idea what it means to be a Lutheran and little idea
what it means to be a Lutheran college.

As it is asked today, the question of what it means

to be a Lutheran college is a product of diversification.
Diversification is, of course, not a bad thing. On the contrary,
it has enriched our schools. However, what this develop-
ment does is to leave us with a task: to explain to ourselves

and others how we can claim to be Lutheran while at the

same time being diverse—that is, while welcoming to
campus those who do not share this tradition.

One impediment to this explanation is that so many
people think there are only two options. Either a private
college is sectarian, or it is non-sectarian. Either it is
rooted in a particular tradition or it values a diversity of
constituents, but not both.

Using the broadest possible strokes, Rooted and Open
suggests that Lutheran colleges follow neither of these
default models. Instead they pursue a third path.

"Rooted and Open suggests that Lutheran
colleges follow neither of these default models.

Instead they pursue a third path.”

Rooted and Open

To review briefly, a sectarian college aims at religious
uniformity—by requiring faculty and staff to sign a
statement of belief, for example, or be members of a
particular church or adhere to certain religion-specific

standards of behavior. Such a college is closely tied to its
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sponsoring faith community. There may be some religious
diversity in the student body, but it is not acknowledged.
Thus the college does not need to struggle with religious
diversity. Such a college is good at nurturing religious
identity but a bit cut off from the larger society. It is rooted
but not inclusive, rooted but not open. It is an enclave.

The second default model is non-sectarian. A non-
sectarian college has severed its connection to the faith
community that started it. It accommodates religious
diversity in the same way as the surrounding society—by
regarding religion to be a private matter. Thus it too does
not need to struggle with religious diversity. It merely
follows an established pattern worked out in society at
large. Such a college is inclusive or open, but not rooted.
[t is a microcosm of the larger society.

A college that is both Lutheran and diverse follows
a third path—one that is both rooted and open. It is
rooted in the sense that it continues to take seriously its
Lutheran heritage. And it is inclusive or open in the sense
of welcoming into its midst faculty, staff, and students
of various religious backgrounds and inviting them to
participate in the kind of inter-religious and intercultural
dialogue that benefits everyone. It expects that such
dialogue and learning will not only expand a person’s
understanding of another religion but also deepen
that person’s understanding and appreciation of his or
her own. A number of studies of diversity have shown
that mere exposure is not enough. When dealing with
religious or racial or social differences, exposure alone
can actually heighten misunderstandings. Engagement
is needed. So, when a third-path college takes religion
seriously and encourages respectful, inter-religious
dialogue, it is preparing students for the multi-religious
world in which they will live and work. To repeat, one
way a third-path college is open or inclusive is that it
welcomes diversity. Another way it is open or inclusive
is that it seeks to serve the wider society, not just the
church that sponsors it. Its goal is to graduate students
with a robust sense of vocation, with a mature idea of
the common good, and with a readiness to reach across
the social, political, and religious barriers that currently
prevent our society from advancing the common good. A
third-path college is like a well dug deep to nourish the
entire community.

As | have said, many people, on and off campus, assume
that there are only two models. In their eyes, a college
should be one or the other. A Lutheran college or univer-
sity that values the third path will need to explain it and its

advantages—and do so in all sorts of settings.

"A third-path college is like a well dug deep to

nourish the entire community.”

One small caveat. In my experience, some older alumni
are attracted to the sectarian model, because they want
their alma mater to be a safe and nurturing place, as they
remember it when it was less diverse. But | do not think our
Lutheran colleges were ever intentionally sectarian. Some
of them were accidentally so, because of the recruitment
patterns of that day. For a Lutheran college to be intention-
ally sectarian today would be an innovation that is, in my
opinion, out of tune with basic themes in Lutheran theology.
Other alumniwant our colleges to be more non-sectarian,
because they look back on their college experience as too
provincial. This is an understandable reaction, but it does
not recognize the potential for change within the third-path
model. In my opinion, adopting the non-sectarian option
would abandon the distinctiveness of a Lutheran college

and diminish what it can offer our society.

The Threefold Work of a
Third Path College

The third path involves three distinguishable compo-
nents of a college’s identity and work. The first element
encompasses all the activities that occur on a college
campus—everything that happens in a college’s class-
rooms, dormitories, athletic fields, laboratories, library,
chapel, etc. | like to imagine that a third-path college is like
a large bridge with a deck wide enough and long enough to
host all these activities.

The second element consists of shared educational
priorities. These are the priorities that influence a
college’s decision-making and show up in its activities.
On my bridge analogy, these are the pillars that hold up

the deck. So, for example, one educational priority at



Lutheran colleges is academic excellence. Another is
hospitality—creating a safe place in which to be challenged
and to learn. | went to a Lutheran college 350 miles away
from home, did not know a single person there, and had
received no preparation for what to expect. The first week
was a complete blur of confusion as | showed up for this
or for that. When | sat down with my musical instrument
for an audition, the band director must have sensed my
confusion, because he said, "Remember, Darrell, here
you are among friends.” The fact that 59 years later | still
remember what he said is an indication of how important
it was to me and of how typical it was of my overall experi-
ence at the college. In many settings hospitality is a virtue,
yes, but it also can be an educational value. It can create a
safe space within which to consider new alternatives. John
Haught has observed that a quest for truth can be derailed
by a need for acceptance (Haught 99). The experience of
hospitality can free students to pursue the truth and to
challenge some of their assumptions.

The third element involves the theological values that
color, inform, and anchor the educational priorities. These
are the footings that support the pillars of the bridge.
Taken individually, the educational priorities may not be
distinctive, but they become so when shaped and informed
by Lutheran values. Thus, in a Lutheran setting, academic
excellence is not only a way to ready students for success
in their career and not only a way to move the college as a
whole to a higher ranking in the college guidebooks; it is
primarily a way to serve others. Solid ideas, based on good
information, will help us all make better decisions about
how to assist our neighbors and the larger community.

In addition to good intentions, good deeds require that

we understand what is needed and what will work. Bad
ideas and misinformation sooner or later bring harm to
the community or to other individuals. Just think of what
damage has resulted from a bad idea such as racial hier-
archies (once thought to have a scientific basis) or from
misinformation about people in another religion or another
nation or another part of the world.

Likewise, when hospitality is undergirded by a theology
of God's unconditional acceptance (Haught 99-105), which
is a core emphasis in Lutheran theology, it then becomes
“radical hospitality.” Radical hospitality can break through
the limits imposed by society as a whole. This happened in
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the 1930s when, at the highest point of anti-Semitism in our
nation’s history, some Lutheran colleges welcomed Jews.

It happened in the 1940s when some Lutheran colleges
welcomed Japanese-Americans from the internment
camps. And it continues to happen when undocumented
immigrants from Guatemala and refugees from Somalia
and Syria and elsewhere are welcomed. An individual
faculty or staff member is expected to understand and
appreciate the theological values of the college but not
necessarily subscribe to them on a personal, religious level.

“This distinction between educational
priorities and theological values is crucial

if a college is to follow a third path.”

This distinction between educational priorities and
theological values is crucial if a college is to follow a third
path. A sectarian college moves directly from its religious
principles to its decision-making. It does not make this
distinction. A non-sectarian college has abandoned its

theological footings. It also does not make this distinction.

Responding to Objections

So, why does it matter whether a Lutheran college
continues to take its Lutheran footings seriously?

Let me first consider some possible objections.

Some persons fear that claiming a college’s religious
roots will put it under the authority of the church. Though
this does occur in some places and can cause many
headaches, it is simply not the way things work in the ELCA.

It would be possible to suspect that claiming the Lutheran
tradition involves endorsing something ready-made—
something that was defined and packaged in the past.

But this is not the case, because the Lutheran tradition

is dynamic, living, and changing. It is constantly being
re-formed at the intersection of its theological principles and
the contemporary context. It retrieves neglected elements

of Luther’s thought and rejects others. The tradition has
been revitalized and reshaped by reaching back behind the
movements that shaped our colleges in their early years

(such as Lutheran Orthodoxy or Pietism) to Luther himself.



For example, a return to Luther’s deep appreciation for
ongoing creation—an appreciation largely lost from view a
hundred years ago—has nourished discussions of science
and faith. Likewise, an examination of Luther’'s under-
standing of the “two kingdoms” has replaced the distorted
teaching that influenced the passivity of churches in Nazi
Germany and, to some extent, churches in the United
States. The result has been a renewed, more dynamic
understanding of political ethics that supports engage-
ment and resistance rather than quietism. Similarly, a

return to some of Luther’s principles has opened a way to

support inter-religious dialogue (see "ELCA Consultative”).

And, currently, a renewed attention to Luther’s many
proposals for reforming the society of his day has
suggested helpful ways to engage today’s society [see
Lindberg and Wee).

A third possible worry would be that when a college
claims its Lutheran roots, it somehow limits freedom of
inquiry. This is simply not the case. Nothing is cordoned
off. For Luther, every cherished idea needed to be
examined to see whether it was true and whether it helped
people or harmed them. The decisions made by church
authorities were not exempt. Theology was not exempt.
And even his most cherished Bible was not exempt. All
of this is true because the tradition is all about freedom.
Its concern is how human freedom is to be deepened and
empowered, not how it is to be curtailed.

A fourth possible objection is to worry about associ-
ating with the misdeeds of the Christian church. This is a
significant concern, because far too many regretful things

have been done in the name of Christianity. We can think

of the Crusades, the slave trade, religious wars, and so on.

We can think of individuals who have been harmed when
religion has been used as a bludgeon—whether by parents
or clergy or public officials. But, because these actions
are distortions of the religion, Lutheran Christianity has
the resources to challenge and change them—as has
happened again and again—whether with Luther opposing
a crusade or Christians opposing the slave trade or clergy
participating in the civil rights movement or Lutherans
during the last 50 years revising their view of Judaism. A
college needs to teach discernment—the ability to distin-
guish between the beneficial forms of a movement and its

detrimental forms. The theological values that anchor a

Lutheran college equip us to undertake this discernment
with regard to the Christian tradition. Once learned there,
this skill can be applied to other movements. But learning
to discern is not enough, a Lutheran college should also
seek to model a generous, humane, and thoughtful version
of Christianity in its chapel services, student religious
groups, and elsewhere.

A fifth possible objection comes from a discomfort
with religious particularity. On some visceral level, this
discomfort is evident among many who are involved in
higher education. | suspect that it may be a legacy of the
Enlightenment. But whatever its source, this discom-
fortis real and often surfaces in campus conversations.
However, one thing we have learned from post-modernism
is that in human affairs, anything that claims universality
simply masks some form of particularity. So the issue
today turns out not to be particularity itself. The challenge
is to distinguish between those forms of particularity that
are closed and those that are open: open to other insights,
interested in finding their place in the whole, and ready
to self-critically enrich the broader community. Claiming
the Lutheran tradition is not to say that this is the only
way to run a college. It is to say that this is one valuable
way alongside other valuable ways. Higher education as a
whole is enriched by the kind of institutional diversity that
includes the distinctive contributions of Lutheran colleges

and universities.

“The challenge is to distinguish between
those forms of particularity that are closed
and those that are open: open to other
insights, interested in finding their place in
the whole, and ready to self-critically enrich

the broader community.”

A sixth possible objection arises from a worry that
claiming its Lutheran roots will make non-Lutherans feel
like outsiders at a Lutheran college. | do not deny that this
can happen. Sometimes it happens when too much theo-
logical jargon is used, so we need to articulate the Lutheran

principles in fresh ways—as Rooted and Open attempts to
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do. And sometimes it results from a misunderstanding or
misapplication of the relation between the footings and the
pillars, the theological values and the educational priori-
ties. Once this distinction is understood and the educational
priorities and theological values are explained, what | hear
back is “I'm a Roman Catholic” or “I'm a Buddhist” or “I'm
aMuslim” or “I'm a Jew,” and "if these are the educational
priorities supported by the Lutheran tradition, | want to
support them, because these priorities are worthwhile and
not found at every school.” Because a Lutheran college

or university follows a third path, because its educational
priorities can be shared by persons in differing religious
traditions, and because the Lutheran values that undergird
its educational priorities support inclusiveness, non-
Lutherans should not feel like outsiders. The more these
matters are discussed and the more everyone is equipped
to participate in the discussion, the less anyone will feel left
out.? To cite but one example, | vividly recall a discussion of
a possible grant application when a Roman Catholic faculty
member at a Lutheran college made a beautiful argument
why a Lutheran college should develop a program that
fostered civil discourse. He understood the pillars and
footings well enough to formulate a sound rationale for
undertaking the envisioned project.

Let me note in passing that | do not think there is any way
around the reality that in a Lutheran college or university,
the Lutheran tradition has a position of institutional influence
not accorded other religious traditions. | don't see any way
around this, short of becoming a non-sectarian school and
losing the benefits of a third path. As will be evident below, |
regard this institutional influence to be educationally benefi-

cial. It is neither oppressive nor coercive.

Why Lutheran Footings Matter

So, let me return to the question: why does it matter whether
a Lutheran college takes its Lutheran footings seriously?
One important reason is this: claiming a college’s
Lutheran footings deepens the educational enterprise. One
purpose of a Lutheran education is cultivating wisdom—
that is, an understanding of humans and communities,
how they work, and what they need to be whole and
healthy. This requires going beyond gaining knowledge

(as important as it is) to probe the implications of this
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knowledge. How can it be used to benefit the neighbor
and the wider community? It also requires a community
of discourse. Individuals can attain knowledge on their
own, but the give and take of a community is necessary in
order to benefit from multiple perspectives and to attain
some appreciation for the complexity of the problem and
the best way to address it. If one also gives attention to the
Lutheran understanding of humans as a complex mixture
of a capacity for good and a capacity for evil, the conver-
sation about the implications of something learned will go
still deeper. Or, to cite another example, students with a
lively sense of vocation are likely to be more engaged with
their studies than others who are merely trying to please
their parents or receive a credential with a minimum
amount of effort. When rightly understood, there is nothing
in the Lutheran tradition that gets in the way of freedom
and learning. In fact, the opposite is true: the tradition
fosters freedom and learning.

Why does it matter? Because claiming a college’s
Lutheran footings equips members of its community
to serve our larger society. So, for example, for quite
different reasons, both a sectarian and a non-sectarian
college ignore religious diversity, but to the degree that
a Lutheran college or university takes both religion and
inter-religious understanding seriously, it will help reduce
the fear of other religions and the inter-religious conflict
in our world. It will equip graduates to live and work in a
pluralistic society. To take another example: the Lutheran
tradition puts a priority on the importance of a healthy
community. This is an antidote to the excessive individu-
alism in our society (among people of both the right and
the left) that tends to erode our social fabric and under-
mines cooperation for the common good.

Why does claiming a college’s Lutheran footings
matter? Because it anchors the college’s educational
priorities. To return to my image, the footings anchor the
pillars, which in turn determine what happens on the
deck of the bridge. In order for a college to serve society,
a certain amount of independence from that society is
needed. Then it can identify the dangers or weaknesses as
well as the strengths and virtues of the larger community
and send out graduates ready to tackle its deficiencies
and preserve its strengths. One might think that the

Enlightenment values that have informed higher education



would be enough to sustain this independence, but the last
150 years have shown that this is not the case. In the face
of political pressure, the universities of the world have
too easily been co-opted by an ideology—be it Marxist-
Stalinist, fascist, or something else. Lutheran footings can
provide an anchor that militates against succumbing to a

powerful social, political, or economic ideology.

"Taking a college’s Lutheran footings seriously
keeps alive a dynamic connection with

the past and a lively hope for the future. By
contrast, American society, as a product of the
Enlightenment, has tended to dismiss the past

as ignorant and superstitious.”

Why does it matter? Because taking a college’s
Lutheran footings seriously keeps alive a dynamic
connection with the past and a lively hope for the future.
By contrast, American society, as a product of the
Enlightenment, has tended to dismiss the past as ignorant
and superstitious. It has instead been, in the words of
one commentator, “officially optimistic” (Hall 43-59). But
recent developments have challenged this optimism. For
many, the future now looks ominous and no longer under
their control. They see there a mushroom-shaped cloud,
a silent spring, limited resources, economic vulnerability,
and seemingly intractable racial and economic injustices.
Cut off from the past, frightened by the future, and trapped
in the present, Americans exhibit a great deal of ongoing
anxiety, which slows down learning, amplifies fears, and
seeks a quick fix (Steinke 8-9).

When Luther wrote to the city councils of Germany,
urging them to establish schools for all young men and
women, he emphasized that these schools would explore
societies of the past and determine what went right and
what went wrong in order to generate the wisdom needed
to lead a community or a household (Luther 368-69).

The Lutheran tradition values the past without being
constrained by it. And it expects God’s work of fostering
shalom?in the world to nourish hope, even in the face

of the darkest storm clouds. It is hard to overemphasize

how important it is to expand our sense of the world into
the past and into the future in order to understand our
place init, to find a shared sense of meaning and purpose,
and to overcome the anxiety that otherwise polarizes
and paralyzes our society. As Rabbi Greenberg has said,
“hope is a dream which is committed to the discipline of
becoming a fact” (Greenberg 8). It overcomes paralysis
and unleashes human agency.

For all of these reasons, | think it is important that our
colleges and universities continue to honor their theological
footings, follow the third-path model, explain what it means,
and foster an ongoing conversation about its implications.

Endnotes

1. One of my colleagues, whose field is American church
history, once commented that Gustavus “never was a Christian
college,” in the way that term is used by sectarian colleges
today. As soon as Gustavus moved to its present location, it
offered programs designed to attract local students who were
not Lutheran, in addition to recruiting the children of Swedish-
American immigrants. Its founder, Eric Norelius, also insisted
that classes be taught in English in order to prepare its Swedish-
American students for participation in American society.

2. In conversations with faculty members who are Christian
but not Lutheran and faculty members who practice a religion
other than Christianity, | have discovered that talk about the
“Lutheran identity” of a college makes them feel like outsiders,
whereas the language of “educational priorities and theological
values” is more inviting and inclusive. “Identity,” they explain,
feels like something one is born into, whereas an adult can
choose to endorse “values” and “priorities.”

3. There are many images of shalom in the Bible. They lead
me to define shalom as whole healthy relationships among
humans, between God and humans, and between humans and
the rest of creation.
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