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KIKI KOSNICK and SHARON VARALLO

Conciliatory and Queer: The Radical
Love of Lutheran Higher Education

Daniel Erlander, in the classic Baptized We Live: Lutheranism
as a Way of Life, notes the necessity of ELCA Lutherans

to take on the “task of living as a reforming movement—
constantly letting the Holy Spirit show us where our
personal and corporate lives must change” (21). Samuel
Torvend adds that such transformation depends on the
courage to ask “disruptive questions,” including questions
about who does and does not yet fully benefit from Lutheran
higher education (6-9). After three years (Kiki) and twenty-
one years (Sharon] at Augustana College, we both have
found that the College mission has acted upon us. It has
changed us and what we think of ourselves, our students,
our neighbors, and the possibilities for radical love. We are
part of Augustana, so of course, our own transformations,
when we have boldly claimed them (and have sometimes
asked disruptive questions), have worked iteratively to

change the College in (rejturn.

Individual and Institutional
Commitments
We here write from a first-person narrative position

about experiences that we hope are true of many

ELCA colleges. Augustana College has enabled many

activist-educators to sync
their own callings with the
institutional vocation of the
school. In the process, each
challenges and keeps the
other accountable, deepening
commitments both personal
and professional. Through
many individual activist-edu-
cators, the College now has
connections to the imprisoned,
the immigrant, the refugee, the
non-binary, the struggling, the
stranger. We think that these
connections are necessary to
our ELCA institutional identity.
Our mission speaks of moving
toward equity and inclusion
even and especially in an

uncertain time.

As the landscape of higher education has been shifting
rapidly, many American institutions have revisited their
missions, sometimes frantically. Indeed, Gustavus
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Amamoto writes that “support for the [ELCA] college’s
church-related identity is fragile” (19). While we agree,
we also have found deep support as our professional and
personal commitments and callings develop with that of

the institutional vocation of this Lutheran school.

"“We have found deep support as our
professional and personal commitments
and callings develop with that of the institu-

tional vocation of this Lutheran school.”

At the outset of our employment at Augustana, neither
of us identified as ELCA Lutheran, nor did we deeply
understand what teaching at a Lutheran college meant.
Yet Augustana’s mission and culture has encouraged
each of us to trust not only ourselves but also this shared
community as we take action that aligns with our values.
That shared set of values and institutional calling is

captured in our college’s mission statement:

Augustana College, rooted in the liberal arts and
sciences and a Lutheran expression of the Christian
faith, is committed to offering a challenging education
that develops qualities of mind, spirit and body
necessary for a rewarding life of leadership and
service in a diverse and changing world.

Increasingly over the past decade, Augustana’s “Five Faith
Commitments” have helped steer the ways we live out our
mission. Augustana’s commitments are to:

1. Interfaith Engagement: Augustana College celebrates

God's regard for the worth and dignity of all persons.

2. Social Justice: Augustana College encourages the

development of a campus community that seeks justice,

loves kindness, and acts with love and humility.

3. Spiritual Exploration: Augustana College provides a
context in which every student might ask meaningful

questions about life, morality and spiritual practice.
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4. Reasoned Examination: Augustana College
encourages our campus community to wrestle
with ways in which faith and reason challenge

and enrich each other.

5. Vocational Discernment: Augustana College affirms
that work and career—indeed, all human effort—
are aspects of an understanding of vocation, a
concept the Lutheran tradition in higher education

helps illuminate.

Over many conversations, it has become clear to us that
this mission and these commitments are the center of

the web of our diverse connections, work, and spirit as
activist-educators in multiple realms. Indeed, with gentle
persistence that in our case has been remarkably empow-
ering, Augustana Chaplain Richard Priggie explains to new
faculty that the ecumenical spirit that keeps the college
rooted in openness and acceptance can be traced back

to the conciliatory approach of the Augsburg Confession.
("Augustana” derives from the Latin title of the Augsburg
Confession.) Priggie makes it abundantly clear that
Augustana is welcoming not despite the fact that we

are Lutheran, but because of it.

Reflections in Conversation

To illustrate this reciprocal re-formation, each of us will
reflect in turn on some of the ways that we have become
attuned to the mission of our school. Our diverse experi-
ences, backgrounds, and identities—especially when put
in conversation—both reflect and strengthen our commit-

ments to Lutheran higher education.

KIKI:

It has long been a cornerstone of my teaching philos-
ophy to establish and sustain learning environments in
which students feel encouraged to lead lives of kindness
and authenticity while leveraging their unique gifts to
contribute to social justice work. An understanding of
vocational discernment (one of Augustana’s Five Faith
Commitments) gives me renewed language for this
approach. It anchors my moral compass to institutional

practices that provide structure and the strength of shared



core values. As a first-generation college student, I've
often felt out of place in academia. And as a non-Chris-
tian queer person, | was, at best, cautiously optimistic
about what life might be like as a faculty member at a
church-related institution. Now beginning my third year
at Augustana College, | feel wholly embraced in ways that

have left me eager to contribute to advancing our mission.

SHARON:

As a 21-year faculty veteran, | admit to worrying that
Augustana’s ELCA affiliation would be misunderstood
or maligned by newcomers to the College. Many of us,
as newcomers, have been at least concerned initially
because, if history is our teacher, then we can likely cite
numerous betrayals of a nominally Christian ethic. That
reality can weigh deeply on our sense of the possible.

‘Over the years [ have been part of a culture
that encouraged me to live in these very
questions in a way that made my teaching

better and my activism stronger."

And yet, over the years | have been part of a culture that
encouraged me to live in these very questions in a way
that made my teaching better and my activism stronger, a
culture that wasn't afraid to critique itself. But newcomers
to and skeptics of Lutheranism, as I was once, sometimes
ask if it is even possible that Augustana could have a
Christian ethos and not in some fundamental way be
repressive or oppressive. When Kiki believed it possible
and immediately acted on that belief—in their classroom
work, in their travel to Taizé, in their friendships across
faith communities, in their joyful absence of fear—their

willingness to embody the mission was thrilling to me, too.

[ treasure Kiki's fearlessness. | think we have made each

other more brave and more mission-activist.

KIKI:

At Augustana, | quickly realized that the “evangelical” of
ELCA does not mean that anyone wants me to be different.
At this point in my life and in my career, | am rewriting

the narrative | have long known to be true that Christians
are trying to convert me. Coming out as a leshian during
adolescence in a rural area where church on Sunday was
the norm had taught me, like many LGBTQ+ persons, that
people often use religion to endorse personal phobias
and to justify social inequities. Never was | exposed to a
“reasoned examination of faith,” to borrow again from the
Five Faith Commitments. In my hometown, and for many
years after | left there, my interactions with people of faith
were characterized by hate speech, damaged relationships,
and the overwhelming observation that | did not belong.

At Augustana, clergy, colleagues, and administra-
tion have affirmed my queerness as I've negotiated my
identity as a non-binary person. They have also introduced
me to the faith-based activisms of organizations like
ReconcilingWorks. This is a testament to the transforma-
tive potential of our College's commitments to interfaith
engagement and social justice.

What is more, as someone with a long history of
LGBTQ+ community engagement and activism, | have
experienced at Augustana genuine and multidimensional
support for projects and curricula aimed at increasing
inclusivity for marginalized students, faculty, and staff.
This has led me to reflect on what historically divisive
queer communities could stand to learn from the concil-
iatory approach enacted through Augustana’s ecumenical
spirit. In turn, | ask how Augustana and institutions who
share our values might continue to leverage and activate
our inherently inclusionary traditions in ways that align
with the quickly evolving landscape of educational priori-

ties for an increasingly diverse student body.

"Clergy, colleagues, and administration have
affirmed my queerness as ['ve negotiated my

identity as a non-binary person.”

SHARON:

Reading and listening to Kiki's experience is both painful
and illuminating, reinforcing the need I have (and we all have
as educators] to continually clarify our commitments. They

are not self-evident in religious labels and they are certainly
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not a “given.” It is painful knowing that this beautiful person
who the world needs to be fully in their power has been
treated as less than, in the name of Christianity. Pastor
Priggie and others—including those who have acted as
stewards of the Augustana mission—have, intentionally or
not, reinforced the need | feel to reclaim that radical love is
at the center of our mission as educators.

Our mission necessitates interdependence and it is
deeply my responsibility to believe and act in solidarity
to the extent of my own power. The empowerment of the
Five Faith Commitments, in concert with our college-wide
learning outcomes, have given me the “street cred” (as
Kiki puts it] to act on principle, to prioritize radical love
both inside and outside the classroom in ways that | pray
serve to embolden our students also to act in love and not
fear. My upcoming sabbatical work involves working within
the carceral system. One of Kiki’s ongoing projects is the
development of French-language pedagogical materials to
include non-binary pronouns as possibilities. In this ELCA
institution, we strive to enact a pedagogy that will connect
with and empower students to bridge to communities that
are typically outside of conventional higher ed spaces.

Radical Love

In the twentieth anniversary issue of Intersections, Haak,
Mahn, and Christenson noted the possibility that ELCA
colleges and universities might help students and faculty
to develop a predisposition toward interdependence
rather than individualism. We believe radical love is the
sum of the combination of the Augustana College Five
Faith Commitments. And we believe that radical love

builds bridges.
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The radical love we both espouse is not a straight-
forward notion, not a “status quo” kind of exigency, but
one that compels us to put ourselves into the places that
most people simply and conveniently overlook. Itis an
epistemology of queerness that obliges us to engage in
struggles that are not directly our own. It requires us to
question and subvert the lines we so readily draw, and to
re-envision configurations of connections both through
and across differences. With a supportive academic
environment for those who practice radical love in their
pedagogy, we can give our academic and personal lives
a deep purpose. And we can build and sustain—and be
sustained by—communities that are inherently Lutheran,

both conciliatory and queer.
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