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LARRY PAPENFUSS

Serving and Building Community
at Concordia College
Just a few years ago, my son, Luke, was a prospective

connected western farms and

college student who was interested in a career in computer

ranches with markets in the

technology/security. We looked at a number of colleges and

east. Today, Fargo-Moorhead

visited several campuses. Being steeped in the experience

serves as a regional center for

of Lutheran higher education, I was pushing the Lutheran

education, healthcare, tech-

college options. One day, he suggested that perhaps he

nology, and agriculture, with a

should go to Rasmussen College (a technical college)

population of approximately a

because they offered specific course work in his area of

quarter million. While consid-

interest and he could live at home. Imagine my reaction.

ered prairie, Fargo-Moorhead

How could a son of mine know so little about the differences

is within short driving distance

in the types of higher education models? Did he not see the

of some of Minnesota’s finest lakes country, home to the

value added by attending a college where faith and learning

Anishnaabe/Chippewa.

were nurtured in the tradition of both the liberal arts and

I serve as the Director of the Dovre Center for Faith and

our Lutheran heritage, where he would learn not only how

Learning at Concordia. The Center’s signature program is a

to make a living, but also how to make a life? How can we

year-long mentoring program aimed at second-year faculty

expect other prospective students, their parents, or even

and staff. Participants receive a stipend and are introduced

our own faculty and staff to understand how a Lutheran

to the mission and identity of Concordia with an opening full

liberal arts education helps serve the world?

day workshop, six dinner discussions throughout the year,

Concordia College shares a common bond with many

and a concluding full day workshop. This paper is adapted

of our sister NECU institutions, while also possessing a

from a lengthier introduction to that program and focuses

unique flavor instilled by the culture and pragmatism of

specifically on the portion related to how our mission and

the Norwegian immigrants who founded the college in

identity helps us serve the community.

1891. Located in the fertile Red River valley, and adjacent

Concordia College’s mission statement has remained

Fargo, North Dakota, the area was originally tall grass

unchanged for over sixty years: “The purpose of Concordia

prairie and ancestral home to the Sisseton-Whapeton

College is to influence the affairs of the world by sending

Oyate Nation (Dakota/Sioux). Eventually, the tall grass

into society thoughtful and informed men and women

prairie gave way to farming and the railroad, which

dedicated to the Christian life.” It captures the aspiration

Larry Papenfuss has served Concordia College in Moorhead, Minnesota for 27 years as a professor, department chair, and
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of the Dovre Center for Faith and Learning.
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to be both an institution of higher learning and a place of

curiosity regarding the worlds beyond their own experience

spiritual discernment, with the ultimate purpose of serving

and an intense desire to make their corner of the globe a

the world. The mission is audacious in that its goal is not

better place in which to live” (Jodock, “Lutheran Tradition”).

simply serving the local community, but influencing the

We present students with information, arguments, and

affairs of the world through a transformative faith-based

experiences that challenge uninformed views, in order to

education grounded in the liberal arts tradition.

produce thoughtful and informed men and women. Perhaps

The taproot of Lutheran theology is that human beings

my favorite definition of a liberal arts education is attributed

are saved through grace by faith, which then frees us to

to Lutheran theologian Joseph Sittler, who said that the

serve the neighbor with a faith active in love. Concordia

work of our Lutheran liberal arts colleges is to “complicate

views such service as occurring on both the large national

lives open.”

and international stage, as well as on the local and personal
one. Here I share eight ways that I believe Concordia, and
institutions like her, serve the community—in many cases,

“The work of our Lutheran liberal arts colleges

by building and modeling the kind community we hope to

is to ’complicate lives open.’”

see in the world.

We Serve Community…
By educating students to the best of our ability
When I first came to Concordia, I attended a dinner
gathering where faculty shared papers on their calling to
teach at Concordia. Iris Stewart, an accounting professor
at the time, started her paper by saying “Clearly there is
no Lutheran way to do accounting.” While she went on
to discuss how her faith impacted her sense of ethics in
accounting, her point was that as a faculty member, she
was fulfilling her calling by teaching her discipline to the
best of her ability. She was right. First and foremost,
we serve the campus community by providing quality
education. It follows then, that we seek to hire the best
teachers who support the educational mission of the
college, but they need not be Lutheran or even Christian.

By challenging uniformed thinking
Liberal learning also serves the community by freeing
us. The word “liberal” in liberal education is not to be
confused with political liberalism, but is rather is a liberating or freeing type of education. It means that we are
freed from our unchallenged prejudices, preconceptions,
and assumptions, so that we become freed for service
to others. As Darrell Jodock says, “Such an education
endeavors to wean [students] (and their teachers!)
from their comfortable, uncritical allegiance to societal
assumptions and to entice them into both an intense
22
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By molding future leaders
Other attributes of a liberal arts education are the ability
to view problems from multiple perspectives, communicate clearly, think critically, and problem-solve creatively.
These abilities often land our alumni in positions beyond
what they originally pursued in their careers and vaults
them into positions of servant-leadership in their professions, in their churches, and in their communities. It is no
surprise that our local church councils, school boards,
and non-profit organizations are filled with Concordia
alumni. Like other NECU institutions, we claim an inordinate number of leaders in business, education, healthcare,
and more. The combination of a liberal arts background
and a faith-based motivation to serve the neighbor creates
leaders that serve the community.

By helping students look beyond themselves
Luther described our chief sin as stemming from cor incurvatus in se—a heart turned in on itself. In opposition to this,
Concordia literally translates as “hearts together”. Perhaps
the most important goal of a liberal arts education is to
draw us out of ourselves and into relationship with others.
Ernest Simmons call this “self-transcending self-hood,”
meaning that as we become less self-centered and focus
more on others, we become more of who God wants us to
be. We find our true selves by serving others (Simmons
48). We are called into relationship, into community.

By fostering community on campus
Within such a Lutheran relational theology, “relationships do not serve beliefs, beliefs serve relationships”
(Jodock, “Religious Diversity,” 44). This is why a sense
of community is a definitive characteristic of our institution. It is exemplified in some of our traditions, such as
first-year students wearing beanies, singing the Hymn to
Concordia at events, our celebrations at homecomings,
and wearing the Concordia ring. (Concordia ranks second
only to one of the military academies in percentage of
students who purchase a class ring.) It is a characteristic
that is nurtured through orientation clubs, residential
living, interdisciplinary collaboration, classroom dialogue,
opportunities for communal worship, and a sense of egali-

President William Craft, early in his tenure here,
asked us to read and reflect on William Cronen’s article,
“Only Connect,” which outlines the goals of a liberally
educated person. Cronen concludes his essay by stating
that “Liberal education nurtures human freedom in the
service of human community, which is to say that in the
end it celebrates love.” In this regard, both our faith and
our liberal arts tradition endeavor to make us free and
motivate us to serve our neighbor in love.

By encouraging dialogue and debate
Being in relationship or community with one another
means we must be willing to have dialogue. This is especially true for complex topics and issues about which we

tarianism that can be traced to our founders.

disagree. Dialogue is the first step in challenging unin-

By promoting service to the neighbor.

ultimately helping us to arrive at deeper truths. Even

Having spent a decade in the office of advancement, I can

when dialogue does not produce agreement, it deepens

attest to the deep and abiding sense of community felt
by our alumni, many of whom, years removed from their
college experience, speak with great fondness of their
Concordia family. They share life-long relationships with
classmates, but they also share life-long commitments to
serving others—outgrowths of the culture of community
that was inculcated here. In orientation, first year students

formed ideas, of complicating simplistic arguments, and

understanding of the other. Examples of such constructive dialogue here at Concordia include hosting a “Meet
Your Muslim Neighbor Night” and hosting an interactive
discussion between campus Democrats and Republicans
on climate change. (Interestingly, there was agreement on
the concept of a carbon tax, but disagreement regarding
how such revenue might be spent.)

participate in a Hands for Change Project, devoting one of
their first days on campus to a community service project.
Our Habit for Humanity chapter has students literally lining
the halls the night before sign-up in order to secure their

The Particular Community
We Build and Serve

spot. Students participating in Justice Journey, sponsored

The final way that Concordia builds and serves community

through Campus Ministry, embark on trips over breaks to

brings us to the particular kind of college we are, and to

learn and serve around justice issues such as immigration

why the community we build and serve is of a particular
sort. Darrell Jodock has described Lutheran colleges and
universities as offering a third path that is distinct from

“Liberal education nurtures human freedom in

both sectarian and secular schools (“Third Path,” 92).

the service of human community, which is to

According to NECU’s foundational document, Rooted and

say that in the end it celebrates love.”

Open, Lutheran colleges and universities are both rooted in
a particular tradition and—on account of that very rooted—
open to and inclusive of a diverse array of peoples and

and U.S. border relations, reconciliation of native boarding

perspectives. The eighth way Concordia builds and serves

school experiences, disaster relief, and more. Numerous

community is by modeling diversity with particularity.

academic courses require service projects. One engages

Thanks to the founding director of the Forum for Faith

students with incarcerated young people in the juvenile

and Life, Dr. Jacqueline Bussie, Concordia has become a

justice system.

leader in interfaith cooperation, one of just a handful of
23

institutions recognized for offering a minor in interfaith

Many students (whether Christian, Muslim, atheist,

studies. Concordia has formed a strong relationship with

or other) will remember their time at Concordia as a

Interfaith Youth Core and its leader, Eboo Patel. When

spiritual revelation as much as an intellectual one. So,

Patel visited campus, a faculty member asked him why

while an individual faculty member or student is not

a Lutheran college should embrace other faiths? He

asked to adopt the religious identity of the institution,

responded that Lutherans embrace other faiths “because

they should expect that Concordia will engage in spiritual

you are Lutheran.” This sentiment was captured in

practices and be curious about what we can learn from

Concordia’s Statement of Interfaith Cooperation:

the practices of others. We welcome individuals into our
community with a respect for diversity, and a seat at the

Concordia College practices interfaith coopera-

table, but also with an understanding that one should

tion because of its Lutheran dedication to prepare

not be surprised to be asked questions about how their

thoughtful and informed global citizens who foster

faith/beliefs inform their learning and how their learning

wholeness and hope, build peace through under-

informs their faith/beliefs. It is this ethos—this spirit—of

standing, and serve the world together.

Concordia that makes it a community in the strongest
sense: a people made up of very diverse individuals, but

Indeed, as Bussie states, “The first way church-related

who become a single body with a shared calling, without

colleges can fulfill their vocation to educate for religious

ever losing their individual identities, spiritualties, and

pluralism is by teaching interreligious literacy as a crucial

vocations. Called into and formed by this community,

component of twenty-first century intercultural compe-

students then are sent into the world to build and serve

tence and global citizenship” (242).

other strong, diverse communities.

People of other faiths, agnostics, and atheists can
embrace the educational values that spring from Lutheran
theology—values like academic freedom, educational

“Called into and formed by this community,

excellence, service to others, and the importance of

students then are sent into the world to build

dialogue and debate. They model for us the diversity of
thought our graduates will see in the world and provide us

and serve other strong, diverse communities.”

with conversation partners who hold us accountable for
what we profess to be.
At the same time, an institution need not jettison
its own particular identity in order to embrace others.

Living Lives of Service in Community

Lutheran theology provides a pathos or passion for living

In the end, my son came to Concordia, where he majored

a life in the way of Jesus that we cannot abandon, and in

in religion, and minored in computer science. Today he

fact, must continue to nurture. There is a danger in an

works as a systems analyst at the college. He is active in

academic setting to let the dialectic between the life of

the church and has a passion for social justice. He was

the mind and the life of the spirit lean too far to the side

followed a few years later by my daughter who double

of reason, ignoring the essential motivational quality that

majored in Spanish and psychology with minors in inter-

faith plays in our lives. The mission of a third path college

faith studies and political science, graduating summa

is a holy endeavor. Constituents pray for the success of

cum laude. My son is gay and my daughter is physically

the college, professors pray for students, and we practice

disabled, which requires her to use a motorized chair

communal worship in which we share together our joys

and receive assistance with many daily activities. Both

and our sorrows. The thousands of people who attend

my children found their voice here for the things they are

our Christmas concerts still cry when, together with the

passionate about—advocating to make our community

assembled choirs, we sing Silent Night. The Holy Spirit is

and the world more just, especially for those who are on

present here and active in what we do.

the margins or considered “different” in any way.
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When confronted with challenging opinions, the first
response of my children is now typically to ask, “Can
we have a conversation about that?” They learned a
commitment to dialogue and the importance of promoting
understanding. Each has volunteered time in service
to community and church organizations (Habitat for
Humanity, Churches United for the Homeless, Tutoring
new Americans, PRIDE in the Park, and the ELCA Eastern
North Dakota Synod Council). They are living lives of
service in the community.
Concordia provided a place and a culture where my
children found mentors who could help them learn to
reconcile their understanding of the world with their faith,
how to articulate that understanding, and how to have a
healthy suspicion of absolute claims. They found a place
where learning informed their faith and faith informed
their learning. They found a place that taught them how
to serve the community in ways they had not imagined.
The world needs this type of understanding, a “rooted and
open” Lutheran liberal arts understanding, and we must
work hard to continue to provide it.
Soli Deo Gloria.
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