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Eboo Patel

What it Means to Build the Bridge:
Identity and Diversity at ELCA Colleges
I’d like to open with the stories of two good friends of

seemed to speak a special

mine, women who work at senior levels at Interfaith Youth

language. He was wondering if

Core.1 Both were devoted Christians when they went off to

he could do the project on her.

Midwestern liberal arts colleges in the 1990s, campuses

This surprised Cassie, espe-

that have much in common with yours in terms of size and

cially as it was coming from

liberal arts ideals, but do not happen to be Lutheran.

a dark-skinned man with an
accent. From her perspec-

Cassie

tive, if either of them could be

I’ll begin with Cassie’s story. Cassie grew up in a largely

described as being a member

secular household in the Seattle-area and converted to

of an exotic tribe, it wasn’t her.

Evangelical Christianity when she was in high school. She

But she agreed to answer Ahmed’s questions. And once

loved the closeness of the community and the fervor of the

she’d explained the purpose of her Wednesday night song

faith. When she got to college in upstate Wisconsin, she

circle and the meaning the Bible held for her, she turned

discovered that there were only enough active Christians on

the Anthropology 101 assignment on her interlocutor.

campus to form a single student group. It included people

She learned a little about Islam in the process. Ahmed

who grew up speaking in tongues and those more accus-

explained that he was from Bangladesh, that observant

tomed to smells-and-bells rituals. At first, Cassie had a hard

Muslims pray five times a day and refrain from alcohol,

time praying with Catholics; she’d been taught in her church

and that the majority of the world’s Muslims live in South

back home that they weren’t really Christian. But soon

Asia, not the Middle East.

Catholics were the least of Cassie’s theological worries.
One day in the library, Cassie was approached by a

Cassie found herself shook, in the way college ought to
shake people. First of all, she was stunned that observant

young man she’d been seeing around campus. He carried

Muslims pray five times a day, including a pre-dawn

a notebook in his hand and asked if he could sit down.

prayer. She could barely get some of her fellow Christians

Cassie said sure, and Ahmed plunged into his purpose.

out of bed by mid-morning on Sundays for church. The

He had to do a project for an Anthropology 101 class on

more Cassie thought about the encounter, the more chal-

an exotic tribe. He’d been noticing that Cassie’s Christian

lenged she felt. It had been deeply impressed upon Cassie

group had a distinct set of rituals and symbols; they even

by her home church that people who were not Christian
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were going to hell and that it was a signal duty of prac-

and some rustling in the back of the room. April asked

ticing Christians to seek to convert them. Yet she found

what was up. A member of the group stood and said, “We

herself a little uncomfortable with that approach in this

think you are supporting devil worship.” He then got out

particular scenario. It’s not that she didn’t believe in the

his Bible and started quoting chapter and verse about the

truth of Christianity, it’s just that she also found herself

wickedness of praying to false Gods and the importance

fascinated by Islam, and she realized that she both liked

of bringing people to the true path. Other people started

and admired Ahmed.

speaking in the same vein. Somebody said that this fire,

In the following weeks, as their friendship grew, Cassie

however it might have started, was an act of God, divine

experienced something of a crisis of faith. Was she being a

punishment for those who followed the wrong religion.

bad Christian if she didn’t view her interaction with Ahmed

Another claimed that true Christian charity at this time

as primarily an opportunity to evangelize? Was she being

would be to use this opportunity to invite the misguided

a false friend to him if every time they were together she

Muslims to their church and evangelize them.

was looking for ways to sneak in the truth of Jesus Christ?

It soon became clear to April that her Christian group

Finally, Cassie went to see a pastor about the situation.

was not going to attend the vigil with her. When April insisted

He listened with great sympathy, but what he offered in

she was still going, they declared her unfit for Christian

return was almost entirely saccharine. He talked about the
mystery of faith and the beauty of diversity. The message
Cassie came away with was that college was a time to
explore new things and that it was important to be a nice
person. But honestly, she was looking for more than that.
She was looking for a distinct Christian language for
building a deep friendship with someone who she admired
but who did not hold the same truths that she did.

April

leadership, and deposed her. The people who went to the
candlelight vigil with April were called nice; the people who
applauded the arson attack on the mosque were called
Christian. April started to feel like those were not just distinct
responses to this incident, but separate paths altogether. So
this once-poster child for the church felt like she had to make
a tragic choice—in a world of diversity, she could be nice to
people from different religions, or she could be Christian. She
chose the former, but not without an awful lot of pain.

My second story is about April Kunze Mendez. Growing

Fundamentalism and Relativism

up in Minnesota, April was the poster child for church

What strikes me about Cassie and April’s respective expe-

involvement. She led Bible studies and prayer circles; she

riences is that they illustrate what the great social theorist

participated in church camps and went on mission trips

Peter Berger characterized as two especially prominent

to the other side of the world. She even learned other

religious paths today—relativism and fundamentalism.

languages so that she could proselytize more effectively.

April’s story is, of course, an example of a form of funda-

April went to a selective liberal arts college in Minnesota

mentalism. It’s not violent fundamentalism—we have

in the mid-1990s. The same year she was the leader of her

comparatively little of that in America, thank God—it’s a

campus Christian group, a mosque was burned down in the

fundamentalism best characterized as: Being me is based

Twin Cities. There were claims that it was arson, a religiously

on dominating you. Cassie’s story is one version of rela-

-motivated hate crime. April was on a state-wide email list

tivism—not cognitive relativism or moral relativism, but

of religious leaders, where she received a message from the

identity relativism. It can be summarized like this: I no

Imam asking her to attend a candlelight vigil in support of

longer know who I am when I encounter you.

the mosque. She instinctively wrote back “yes.”
The following week, at a meeting of her campus

We are all well aware of the dangers of fundamentalism. We read about its more violent expressions in the

Christian group, April shared the email request and said

newspaper every day, and likely deal with the dimension

she’d be organizing a van for people who were able to

that April encountered (the nonviolent though quite vocal

attend the vigil with her. There was some shifting in seats

domination approach) at least occasionally. In this essay,
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I want to focus on the challenge posed by Cassie’s experi-

people off. … In efforts to be civil and accessible, it

ence—relativism. Certainly, relativism is less ugly and less

seems that many youth, and no doubt adults, are

dangerous than fundamentalism. But in my experience

getting the wrong message that historical faith

working on over a hundred college campuses and speaking

traditions do not matter, that religious beliefs are all

with thousands of college students, it is far more prevalent.

alike, that no faith tradition possesses anything that
anybody particularly needs. (Smith 268)

“Certainly, relativism is less ugly and less
dangerous than fundamentalism. But in
my experience working on over a hundred

This is certainly the message Cassie got from the
Christian minister that she talked to about her experience
with Ahmed. I’ve taught several seminary classes for
liberal Protestants and asked them to role play the scene

college campuses and speaking with

between Cassie and this Christian minister. They play the

thousands of college students, it is far

Cassie character exceptionally well. It’s clear that they

more prevalent.”

have all experienced a profound encounter with diversity
that shook their faith along the lines of what happened to
Cassie. But these seminarians universally had a difficult

The sociologist of religion Christian Smith has given this
form of identity relativism a name: moralistic therapeutic
deism. In his book Soul Searching, the product of the most
comprehensive survey of young people and religion ever
undertaken, Smith talks about how the religious identities
of most young Christians basically boil down to this: God
exists and wants me to be a good person. Smith comments
on how Christian young people are articulate about all
sorts of things, from the dangers of drugs to the importance of safe sex, but have little more to say about religion
than noted above. Drawing from the philosopher Charles
Taylor, Smith emphasizes that “articulacy fosters reality”—
in this case, the reality of identity (Smith 268). Simply put,
this means if you can’t talk about Christianity, it’s very hard
to be Christian.
Why this inarticulacy? Smith posits that it may well
be the result of being trained to be polite in a world of
diversity. Here, I will quote him at length:

time being articulate about Christianity when playing
the role of pastor. Like the pastor Cassie talked to when
she was in college, they spoke the language of mystery,
diversity, love, and friendship. Occasionally, they attached
all this to the Holy Spirit, but that was about the limits
of their faith vocabulary when it came to giving a young
Christian like Cassie advice about what it meant to be both
committed to the truth of Jesus and friends with a Muslim.
If there was one thing at the center for these future
ministers it was attention to diversity. They cared about it
in all its forms—race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class,
religion. Thinking back to our class discussions through
the lens of Christian Smith’s research, I find it entirely
plausible that this concern for diversity thinned out their
language of Christian identity.
For Peter Berger, while relativism and fundamentalism are at opposite extremes, they are actually closely
connected in that they are both “products of the same
process of modernization” (Between 2). As he emphasizes in

Committed and articulate personal and congrega-

the Introduction to Between Relativism and Fundamentalism,

tional faith does not have to be sacrificed for the

frequent and intense encounters between people with

sake of public civility and respect for others who are

different identities is the signature characteristic of the

different. Pluralism does not have to produce thinness

modern era. In Berger’s pithy phrase: modernity pluralizes.

and silence. But for it not to, people need to learn to

This is a consequence of a variety of technological break-

distinguish among…(1) serious, articulate, confident

throughs from mass communications to air travel, resulting

personal and congregational faith, (2) respectful,

in everything from rapid urbanization within nations to easy

civil discourse in the pluralistic public sphere, and

migration between them to knowledge of the beliefs and

(3) obnoxious, offensive faith talk that merely turns

actions of people who live on the other side of the world.
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The bottom line is that more people regularly interact with

approaches to diversity. I imagine that among some of your

people different from them today than ever before.

alumni, perhaps even your donors and board, there are

If modernity pluralizes, then, Berger claims, “pluralism

those who say, “A Lutheran college is where Lutherans

relativizes … both institutionally and in the consciousness of

go to become more Lutheran. What are we doing allowing

individuals” (5). In the pre-modern era, institutions, ideas,

Muslims and Jews and atheists and pagans in, letting

and identities had a largely taken-for-granted status. For

them have their own student groups, accommodating

the vast majority of human history, the vast majority of

their religious practices, even teaching courses about

humankind had little to no choice about which institutions

their traditions? What’s up with having a Hindu chair the

they were going to participate in or what their identities

Department of Religion at St Olaf?”

were going to be. Such matters were experienced as fate.

If Peter Berger and Christian Smith are to be believed,

In the modern era, institutions become voluntary associa-

and if my experience with the liberal Christian semi-

tions—people choose whether to participate—and identity

narians above is at all telling, then such critics are far

has moved from “fate to… choice” (6). This puts an awful

more than just cranks. Diversity does in fact undermine

lot of pressure on moderns like us to constantly make

identity—at least it can. To complicate matters even

conscious choices about what we participate in and who we

further, the sociologist Robert Putnam has shown that

are. This is pressure that our ancestors, who simply took for

diversity reduces social capital and weakens community

granted the network of institutions they grew up in and the

bonds. And the political scientist Samuel Huntington

identities they were handed, simply did not have.

famously posited that increased interaction between

One response to this pressure is to float uncomfortably in

different identities is a recipe for outright conflict—

the mists of modernity, not committing to much of anything.

his infamous clash of civilizations thesis. Simply put,

This is the dynamic that produces relativism. But as human

diversity is not an unalloyed good.

beings are hardwired for certainty, and because where there
is a demand someone will generate a supply, the explanation
for growing fundamentalism is pretty clear as well. So there

“Can campuses be places that do both identity

you have it—a quick explanation for how the phenomenon of

and diversity? I think the answer to that is

modernity pluralizing produces both Cassie’s experience of
relativism and April’s encounter with fundamentalism.

yes, and I think Lutheran campuses have an
especially good shot at it.”

From Blasé to Bridge
I believe that some version of Cassie and April’s stories are

Here’s the fundamental question: Can campuses be

happening on a regular basis on ELCA college and univer-

places that do both identity and diversity? I think the

sity campuses. These encounters take place in classrooms

answer to that is yes, and I think Lutheran campuses have

and cafeterias, in dormitory conversations and on the quad,

an especially good shot at it.

in RA training and during freshman orientation. And that

Let me go back to the scholars for a moment. Peter

is as it should be. Campuses are places where students

Berger is not just a describer of “what is,” he is also an

ought to have intense interactions with deep difference and

articulator of “what ought to be.” He despairs about the

wrestle with what that means for who they are. But how

growth of both relativism and fundamentalism, claiming

frequently is the result of such encounters some form of

that they make a common life together impossible, even

relativism or fundamentalism? And what are the impli-

as he understands how the dynamics of our times have

cations for campuses that both seek to be rooted in their

given rise to both phenomena. Berger hopes to stake

Lutheran traditions and welcoming of diversity?

out a middle position, what he refers to as “the location

Right now some of you might be thinking about the
voices in your communities who grumble about pro-active
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of those who want to be religious believers without
emigrating from modernity” (Between 13).

Christian Smith holds out this same hope, stating
that there is plenty of room for faith traditions to claim

be enriching for him—to borrow a phrase from a master—
there has to be a there there (Stein 289).

and emphasize confidently their own particularities and
distinctions without risking religious division or conflict.
Youth should be able to hear and embrace (or reject) what

“The answer to the problem of nurturing

are the particularities of their own faith traditions and why

both identity and diversity—of carving out

they matter, without having to be afraid that this inevitably
causes fighting and discomfort (268).
Peter Berger also happens to be a Lutheran layperson,
quite conversant both in Lutheran theology and history.

a religious location that does not flee from
modernity—is not to weaken either. It is to do
more of both.”

He points out that it was the Lutheran tradition that first
recognized the possibility “to have faith without laying
claim to certainty” (13). Moreover, Lutheran intellec-

The answer to the problem of nurturing both identity

tuals were among the first to take the courageous step

and diversity—of carving out a religious location that does

of putting modern historical scholarship in conversation

not flee from modernity—is not to weaken either. It is to do

with elements of faith and scripture. He expands on these

more of both. Brian McLaren puts this well in his recent

notions in an essay in the book Between Relativism and

book on Christian faith and religious diversity, Why Did

Fundamentalism (152-163). For the purposes of this essay,

Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Muhammad Cross the Road?.

I want to consider what this heritage means for ELCA

He points out that strong Christian identity has long been

college campuses.

associated with hostility towards others, while positive

Let me begin with a quick typology of religious identity

feelings towards others are connected with weak Christian

responses to diversity: faith can be a bubble of isolation,

identity. He wants a third alternative—strong faith identity

a barrier of division, a bomb of destruction, or a bridge of

associated with benevolence towards others. He quotes

cooperation. A fifth response—the final “b”—is blasé. Faith

one of his mentors, “In a pluralistic world, a religion is

can be something we neither care too much about nor think

judged by the benefits it brings to its nonmembers” (40).

too much of. Barriers and bombs—the fundamentalist

This is what I have started calling a theology of interfaith

response—are actively destructive in a diverse democracy.

cooperation. It means being able to weave from your own

Bubbles are extremely hard to build and maintain (that’s one

religion’s resources—its scripture, doctrines, history,

answer to give your alum who ask why Lutheran colleges

theology, poetry, heroes, etc.—a coherent narrative and

are no longer just for Lutherans seeking to be more

fundamental logic for being in positive relation with others,

Lutheran). Blasé seems to be the order of the day, and the

even though you disagree with them on some significant

question then is how do you help shift the tide from blasé to

things. This is the substantive material from which we

bridge? I think the answer lies in the metaphor.

form the bridge that connects here and there, a bridge that

A bridge goes from here to there and has to be made of

can withstand bombs and break through barriers, a bridge

something, preferably something solid. Without a strong

that invites people out of their bubbles, and a bridge that

anchor “here,” you can’t bridge to “there.” Furthermore,

provides solid footing for those floating in the blasé.

without the materials and the skills to build the bridge, it
won’t come into being. For Cassie to continue a Christian
conversation with a knowledgeable Muslim like Ahmed,

The Example of Dietrich Bonhoeffer

she needs to know an awful lot more about Christianity

Many readers will know better than I the finer points of

than the pastor she spoke to was offering. My guess is that

how to use the raw materials of the Lutheran tradition

Ahmed was hoping for that. After all, he was standing on

to build a bridge to diversity. What I’d like to do right now

his “here,” using the materials of his knowledge of Islam to

is hold up a Lutheran figure who has deeply inspired me

build a bridge to Cassie’s “there.” For the conversation to

as a Muslim, a man who both eloquently articulated and
21

courageously embodied a theology of interfaith coopera-

of prisoners who know the inevitable has arrived asks

tion, Dietrich Bonhoeffer. It is not an overstatement to say

Bonhoeffer to lead a prayer service for them. He offers

that his Christian identity was about building a bridge to

a meditation on I Peter: “By his great mercy he has given

diversity. Indeed, it was the cause he died for. Consider the

us a new birth into a living hope” (Nelson 44). Dietrich

following scenes from Bonhoeffer’s life:

Bonhoeffer was assassinated by the Nazis the next day.

Bonhoeffer declaring after the Nuremberg Laws were

Upon hearing of his martyrdom, Niebuhr wrote, “The story

passed in 1935: “Only he who shouts for the Jews is

of Bonhoeffer…belongs to the modern acts of the apostles”

permitted to sing Gregorian chants” (Nelson 35).

(Nelson 22).

Bonhoeffer preaching at the funeral of his grandmother

Such a commitment does not emerge from the ether

in 1936. She was a woman who—just days after Hitler

of relativism. In Tegel prison Bonhoeffer famously asked,

ordered Germans to boycott Jewish businesses—walked

‘What does Jesus Christ mean for us, today?’ He answered

into a Jewish-owned grocery store right past a group of

that question with his life, a life rooted in the cement of

Nazi stormtroopers, stating that she would do her shopping

genuine conviction, a love and mastery that built out of the

where she always did her shopping. Bonhoeffer eulogized,

Lutheran tradition a bridge to everyone.

“She could not bear to see the rights of a person violated…
her last years were darkened by the grief that she bore about
the fate of the Jews in our country…This heritage, for which
we are grateful to her, puts us under obligation” (Nelson 26).

The scholar Keith Clements describes how
Bonhoeffer’s ecumenism is what connects his pilgrimage
from peace-worker to political resister. In 1931,
Bonhoeffer accepted an invitation to an ecumenical
conference. In the mid-1930s he began making plans to
go visit Gandhi (plans that came to an end when he was

“Bonhoeffer famously asked, ‘What does Jesus

called to lead the Confessing Church’s illegal seminary

Christ mean for us, today?’ He answered

at Finkenwalde). He said of the Mahatma, “Christianity in

that question with his life, a life rooted in the
cement of genuine conviction, a love and

other words and deeds might be discovered…in Gandhi
and the East.” Bonhoeffer’s last known words before he
was killed were a message for his friend and mentor in the

mastery that built out of the Lutheran tradition

ecumenical movement, Bishop George Bell: “Tell him…

a bridge to everyone.”

with him I believe in the principle of universal Christian
brotherhood which rises above all national interests, and
that our victory is certain.”

Bonhoeffer, returning to the United States in 1939 to
teach a summer course at Union Theological Seminary
and go on a lecture tour organized by Reinhold Niebuhr,

But Bonhoeffer saw problems in the ecumenical
movement as well. He said in a speech at an ecumenical
youth peace conference in 1932:

realizes that he made a mistake. He boards the last ocean

Because there is no theology of the ecumen-

liner that sails east across the Atlantic during World War

ical movement, ecumenical thought has become

II, leaving Niebuhr with a letter that says: “I will have no

powerless and meaningless, especially among

right to participate in the reconstruction of Christian life

German youth, because of the political upsurge of

in Germany after the war if I do not share the trials of this

nationalism. And the situation is scarcely different in

time with my people” (Nelson 38).

other countries. There is no theological anchorage

Bonhoeffer in the wan light of Cell 92, Tegel prison,

which holds while the waves dash in vain … Anyone

writing to his friend Eberhard Bethge: “The church is only

concerned with ecumenical work must suffer the

the church when it does for others” (Green 130).

charges of being unconcerned with the Fatherland

In a school house turned prison near the Nazi extermination camp at Flossenbürg on April 8, 1945, a small group
22 Intersections | Fall 2014

and unconcerned with the truth, and any attempt at
an encounter is quickly cried down. (Clements 160)

As I read this critique today, nearly a century after
Bonhoeffer made it, it occurs to me that the development
of theology isn’t the primary problem when it comes to

laboratory for interesting new ideas and a launching pad
for the nation’s future leaders.
So how should you take advantage of your unique

bridging identity and diversity. Since Bonhoeffer we have

environments when relativism and fundamentalism seem

had untold numbers of important figures who have written

woven into the dynamics of the age? I think the answer is

interfaith and ecumenical theologies—Diana Eck, Abraham

to name the challenge and face it head on, to recognize

Joshua Heschel, Martin Luther King Jr, Fazlur Rahman,

that if you are not proactive about becoming an ecology

Farid Esack, Paul Knitter, Hans Kung, Catherine Cornille,

that nurtures articulacy about religious identity bridging to

and Jonathan Sacks, to name just a few. The problem

religious diversity, you forfeit your campus community to

is moving this theology from seminar rooms at Harvard

the overriding forces of our times.

Divinity School and Union Theological Seminary to artic-

I remember trying to find language that expressed

ulacy amongst a critical mass of a rising generation. And

this urgency at a lunch meeting with President Richard

that is where your institutions come in.

Torgerson of Luther College about five years ago. Luther
College had chosen my book Acts of Faith as its common

High Impact Interfaith Practices

read, and had invited me to give the first-year convocation.
I was fumbling around for words when Rick stopped me

A religiously affiliated college is the rare institution with

and said, “Luther recently put into its strategic plan that

the natural resources to cultivate a strong, benevolent

no student should be able to graduate from our college

faith, to bridge identity and diversity, to help a critical

without wrestling with how their actions will impact the

mass of young people develop articulacy in a theology of

environment. It is one of the principles we have built our

interfaith cooperation. Unlike a congregation or most other

curriculum and co-curricular activities around. It seems to

church bodies, you have religious diversity in interaction.

me like you are saying that interfaith cooperation ought to

Unlike a public institution, you have a clear and strong

be at that level of significance for campuses?”

faith heritage. Unlike the vast majority of our society, you
neither infantilize young people nor treat them primarily

“That’s exactly what I am saying,” I responded.
So how does a campus do this work? Interfaith Youth Core

as purchasers of your products. Instead, you ask them

(IFYC) will soon be putting out a list of high impact interfaith

to inquire into their vocations and empower them to be

practices for campuses. Let me highlight a handful right now.

Mission
“A religiously affiliated college is the rare

The first high impact practice is to connect interfaith

institution with the natural resources to

cooperation to the mission and values of your college, and

cultivate a strong, benevolent faith, to bridge

to state this clearly in the strategic documents that guide
your campus. Over the past two years, we have partnered

identity and diversity, to help a critical mass of

with Concordia College in this endeavor, and senior

young people develop articulacy in a theology

campus officials have recently put together this statement:

of interfaith cooperation.”

Concordia College practices interfaith cooperation
because of its Lutheran dedication to prepare
thoughtful and informed global citizens who foster

leaders. Unique amongst all institutions, you have an
intense residential community, exceptional intellectual

wholeness and hope, cultivate peace through understanding, and serve the world together. (see Concordia)

and pastoral resources, and an ethos that prizes respect

There is a high-level conversation happening at Concordia

for identity, relationships between different communities

about how that statement should be connected to the

and a commitment to the common good. You are both a

mission statement of the college.
23

Ecology

activities for the broader campus. One concrete

The second high impact practice is to not see your inter-

benefit of having this ladder is that students in the

faith efforts as a single program, but as integrated into

vertical lead activities in the horizontal.

your entire campus ecology. At IFYC, we think there are
three parts to this:
1. Integrate the curricular and co-curricular. One
of the advantages of colleges like yours is the
barriers between your academic departments and
your student affairs programs are relatively low.
As interfaith leadership is about scholarly study,
vocational discernment, and effective application,
campus units that primarily encourage reading
and writing (academic departments) and campus
units that specialize in personal reflection and
applied skill-building (frequently units in student
affairs like service-learning, university ministry,
and diversity programming) should be working
closely together.
2. Create a “horizontal.” All of your students should
get some robust touch with religious diversity
issues (preferably in an integrated fashion, as
noted above). Religious identity/diversity themes
should be woven into initiatives that touch the
majority of your students, such as freshman

Staff and Faculty Conversations
Interfaith Youth Core did a consultation with DePaul
University and in one of the interviews a staff member
commented, “We love religious diversity at DePaul even
though we are Catholic.” When I mentioned that to the
President, Father Holtschneider, he said, “When we are
done with our next five year plan, every faculty and staff
person will be able to say, ‘We love religious diversity at
DePaul because we are Catholic,’ and will be able to tell
you specific Vincentian reasons for why that is the case.” In
order for that to happen, the subject of interfaith engagement has to become central to your faculty and staff
agenda. This means things like:
• Making it the topic of your faculty convocations;
• Bringing in speakers who would draw a faculty and
staff crowd to their talks;
• Sending faculty and staff to relevant conferences;
and
• Encouraging and incentivizing your faculty and staff
to develop courses and programs in this area.

orientation, large service-learning days, and
convocations. Furthermore, texts and modules on
interfaith cooperation should be integrated into
required general education courses. Other high
priority issues like sustainability, racial diversity,
and global learning have integrated horizontals
that ensure most students substantively engage
with them. So should interfaith issues.
3. Create a “vertical.” For students who are inspired

Measuring
One of the most important developments in the field
of interfaith cooperation is the move from “let’s do an
interfaith something” to “let’s do an interfaith something
that’s effective.” The field is long overdue for an effectiveness discourse, and this means evaluation. Measurement
should not feel suffocating and does not have to be entirely
quantitative. It does require you to state your goals clearly

by their touch with interfaith issues in the hori-

up front, and to devise evaluations that answer to key

zontal, there ought to be integrated curricular/

questions: How well are our programs achieving our

co-curricular ladders that they can climb to

goals? How should we improve these programs to more

increase their expertise. These verticals can take

effectively achieve our goals in the future? In other words,

the form of a course sequence where students can

the great gift of evaluation is to encourage your strategy

get a minor and/or a certificate in interfaith studies

team to set clear goals, to devise programs that you

or leadership, or a student group that is large and

believe will meet those goals, and to create a mechanism

well-organized enough for students to take lead-

for continuous reflection and improvement.

ership in it, to serve as officers, and to organize
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Conclusion: Places Where the Light Falls
I once had a conversation with Martin Marty about

At a time when it feels like the only faith options are
relativism and fundamentalism, I think ELCA higher
education institutions are examples—places that define,

Bonhoeffer and Lutheran resources for a theology of inter-

places where the light falls. I think this is precisely the

faith cooperation. What he said to me then applies profoundly

purpose of your Lutheran colleges. As I was leaving

to Lutheran colleges and universities. He spoke of Bonhoeffer

Marty’s home, he quoted Goethe to me on the task of

and the Confessing Church and the seminary at Finkenwalde

reaching into the resources of one’s tradition to advance

as archetypes. He pointed out: “We live by examples, and

an ethic of interfaith cooperation. I will leave you with the

these examples define. They are like a clearing in the wood; it

line he left with me: “What you have as heritage, take now

is where the light falls, it is where cultivation occurs.”

as task. For thus you will make it your own.”

Endnotes
1. These stories are told in full in Eboo Patel, Sacred Ground,
129-52.
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