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PERSPECTIVES ON INSTITUTIONAL SERVICE: ALL HANDS ON DECK
Ruth Henricks

suspect, colleges, and maybe even some church body
leaders in places like Chicago and St. Louis. It is urgent
that we have "all hands on deck" in the church--Now!

"Go in peace. Serve the Lord." At the end of each worship
service, these words challenge us to live the liturgy in all
we do. The dismissal of the people of God to "Go in
peace" and "Serve the Lord" is the transition from the
liturgy of the Word and Sacrament to the liturgy of
ministry in the world. For the baptized children of God the
liturgy never ceases!

The winds on deck are absolutely changing! Leaders of
social ministry organizations are faced with a variety of
dilemmas in regard to the decisions we must make to be
both effective and faithful.

Foster McCurley, in his soon to be published book, Go in
Peace; Serve the Lord: The Social Ministry of the Church,
states that "as proclaimer and as sign, the church
participates in the world, both by what it says and what it
does." Recognizing that all humanity is crated in the
image of God and that it is for all humanity that Christ
died, all people and all the needs of people belong to the
ministry of the church.

The gap between the rich and the poor is growing at an
astronomical rate during the most significant time of
prosperity in the history of this nation and the world. The
Caucasian majority will become the Caucasian minority in
the U.S. by 2050, with Hispanics and Latinos reaching over
fifty percent of the U.S. population.
Both of the factors--the rich getting richer while the poor
· are getting poorer and the predicted Hispanic majority--are
occurring at a time when we baby boomers are aging and
a larger portion of the U.S. population is moving to over
the age of 65. The face of our country is changing!

He goes on to say that "the purpose of the church's social
ministry is to serve God's humanity, to minister to the
needs of the most vulnerable, and to indicate by service its
commitment to the integrity of every human being. No
matter what the faith of the needy person, even if no faith
at all, that person possesses a God-given dignity that no
one can deny or diminish. The person to be served is not
an object of the church's efforts to increase its membership
but a subject with all the dignity that people made in the
image God conveys."

And to challenge our future in Social Ministry
organizations even more, capitalism and the search for ne'\.v
profit fields have led the for-profit sector into the arena of
human services. Today you find Lockheed Martin and
technology companies responding competitively to RFP's
social welfare programs! The face of who is delivering
human care is changing!

Whether expressions of the church find the motive for
social ministry in identification with the vulnerable of the
land, in the identification of Jesus Christ with the poor, in
the response of the people of God to God's saving action,
in the command to love God by the loving neighbor, or in
the continuation of Jesus' own ministry, the message is
clear: the people of God live not for themselves but for
others. In such sacrificial love God is glorified and the
Lord is served.

-j.

Dual career families are approaching seventy-five percent I
of the population. Over fifty percent of the workforce are I
women and sixty percent of the new entrants into the
workforce are women. Nearly thirty-three percent of·
American workers--34 million people, are now
contingency workers, including temps, part-timers,
consultants, freelancers, and self-employed workers.
Almost nine percent of the adult working population--close
to 10 million Americans--are now in the process of starting
their own companies.

In Teaching a Stone to Talk, Annie Dillard said that
Christians often treat their faith life and worship as if they
are tourists "having coffee and donuts on Deck C.
Presumably someone is minding the ship, correcting the
course, avoiding icebergs, watching the radar screen..."
She asserted that the wind is picking up and we are not
sufficiently aware of the conditions. The image of
passengers on Deck C having coffee and donuts also fits
for some social ministry organizations, and, I would

What do these statistics and numbers mean to agencies and
institutions of the church? How can we use them to lead
the church we so dearly love into the next century? I
believe we need to read this environment carefully.
Andrew Grove, chairman of Intel Corporation and author
of the best-selling book, Only the Paranoid Su-rvive,
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suggests we answer three simple questions:

planning and training of leadership is necessary if social
ministry is to be effective, high quality, and sustainable.

Has the organization that you most worry about or
compete with shifted? Grove suggests that you try the
"silver bullet" test. If you had one bullet, what would you
shoot with it? If you change the director of the gun, that is
one of the signals that you may be dealing with something
more than an ordinary shift in the competitive landscape
(family service to for-profits).

Throughout the history of the Lutheran church, social
ministry organizations have acted out our understanding of
the Gospel through social service programs, often speaking
for the voiceless and the disenfranchised. Social ministry
organizations and institutions of higher learning are the
embodiment of the church in the nation and the world. We
are "where rubber hits the road." The art or dance or jazz
(whatever you want to call it) of our leading agencies and
institutions of higher education is complex--culturally,
economically, and theologically. In the Rogers and
Hammerstein musical, "The King and I", the song asks,
"Shall we dance?" But I believe the question is more
rightly for us--"Will we dance?"

Is your key complementer--an organization whose work
you rely on to make your services more available-
changing? A shift in direction by a partner or market ally
can be as decisive as a move by a competitor.
Do the people you have worked with for 20 years seem
to be talking gibberish? Are they suddenly talking about
people, services, or organizations that no one had heard of
a year ago? If so, it's time to pay attention to what's going

I do not believe that it is any longer correct or astute to
continue asking, "What can or will the church, or the
Synod, or the congregation, do for us?" I believe that the
question now is more one of, "What will we do for the
church?
What is our calling as Social Ministry
Organizations and colleges in the church?" What role will
we step to the dance floor and perform? Will we lead or
will we follow? Can we find a way to follow and be
faithful to our Lutheran tradition and theology and lead to
the newness of the 21 •1 century creation and situation?

The power of our church today comes through the many
cts of mercy, hospitality, service, and education that we
offer. To serve and to thrive...most of our colleges and
. MOs are pretty good on the "serve" part; we meet
people's needs day in and day out. Even if needs or
Jesources change, we usually meet, and sometimes even
ceed, expectations.

My god friend's father, Dr. Arthur Becker, said a long time
ago, "The church's responsibility is to assure people that
God has not abandoned them...that the promise of God's
grace in Christ is still in place. If the Word and the
Sacrament ministry of congregations is the 'mouth' of the
body of Christ, ten Social Ministry Organizations (and I
would add colleges) are the 'hands' of the body of Christ.
The work of agencies and institutions of the church must
always be measured to the extent to which people are
assured that they will not be abandoned." We are not, in
Social Ministry Organizations and colleges, an add-on, an
appendage to, or a nice little extra. We are the church in
the world.

en it comes to thriving, however, it is a different story.
ow many of us can say our organizations really thrive?
ost folks I know in SMOs feel that every day is a battle.
feels like our nose is barely above water, and that the sea
not calm. For many not-for-profit SMOs, survival,
er than thriving, is our major accomplishment.
dthe challenges seems to be growing: more competition
ifts, less willingness to pay for overhead, and pressure
"more for less." We are challenged to "make the
rs safe for travel."
: ugh all this, we must remember that God's power is in
· ts of mercy that we perform each day. God is found
ordinary--earthen pots and clay vessels. We are
ry people doing extraordinary acts in an
· rdinary time in history! David Tiede, president of
Seminary, asked at a Connecting Institutions
ence in St. Paul, Minnesota earlier this year, "How
ur earthen vessel bear the treasures entrusted to us
· watch?" Who will we employ to be on watch?
serious decisions and a great deal of time for

I agree with Bob Bacher, executive for Administration in
the Office of the Bishop of the ELCA, who say that "we
should never speak of the church and its institutions. These
very words imply a conceptual and operational separation
of the two and control of one by the other." I maintain, as
do many others, that if Lutheran SMO's and colleges did
not exist, we would have to invent them to be church and
do mission.
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In its "Statement of the Purpose," The Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America offers the ways in which the
ELCA will participate in "God's mission." Among the
statements used on how the ELCA will respond to
"participate in God's mission" are the words (and I quote
from the ELCA constitution), "To fulfill theses purposes,
this church shall: a) Receive, establish, and support those
congregations, ministries, organizations, insitutions, and
agencies necessary to carry on God's mission through this
church" (ELCA Constitution, Chapter 4.02).
"Can it be stated any more clearly than that?" asks Ken
Senft, director of The Mission Institute. "The ELCA is
saying that important and included 'to participate in God's
mission' are the organizations, institutions, and agencies
necessary to carry on God's mission through this church.
The ELCA is claiming a relationship with organizations,
institutions, and agencies for mission--as it participates in
God's mission to the world. This claim means that in our
understanding of this church, all the parts of this church are
included in order for each part to receive from and for each
part to give to the whole of this church. All parts of this
church contribute to the strength of the whole church. All
Parts of this church receive strength from the whole
church. All parts of the church, those centered in Word
and Sacrament in the gathered congregation, and those
parts of the church scattered in the world through
institutions (SMOs, colleges and universities, seminaries)
are all together in God's mission in the world."
Social ministry organizations are also affiliated with the
ELCA and/or recognized by the LCMS. The first principle
in these recognition/affiliation documents pledges social
ministry organizations to adopt "a mission statement which
declares the organization's purpose, directs its ministry of
responding to human needs as an expression of the Gospel,
and affirms the integral nature of its mission with the
whole mission of the church."
The connection between church and institution requires a
will on the part of the church to see the opportunities for
mission through institutions--institutions over which they
do not have significant, if any, governance control and
institutions over which they do not have significant
financial dependence upon for church budget support.
The connection between institution and church requires a
will on the part of the institution to have a substantive
relationship with the church in which shared vision,
community, and participation in mission are the anticipated
results from shared roots.

I think being a leader in SMOs and colleges today requires
courage, commitment, and strong will. It requires "all
hands being on deck." It requires us to be vigilant and
ready to act. Our church needs leadership from the front.
I believe it was Timothy Lull or David Tiede that said not
long ago, "Be real and Be ready!" Our church was not
planted in this land only for the comfort of the faithful. Is
it then, or could it be, that our calling as agencies and
institutions of the church, is to put a burr under the saddle,
to lead from the front, and to act with courage and boldness
in a time when people are searching for strong leadership
and direct statements that address their time, their place,
their situation?
In the 1970's I am told at least two college presidents, and
I know a number of Lutheran SMO presidents declared that
their institutions really no longer needed the church.
Several SMOs wanted to remove Lutheran from their name
because they saw it as a hindrance to raising money and
attracting clients. They were looking to the business
community for their support and their referrals, not the
church. Interesting to me is my belief that it is, in fact, our
very connection and rootedness in the church that makes us
interesting and desirable by business. We have values that
attract these businesses. We have something that those not
affiliated with a church body do not have.
Because we are not in social ministry and education to
make profit, we are able to speak more boldly. Because we
have stakeholders, not stockholders, we can advocate for
justice without fear of investor mutiny. Oh, there are
ramifications. Stakeholders can leave too, but for most of
them, they want a church-affiliated voice saying what they
fear to speak. I frequently tell donors, "LFS is not in a
· popularity contest. In fact, we frequently serve those least
popular in society, It is a lesson from Christ--He served the
least loved--the leper, the prostitute, the Pharisee. And he
did it without an intake interview to see if they were
Lutheran or had enough income to enter the synagogue!"
Bob Bacher says we are standing at a threshold in agencies
and institutions of the church. "A threshold," he says,
"calls attention to an interruption, a meeting of old and
new.
The advantage of seeing our time now as 2
threshold is twofold. First, it makes it harder to assume
that business as usual will do and avoids the neglect of tht
past in some headlong plunge into an imagined 'brave ne�
world.' In counseling programs at Lutheran Famil�
Services we will tell clients not to 'get stuck in their past.
A road sign in Canada says, 'Be careful which rut you fal
into. You may be driving it for the next 25 miles.' W1

Intersections/Summer 2001
-24-

must heed the signs."
Mission is both here and there. Given the nature of modem
society, the mission frontier is right here at the door of our
congregations, colleges, or SMOs, but it is also far away,
given that the whole world is the subject of God's love. I
frequently tell congregations in Nebraska that sometimes
we in the church do mission work halfway around the
world, and sometimes we do it in our own backyards. I can
walk outside my office door in downtown Omaha and find
a homeless man on a cold winter night sleeping in the alley
behind a dumpster or I can look out my office window on
a sunny summer noon hour and see prostitutes work the
business crowd.
Do we as leaders in colleges and SMOs have the courage
to really lead? To hold on to rooted theology and yet be
ulled by the situation that the church finds itself in
ociety? For example, do we really have the courage to
ead this church from inclusiveness "numbers counting"
to real cultural pluralism and diversity? Do we have the
urage to admit that eight students from Africa do not
ake a multiculturally diverse student body or a social
ice agency staff?
we have the courage to study the demographic trends
change our college curriculum to make Spanish a
uirement for all students, whether they are majoring in
ounting or sociology or journalism? Is Intro to Art or
sical Therapy or Logic any more important in the year
0 than Conversational Spanish? Do we have the
age to teach the church that starting a mission
egation in a Hispanic section of town using all the
asian, Northern European liturgy and cultural norms
hip may not be effective, genuine outreach or care
'ghbor?
have the courage in social ministry to enter the
:of counseling over the internet wires? Do we have
urage in our colleges and seminaries to stop
hg students for church and a world that doesn't exist
of professors and counselors once knew it? Do we
courage in our social ministry organizations to cut
services to Caucasian clients in order to increase
es to Hispanic, Sudanese, and African American
owe really believe we are a church in a mission
that just something Loren Mead writes about?
usto Gonzales, a pastor and scholar. In his book,
·a: The Bible through Hispanic Eyes, Gonzales
on Paul's use of manna in the wilderness story

in which Paul appeals to the Corinthian congregation to
share and send money for the poor in Jerusalem.
"Perhaps," Gonzalez writes, "one of the reasons we tend to
remember the miracle of production, and not the miracle of
distribution, is that as individuals or as a society, we can
boast of imitating God being productive, but we cannot
boast about the manner in which our resources are
distributed." In other words, we can produce, but we do
not share (or distribute) our resources so easily.
Are we in agencies and colleges really courageous enough
to invite church leaders to tell us what they really need
from us? Are we really courageous enough to tell church
leaders what the new mission field is really like? We need
people in our SMOs that are trained to work in a mission
field where skin is not all white and all language is not
English, where most people, including our staff, are not
Lutheran, and where more words are spoken over the
internet than over the telephone. Technology is bringing
the outside world into our social ministry organizations.
Let's say you are going to a party, so you pull out a couple
of dollars and buy a little greeting card that plays "Happy
Birthday" when it is opened. After the party, someone
casually tosses the card into the trash, throwing away more
computer power than existed in the entire world before
1950! We cannot any longer settle in!
Our partnerships are changing. How we do our work is
changing. At LFS of Nebraska we are partnering with the
Methodists in the North Omaha community. We are
beginning to partner with Church World Service in
Refugee Resettlement. Twenty years ago we did refugee
resettlement alone. Today we are doing it ecumenically.
We -are working with the Catholics, Baptists, and
Congregationalists in neighborhood development. When
most of the people in the world were Caucasian, and when
the mainline churches had growing memberships, we lay
leaders and clergy alike, settled into our padded pews and
sermon files. The more things changed, the more they
stayed the same.
Some of my colleagues in social ministry believe that
social ministry organizations are in a growing position of
weakness in the church because we are losing funding from
the church at all levels. You, in colleges, know that all too
well. Maybe, just maybe, in our weakness is our strength
for this next century! Maybe out of our lesser dependence
on financial support from the church, we will be free and
courageous enough to assume leadership from the front in
our church.
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I heard the story once of a refugee, now a pastor in
Wisconsin, who said, "How can my people engage
successfully in society but remain true to cherished
traditions?" For us here today, her question could be
paraphrased to this, "How can we in institutions works
successfully in society and remain faithful to our calling?"

Since knowledge doubles in our world every two years, can
we step boldly into education and change what is required
to be learned ih four years? Can we prepare our students
and social workers for a world where English is the second
language? Could we spend more of our resources to speak
about "vocation and calling" to high school students?

Maybe what the church needs from us in colleges and
social ministry organizations is a brave new voice, not
fearful of reelection or declining membership numbers.
What is our calling in the church in the 21 •1 century?
Maybe, just maybe, we are the bearers of hope! In our
agencies· and institutions we may have enough distance
from the bureaucracy of the church to step boldly into
action. Do we have the courage?

Could colleges and social ministry organizations work
more together in speaking about vocation in the church?
Social ministry organizations need accountants, public
relations directors, human resource managers, foster care
workers, and administrative assistants, counselors, and
network administrators. Together, could we help students
see that for Christians, occupation is seen through the eyes
of God-given vocation, that work is not the venue for
personal aggrandizement, but for witness to Christ in the
service of neighbor? This understanding gives all who
work in social ministry organizations a sense of purpose
beyond the paycheck. Could we not help our studepts
understand that calling and vocation extend beyond the call
to ordained ministry? Social ministry organizations need
your brightest and best students, who have a sense of
vocation and calling, to use their occupational skills and
their faith-based understanding of care for neighbor, in
order to keep the church in society, caring for the voiceless
and abused, the abandoned and forgotten.

It was the very proclamation of "feed the hungry, clothe
the naked, care for the children" that led our church-
Danes, Norwegians, Swedes, and Germans--into social
ministry and higher education, into caring for our neighbor.
I do not question why we do it. Our Gospel call to care for
our neighbor remains the same. In 2000 I question the
how, the where, and the to whom we deliver the education
and the social services. To stay viable and competitive, I
suggest a broadening of the focus of neighbor from the
primarily white orphan or white college student to a more
intentionally inclusive, culturally diverse group.
In the 1980's social ministry organizations were
encouraged to diversify our programs and funding bases so
that we were not so dependent on one funding source.
Today, we are talking about focusing on what we do best
and dropping the rest. Can we act on mission fields that
exist in our own backyards? Could colleges and SMOs
pool our resources and provide scholarships to children in
foster care--children on the edge, not benefitting form the
millions made in the market this year? Could we provide
social service and education scholarships in large numbers
to the Sudanese refugees in our backyards? Could we look
at more two-year degrees? Could we develop youth and
family ministry programs that educate lay persons to
minister in our congregations and communities? Could we
develop more dual-degree training between ordained
ministry, religion, and social work? Could we, together,
step to the plate, admit the problems of alcohol on our
campuses, and address the problem?

In Nebraska this past legislative session, twelve of the
largest not for profit private providers banded together,
mobilized our boards and staff, and almost single-handedly
moved the legislature to raise reimbursement rates for
providers. We had not had rate increases in six years. Let
me be clear. I do not mean that we care more about
Nebraska's children and families than employees of the
state. - However, we were not "chained by their
bureaucracy" and we could be a powerful voice of
advocacy and justice for both our agencies and for clients.
Can we not do the same in church? Can we not, in this
mission field time in the church, when mainline
denominations are "struggling to maintain" their church
headquarters and staff, be the voice of the church, crying
out in the wilderness, calling all hands on deck, to "Go in
Peace; Serve the Lord."

Ruth Henricks is the President and CEO of Lutheran Family Services of Nebraska.
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