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"What we have loved, others will love, and we will teach them how."  

(W. Wordsworth, from "The Prelude") 

NOTES FROM READERS 

>>What you think<< 

Happy summer, friends!  I hope that all is well for you and yours, and I thank you again for your 
abiding support for these Notes and your own reflective practice journeys. 

Occasionally, I (or my colleagues) refer to items from previous issues of Notes.   If you have not 
been a subscriber previously, and wish to review our conversations, past issues of Notes are 
available on-line at www.jgacounsel.com.  The website version of Notes also includes helpful 
hyperlinks to sources for purchasing or subscribing to the various publications mentioned in Notes.   
I thank my friends at Johnson, Grossnickle & Associates for their many years of abiding support for 
our reflective practice. 

****** 

REFLECT ON THIS 

>>Stay with us<< 

Here is my sermon for our 2014 Baccalaureate service, earlier this spring. 

But they urged him strongly, saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the day is now nearly over.” So he 
went in to stay with them. (Luke 24: 29) 

It is a wonderful privilege to be with all of you this evening – our graduates, your families and 
friends; our faculty, staff and Regents; and other members of the Augsburg community. This is a 
splendid weekend for all of us as we mark your great achievements and celebrate the mission-based 
work of Augsburg College.  You, our graduates, are our epistles to the world, and we look forward 
with great anticipation to all of the ways in which your work, commitments, relationships and faith 
will make God’s world an even more fair, just and compassionate place for all God’s creatures. 

Let me digress for a moment with some behind-the-scenes insight from the world of those who 
have the privilege to preach on occasions such as these.  The print deadlines for fine programs like 
you have before you this are often 4-6 weeks before the actual event, meaning that the choice of 
sermon titles can be speculative at times.  My own pattern when given a far-away deadline for a title 
is to take a quick look at the assigned scripture for the day to see if I can find some catchy phrase 
that will help me organize my thoughts when I actually get around to preparing my sermon.  Today’s 
readings, the assigned lectionary for Sunday, the third Sunday in Easter, gave me pause.  Let me 
point out that you could have heard a sermon this morning on such provocative lines as this from 
the Acts of the Apostles, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation!”  But instead I invite you to 
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join me in exploring what it means to ask someone to “stay with us,” the act of hospitality that has 
much to do with the sort of education you have received in this college, as it has for generations of 
those who have gone before us as God’s faithful people in this place we call Augsburg. 

In these hours and days after Easter, we join Jesus in Luke’s story as he appears alongside the two 
disciples – one of whom we learn is named Cleopas, the other remains anonymous – on the road 
from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  It is a familiar and well-loved gospel story.  The disciples do not 
recognize Jesus, we’re told, and there ensues this remarkable conversation in which the two disciples 
share with this stranger their account of what has happened in Jerusalem in the previous few days.  
“The things about Jesus of Nazareth,” they exclaim, this mighty prophet handed over to authorities, 
condemned, crucified like a common criminal, and then reported by the faithful women to have 
disappeared from the tomb, alive even according to the report of angels. 

And then there is the rebuke from Jesus, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe 
all that the prophets have declared!”  Was it not prophesied that the Messiah would suffer so that he 
might enter into glory?  “Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them 
the things about himself in all the scriptures,” Luke recounts. And then, as with any good and 
engaging conversation, the time passes quickly and the three near the village.  Jesus walks ahead, 
only to be invited – urged strongly we learn – to “stay with us, because it is almost evening and the 
day is now nearly over.”  Stay with us, stay with us – and Jesus does, later blessing and breaking the 
bread at table, the moment when the eyes of the disciples are opened to his true identity.  The Lord 
has risen indeed. 

This is a delightful Word for a baccalaureate service – especially as we gather here together as God’s 
faithful people before you are sent into the world as graduates of this college. 

Three simple messages emerge for us from this story. 

Vocare 

The first is about Augsburg and your call – OK, OK, you knew I would get this in one last time 
before you depart! 

Joining a college is a wondrous thing.  The great American poet, Robert Frost, captured my 
sentiment in his 1936 poem, “Build Soil,” where he wrote: 

Steal away and stay away. 

Don’t join too many gangs.  Join few if any. 

  Join the United States and join the family. 

  But not much in between unless a college. 

No matter how you may be feeling today – sad to leave friends, excited about what’s ahead, anxious 
for that job or grad school application, glad it’s over, or probably some combination of these and 
other emotions – I can assure you that joining this college and the community it represents will have 
a lifelong impact on you in so many ways.  And there is something tremendously meaningful about 
how you will invite the values and character and people of this college to stay with you as you move 
forward in your lives. 



Not a day passes for me that I don’t remember the ways in which my college experience has shaped 
my life.  It was the reason for my first ever airplane ride and my first ever international experience.  
It was the place where I grew up and realized that I could not live my dad’s life and become a pastor 
(though here I am!)  It was the community in which challenging and loving teachers made me think, 
made me stronger, taught me how much more I had to learn.  It was the sanctuary where I learned 
to sing from my heart and soul, and not simply from my diaphragm.  It was the college that helped 
me discern a life’s journey, a calling to faithful leadership and service in education. 

How about you?  What will you remember about how your Augsburg experience shaped your 
journey, your call to the life you will lead, your sense of what is important and what is not? 

Stay with us, we plead, for we feel and know how much this college and its community have meant 
to who we are and aspire to be.  Stay with us, so that our eyes might be opened and our hearts set to 
burning.  Stay with us. 

Educare 

There is in this story on the road to Emmaus also a compelling metaphor for the ways in which 
education is at the heart of a good and significant life together.  I love the image of these strangers 
deep in conversation along this road.  And there is Jesus walking alongside, responding to their 
confusion over what had happened just now in Jerusalem with his wise interpretation of the 
scriptures.  Here is Jesus, our teacher, helping us to make sense of our lives in the world.  Isn’t that 
what good teachers always do for us?  Isn’t that what we are called to do for each other as we 
commence our lives as college graduates? 

Some of you likely studied Martin Luther’s Small Catechism in your confirmation classes or perhaps in 
a religion course here.  I am convinced that if we are to be truly faithful to our Lutheran roots, we 
would put the simple question “What does this mean?” above the door to every classroom on this 
campus. Here at Augsburg, we embrace the faith and values of the Lutheran church that allow us to 
affirm that we are indeed called to ask questions of the world and our experiences in it – scientific 
questions, artistic questions, political questions, historical questions, questions of all sorts.  “What 
does this mean?” becomes the abiding question of a liberal arts education and a liberal arts life. 

The Roman Catholic priest and political philosopher, John Courtney Murray, has taught me a 
great deal about how genuine education is at the heart of a healthy and good society.  Murray 
writes that “Barbarism…is the lack of reasonable conversation according to reasonable laws. Here the word 
‘conversation’ has its twofold Latin sense. It means living together and talking together. Barbarism threatens 
when men cease to live together according to reason, embodied in law and custom, and incorporated in a web of 
institutions that sufficiently reveal rational influences…. Barbarism likewise strikes when men cease to talk 
together… when dialogue gives way to a series of monologues; when parties to the conversation cease to listen to 
one another…”  Murray’s challenge is clear: How shall we recover our capacity for conversation 
– both genuine living and talking together? 

Murray’s words, written more than fifty years ago, strike me as most relevant for our own 21st 
century lives.  Scan the newspapers and find example after example of where barbarism is at 
our doorstep – in nationalistic fervor, political diatribe, social rancor – and this is the world 
into which we send you now, our educated friends.  I’m sorry, but this is why we have taught 
you to be informed citizens, thoughtful stewards, critical thinkers and responsible leaders – 



this is why Augsburg College exists.  The world needs you, we need you and your many gifts 
of intellect and creativity and passion. 

Stay with us, we urge all of those who have been our teachers and mentors and colleagues 
here, those who have taught us that education is our most compelling asset in creating 
genuine conversation, in learning to talk and live together, in doing God’s faithful work in the 
world.  Stay with us so that we might never cease in asking “What does this mean?”  Stay with 
us, for the darkness around us is near and deep, and you are our light.  Stay with us. 

Servare 

And finally, there is in this gospel story a moving reminder that when we invite the stranger 
to stay with us, that when we sit together at table and break bread, that when we overcome 
our fear and confusion, then our eyes will be opened and we will know that we have been 
redeemed.  We will know that our loving God will not leave us without comfort and hope. 

I wonder if you might think about Riverside or Cedar or Franklin avenues as your roads to 
Emmaus here in the Seward and Cedar-Riverside neighborhoods.  What strangers did you 
meet there or nearby, what did you learn from them, and in what ways has your mutual 
hospitality become a source of love and grace and comfort and hope in your lives here at 
Augsburg? 

Teacher and spiritual guide for many of us, Parker Palmer (who has an honorary degree from 
Augsburg), commenting on the road to Emmaus story, says that “the stranger is a bearer of 
truth which might not otherwise have been received.  (The story tells) us that our everyday 
perceptions and assumptions must be shaken by the intrusion of strangeness if we are to hear 
God’s word.” 

I remember an Augsburg graduate of a few years ago sharing with me her experience of 
working with the Campus Kitchen program, first preparing and delivering meals, and then 
developing relationships with the families who received the meals.  She spoke of how her 
world was changed by a stranger – a Somali mother whose children played at the Brian Coyle 
Center – who invited her to visit her apartment in the Riverside Plaza, to help tutor her 
children in English, to enjoy time with the family over meals, and then to learn in return 
about the Somali language and culture.  Her life was changed, she learned more than she 
could have imagined, her call was made clear in the truth of the stranger breaking into her 
world. 

Where have you met the stranger here and invited her to stay?  Where has your world been 
turned upside down by a stranger, by an alternative truth, by an experience of otherness?  
Where have your eyes been opened by the truth of new life, breaking in all around?  When 
has your heart burned with the wisdom of the stranger, whose love for us is boundless? 

Stay with us, dear stranger, so that we might learn from you.  Stay with us so that our eyes 
might be opened, our hearts set to burning – so that we might break bread together and know 
in you the Risen Christ.  Stay with us. 



And so this weekend, these very special days – surrounded by these colleagues and teachers and 
friends and family who have meant so much to you, as you commence from Augsburg into the 
world – you are called by this community, by your education, by the stranger – to care for God’s 
creation, to give away your minds and hearts, to live your faith in service to your neighbor.  Stay with 
us, we pray, for wherever you go, whatever you do, we know this remarkable truth that God so 
loves the world, that God so loves you, that we have been equipped with the gifts of faith and 
education so that we might join in God’s good and faithful work in all the world.  Stay with us.  
Thanks be to God – and God’s people say together, Amen. 

>>A new narrative for higher education<< 

The following is a version of a column I wrote for our college magazine.  It points to an increasingly 
critical theme to our work as a college – not relinquishing our well-being to the dominant cultural 
narratives about higher education, which tend to focus on economics and private good as opposed 
to the public roles we play in our democracy. 
 
“My colleague, Dr. Harry Boyte, who heads Augsburg's Center for Democracy and Citizenship, has 
recently argued in the Huffington Post that America needs an alternative narrative of higher education, 
one that focuses not on meritocratic excellence, but on "cooperative excellence...(the) principle that 
a mix of people from highly varied backgrounds can achieve remarkable intellectual, social, political 
and spiritual growth if they have the right encouragements, resources, challenges and calls to public 
purpose."  And, as Dr. Boyte further points out, we have the makings of this alternative story of 
higher education in institutions like Augsburg, with its rich heritage of faith, learning and service. 
 
And so we do.  You hear it in the stories our recent graduates tell about what they love about 
Augsburg - its people, its location, its diversity, its commitment to service and justice, its educational 
experience like no other. You hear it in the tributes to retiring faculty members like Dr. Donald 
"Gus" Gustafson and athletic legends like Edor Nelson and Ed Saugestad - even as you learn about 
the accomplishments of this year's distinguished teachers and scholars, future legends.  You hear it 
in accounts of innovative theater programming, bringing together students from Augsburg and the 
University of Minnesota to perform a groundbreaking production of Peer Gynt at the University's 
Arboretum. You hear it in the voices of students sharing their vocational journeys, shaped in this 
remarkable community. 
 
The power of the Augsburg story is that it is not new - it is what I call "the saga of Augsburg," (see 
excerpts from my recent essay, "Lessons on Vocation and Location: The Saga of Augsburg College 
as Urban Settlement" in Notes 15:2 (February 2014) at www.augsburg.edu/president/notes/) a story 
that is grounded in our rich history as a college dedicated to the Lutheran Christian faith, to the 
power of a liberal arts education, to vocational discernment and to our urban setting.   And it is a 
story more relevant than ever, as it counters the ways in which higher education is viewed as a 
commodity to be purchased, a ticket simply to a successful career, a stepping-stone instead of a firm 
foundation. 
 
Our society needs a new story about higher education in order to recover its soul.  Augsburg offers 
such a story in both its history and its aspirations as a 21st century "student-centered urban 
university, small to our students and big for the world."  And now we need to recruit a corps of 
storytellers - good folks like you - who know this story well and are willing to stand with us to share 
it with the world.  In our tradition, that is called evangelism.  Who will join us?” 



 

PRACTICE THIS 

>>Shared governance<< 

We are working hard as a community here at Augsburg to craft a vision of shared governance that is 
relevant to our 21st century lives, while at the same time faithful to our mission and values.  We have 
found a helpful guide to that work in President Steve Bahls of Augustana College in Rock, Island, 
IL. I’ve mentioned Steve’s work in my Notes before, but a recent article in Trusteeship magazine 
(March/April 2014), provides a helpful summary of five key ideas.  Though these ideas are aimed at 
college and university leaders, I find them helpful for all of us seeking to develop a more democratic 
vision of organizational life. 

First, actively engage your entire community in a serious discussion of what shared governance is 
(and what it isn’t).  Be intentional. 

Second, periodically assess the state of shared governance at your institution and develop an action 
plan to improve it. Be vigilant. 

Third, expressly support the role of the faculty as the chief architects and overseers of the academic 
program (you might translate this claim to key stakeholders in your organization, e.g., clinical staff 
responsible for clinical programs).  Be clear about roles. 

Fourth, maintain a steadfast commitment to mutual transparency and communication.  No 
surprises. 

Fifth, develop deliberate ways to increase social capital between board members and faculty (again, 
who might serve a faculty-like role in your organization?)  Build community. 

As Bahls makes clear, this is by no means easy work, but for those of us who care about the critical 
role of institutions in our democracy, this is essential work. 

PAY ATTENTION TO THIS 

>>Resources for your reflective practice<< 

David Mathews, head of the Kettering Foundation and mentor to many of us working to enhance 
citizen engagement has recently published The Ecology of Democracy: Finding Ways to have a Stronger Hand 
in Shaping Our Future (Kettering Foundation Press, 2014). 

McKinsey and Company has a great email newsletter entitled “Top Ten Most Popular,” which 
arrives occasionally with digest-style summaries of articles and trends in leadership.  To subscribe, 
email publishing@email.mckinsey.com. 

In preparation for a visit to Palestine and Israel later this summer, I’m reading Pastor Mitri Raheb’s 
provocative recent book, Faith in the Face of Empire (Orbis Books, 2014).  It is a challenging 
perspective on our lives of faith in the 21st century. 
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>>Hope<< 

I was in Belfast, Northern Ireland earlier this summer and was struck by the remarkable 
transformation of that once violence-torn city into a place of reconciliation and peace – a process 
still underway but well on its way.  These words of the late Northern Ireland native, Seamus Heaney, 
speak to the power of hope in such transformations. 

“History says, Don’t hope 
On this side of the grave, 
But then, once in a lifetime 
The longed-for tidal wave 
Of justice can rise up, 
And hope and history rhyme” 

from The Cure at Troy, trans. Seamus Heaney, 1991. 

>>Subscription information<< 

Subscriptions to Notes are simple to establish.  Send me an email at augpres@augsburg.edu, ask to 
be added to the list, and the listserv will confirm that you have been subscribed to the list.  Please 
feel free to forward your email versions of Notes to others—they then can subscribe by contacting 
me.  The current and archive issues of Notes are available on-line at www.jgacounsel.com. 

>>Topics for upcoming issues<< 

 Citizenship and work 

 Public work 

 Generosity and place: a geography of hope 
 

(c) Paul Pribbenow, 2014 
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