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It is a great privilege to welcome you to our annual opening convocation, which marks your
formal introduction to this teaching and learning community known as Augsburg College. We
are so pleased you are here and look forward with great anticipation to our various adventures
together in the years ahead.

If you know your Hebrew Bible — and if you don’t, don’t worry, Religion 100 will help —you will
recognize the allusion in my title this morning to the well-known passage from the prophet
Micah, the sixth chapter, verse eight:

6.8 He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act
justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.

And, if | was smart, | might leave it right there, because if each of us would behave as Micah
claims the Lord requires, all would be well with the world. Justice, mercy and humility set a
high bar for God’s faithful people, but the theological claim imbedded in Micah’s prophetic
words is not mine to negotiate for you. The links between your faith, your relationship with the
divine, and how you live in the world, are for you to explore and work out. We will provide a
rich and challenging context for you to do just that, but we do not pretend to know how you
will make sense of what the Lord requires of you.

On the other hand, there are some things that we can and do require of you. And that is the
simple message | want to share with you this morning as you commence your Augsburg
education. And maybe — just maybe — if you do what we require of you, you will find a pathway
to understand what the Lord requires of you. That would be the bold claim at the heart of our
education for vocation in the world, that how and what you learn here, that who you meet and
engage here, that what you find out here about yourself and your various gifts, will offer you a
clearer idea of what it is that you are called to do and be in the world.

So, what is it that is required of you?

Show up

The first requirement is really pretty fundamental and you already have begun to live up to it.
You are here —on campus, engaged in your orientation, at this Opening Convocation, about to
begin your college classes.

But as the coming days pass, you will be tempted by many distractions and late nights and
other obligations to not show up, to miss a class or a meeting, to say that it doesn’t matter



whether you attend every class session. | know this tendency — I lived it myself, making up
elaborate excuses for why | could skip every 7" class session and no one would notice. And we
might not notice every time, but you will notice (whether you fully get it now or not) that it is a
slippery slope to not show up. Statistics show that skipping even one class session has an
impact on whether or not first year college students stay in school, let alone graduate, or
perhaps most importantly whether or not they learn something.

But, of course, this is not simply about showing up for class. Showing up is also a sort of
spiritual practice. It is about being present now. It is about being in relationship to a text, a
classmate, and/or a teacher. It is about accompanying each other on a journey that is both
solitary and social. The famous educational philosopher, John Dewey, said that genuine
education is not preparation for life, it is life itself. And if you believe that —as we do here at
Augsburg —then showing up, being present now, is the key factor in whether or not you get the
education you need in order to live in the world.

Show up, please.

Pay attention

The second requirement is also quite simple. But the equally simply fact is that we live in a
world full of distractions and paying attention doesn’t come easy.

Like you, I’'m on Facebook and Twitter (follow me at #paulpribbenow, if you must). | have an I-
Phone and a Kindle and a laptop. | read two newspapers each morning and probably have 20
magazine subscriptions. |1 do my best to lead this wonderful and complex college. | have two
young children, a wonderful spouse who chairs the school board, and a life full of things |
“must” pay attention to —and it’s hard work. And I’m old. You are young and you have grown
up in a time when multi-tasking is not an option, it’s an expectation. | really can’t imagine how
you keep it all together. |1 admire you, but | also worry about you.

So here | stand asking you to pay attention. Yes, | mean put away all the distractions that you
can control. Turn off the cell phone, spend some time away from the computer. Focus in on
what your teachers and classmates are saying and doing. Find ways to pay attention.

But it is more than that, of course, because even when you have put away all those sources of
distraction, it remains your responsibility to figure out what is most important and how you can
make what is important the center of your life. The sociologist, Robert Bellah and his
associates, have written that “Democracy means paying attention,” (from The Good Society) by
which they mean that the psychic energy we use to pay attention is the key to the sort of
person we hope to be —as individuals and as a society. If we continue to be distracted, our
attention and the energy that it requires of us will also be distracted, and the values and people
and ideas and causes we should care about and attend to will not get our energy. And we will
not become the people we want to be. We will follow someone else’s idea of our call.



Pay attention, please.
Do the work

The final requirement follows logically from the first two. If you show up and learn to truly pay
attention, you will find that there is work that must be done.

Many days, the work will be assigned to you. Read this text, explore these ideas, test this
hypothesis, run this experiment, play this scale, practice this drill. You know all about doing
school work already, but please know that this is college and college signals a quantum leap in
the work required of you. Don’t get behind on reading and papers. Take advantage of the
support we offer to help you manage your time and learn to study. Support each other and ask
for help when you feel you need it.

And many days the work will be yours to discern and pursue. There will be no one there to tell
you what to do. You will need to seize the work that needs to be done. The profound truth at
the heart of our academic mission is that the work you learn to do here —in the classroom, on
campus, in our neighborhood and around the world — is the basis for pursuing the important
work to be done in the world —and we need you to do it. We are counting on you to do it.
That is why this college exists — to educate you to be informed citizens, thoughtful stewards,
critical thinkers and responsible leader — not just because we think it would be nice if you were
all of those sorts of citizens and stewards and thinkers and leaders, but because the world
needs you. There is utility to this education, there is purpose and direction, there is work to be
done by educated men and women. Work they are called to do. Work that might just have to
do with justice and compassion and humility.

Do the work, please.

And that is what is required of you. Simple lessons that | hope you will remember: show up,
pay attention and do the work. Lessons that should help you in college, | would argue, but
most critically and urgently, lessons that will serve you for a lifetime of following your passions
and calls for the good of the world. | can’t wait to see what good you will do. Welcome to
Augsburg —it’s our great privilege to have you all here!



