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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<< 

School has started – our 145th academic year here at Augsburg – and I’m already behind!  Yikes.  I 
hope you had a relaxing and renewing summer.  I welcome your thoughts about my Notes – or 
anything else on your mind – and I thank you for your friendship and faithful readership of these 
ruminations, now at the close of our 14th year.  All good wishes. 

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 

>>Big for the world<< 

Following on the strategic visioning work I shared in my last issue of Notes, here is the homily I 
preached in our chapel during the first week of classes, which shows how we might begin to 
translate our vision to be ―Small to our students, big for the world.‖ 

[Scripture for the day: Psalm 72] 

This morning, we continue our exploration of the Psalms and their power to both name the 
mysteries of human experience and to offer us a glimpse of what God calls us to be and do.  In his 
inimitable way, Pastor Justin told us yesterday that the Psalms can be both an ―app‖ and a prayer. 

And in Psalm 72, we find a clear statement of one of the most vexing tensions in our lives – that is, 
the tension between power and status, on the one hand, and responsibility and moral obligation, on 
the other. 

I wonder if you’re feeling this tension right now as we begin our 145th academic year at Augsburg?  
It is a big deal to come to college – we are a privileged lot in the world to have the opportunities to 
be at a college like this and to feast from the banquet table of educational experiences before us.  It 
can be pretty heady stuff – for 18 year olds certainly, but also for folks like me who have never left 
college and who return year after year at least partly for the thrill of discovery, the allure of the 
educated life, the status and benefits that come from a higher education.  Society tells us we deserve 
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this – we’re entitled.  We’ve made our marks, scored well on entrance exams, paid the tuition.  But is 
that all? 

Before I came to Augsburg I was president of Rockford College in Illinois.  When I first visited the 
campus for interviews, I was given the college’s admissions materials, and I was dismayed to see the 
tag line, which read ―It’s all about you!‖  I remembering railing publicly against this notion – in 
retrospect I’m lucky they hired me – but I was appalled.  No, no, no, I said, it’s not all about you, it’s 
about the world, those your education will serve, and those who came before you and made this 
education possible. 

Twelve years later I’ve softened my moral outrage, because I’ve come to understand that college is 
about you, our students – about your journeys, about how you will grow and be transformed by 
your education here, about what you will accomplish in your life and work because you came to 
college and had a remarkable experience with fellow students and faculty members and neighbors.  
The thing is, though, it’s not all about you.  And that is the point the Psalmist and I want to make 
this morning. 

Listen again to the Psalmist: 1 Give the gift of wise rule to the king, O God, the gift of just rule to the crown 
prince. 2 May he judge your people rightly, be honorable to your meek and lowly. 3 Let the mountains give exuberant 
witness; shape the hills with the contours of right living. 4 Please stand up for the poor, help the children of the needy, 
come down hard on the cruel tyrants. 5 Outlast the sun, outlive the moon - age after age after age.  These are words 
that remind us that leadership and privilege demand of us the obligation to serve the poor and 
needy.  The Psalmist doesn’t say do away with leaders; instead, she says give them the gift of wise 
and just rule, the witness of right living, the heart to stand up for the poor and vulnerable.  You are 
those leaders in the world today – our mission says we educate you to be responsible leaders and we 
wish for you the same wisdom and justice and intellect and moral courage that the Psalmist wished 
for the kings of her day. 

But the truth is, it’s not always easy for those of us who have the privilege to be educated and lead to 
understand and live out what more is expected of us.  The world tends to reward personal 
achievement – a great job, high earnings, material goods – more than loving your neighbor and 
feeding the hungry and working for justice. 

But here at Augsburg, we join with the Psalmist in both applauding your accomplishments – you are 
remarkable students whose intellect and passions offer you opportunities for success beyond 
imagination – and at the same time, reminding and equipping you to understand and fulfill your 
obligations to the world – we believe we are called to love and serve our neighbor, and to work for 
justice in the world.  

In fact, we’ve articulated this commitment to educating ―responsible leaders‖ in our college mission 
statement and in a new college plan.  During the past six months, the Augsburg Board of Regents 
has joined with many faculty, staff and students to work on a plan for the college leading up to our 
150th anniversary in 2019.  At the heart of this plan is a delightful phrase in our vision statement that 
says ―Augsburg is small to our students and big for the world.‖ 

There it is.  We are small to our students – in that way, it is about you and making your education 
here the center of our lives together – but also big for the world – reminding us that this education 
has utility and purpose and meaning that transcends our personal, self interests and serves the public 
and common good, the needs of the world. 



We are not naïve about this claim to hold the small and big in creative tension.  It is counter-cultural 
and flies in the face of much of what higher education claims as a priority.  How many times do you 
hear some politician say college is just about getting a job?  Well, yes, I want you to get a job, a good 
job, but I also want you to change the world, to love your neighbor and neighborhood, to fight like 
hell for justice and fairness for all God’s people.  The good news is that in this college, we are not 
alone in this work for we are part of an academic and faith community that believes we are called to 
serve our neighbor; that proclaims that we are both small to our students and big for the world; and 
that joins with the Psalmist in shouting ―Yes and Yes and Yes‖ even when the world says no.   

For many of us, the work of educating wise and responsible leaders is grounded right here in this 
sacred space and in these daily chapel services.  Now you may look around and wonder, if that is 
true, why there are not more of us here – but I would contend, this is not about counting heads.  I 
can’t tell you how much I miss these daily gatherings here in the Hoversten Chapel when you are 
away for the summer.  And I feel the same way, when like yesterday, my schedule takes me off 
campus and I am unable to be here with you for our worship and prayers together.  I did have a 
chance to read Pastor Justin’s good words – and I understand you even did some yelling, along with 
your praying and singing.  Good for you in your restless days and nights – and good as well for me 
and for the world. 

And that is what I find so compelling about these daily chapel services.  You are here for yourselves 
as you come to work out your relationship to God – to worship and pray and hear the gospel.  But 
you likely will not be here every day – life happens – and there are many others on campus and in 
the neighborhood and around the world who also are not here with us, and yet we know that each 
day there are prayers prayed and songs sung and words preached on your behalf and on the behalf 
of all God’s creatures and creation. In other words, in these daily chapel gatherings, in this intimate, 
local space and context, the needs of each of us and of the entire world are lifted up, made known, 
laid at the altar of our loving and gracious God.  What a blessing, indeed. 

The power of our faith and academic community then extends throughout our entire campus and 
anywhere you find Auggies at work – in our neighborhood, around our state and country, around 
the globe.  And in the work of our community, we are guided by the faith and values of our 
Lutheran Christian tradition and the voice of our spiritual ancestor, Martin Luther, who wrote in his 
Freedom of the Christian these challenging words: "A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to 
none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all."  Get it?  If not, we have classes 
to help.  Think of it this way.  We are free – that is the central theological claim for Luther – we 
have been freed by God without having to do anything to earn our freedom – but it is not freedom 
to do whatever we want, it is freedom for our neighbor, freedom to join in God’s good and loving 
work in the world.  We call this life of freedom your vocation or calling, but that is a topic for 
another sermon! 

And because we are free – free to ask our questions, to seek better understanding of ourselves and 
our world, to find better and better ways to love and serve the world, we also have the great joy of 
listening to many, many voices that help us claim the mantle of wise and responsible leadership.  As 
important as our scriptural and theological traditions are for our work, each of us must find those 
voices that help us proclaim how we will live out the Psalmist’s charge.  Earlier this summer, two 
particularly prominent public voices – voices that have shaped my understanding of what it means 
to be a wise and responsible leader – were silenced by the deaths of sociologist Robert Bellah and 
Irish poet Seamus Heaney.  In tribute, I will close with their words… 



Robert Bellah (and several colleagues) wrote a powerful book in 1985 entitled Habits of the Heart, in 
which they argued that the genius of democracy is the ability to hold in creative tension individual 
rights and needs with those of the wider society.  What they found was that individualism had taken 
over our lives and that we lacked ways of thinking and talking about what holds us together, about 
the commons and the common good. In other words, the creative dynamic was out of balance and 
democracy was not working well.  One potential remedy they offered was for Americans to recover 
what they called ―second languages‖ of our history – languages of civic virtue and religious meaning, 
words like citizenship and stewardship and even vocation, words that could draw us back into 
meaningful ways of describing how our personal interests intersect with the needs and aspirations of 
our fellow citizens and society.  Here at Augsburg, we seek to teach you these second languages so 
that you can teach them to others and live them in the midst of your life and work in the world. 

And then comes Seamus Heaney with his compelling words: 

From "The Cure at Troy" 
 
Human beings suffer, 
they torture one another, 
they get hurt and get hard. 
No poem or play or song 
can fully right a wrong 
inflicted or endured. 
 
The innocent in gaols 
beat on their bars together. 
A hunger-striker's father 
stands in the graveyard dumb. 
The police widow in veils 
faints at the funeral home. 
 
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. 
 
So hope for a great sea-change 
on the far side of revenge. 
Believe that a further shore 
is reachable from here. 
Believe in miracles 
and cures and healing wells. 
 
Call the miracle self-healing: 
The utter self-revealing 
double-take of feeling. 
If there's fire on the mountain 



Or lightning and storm 
And a god speaks from the sky 
 
That means someone is hearing 
the outcry and the birth-cry 
of new life at its term. 
 
And to that, all I can say is Yes and Yes and Yes.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 

PRACTICE THIS 

>>Story-telling<< 

In a recent column in Sojourners Magazine (February 2013), friend Eboo Patel, head of the Interfaith 
Youth Core (IFYC), lifts up the public narrative approach of Marshall Ganz.  As Patel relates, Ganz 
believes that ―Stories are the way human beings understand and communicate our deepest values, 
and there are three major stories that leaders must tell.‖ 

First, there is the story of self – not a selfish activity, but an interpretation or translation of who you 
are and why you care about a cause or set of values. 

Second is a story of us – stories about our distinction and experience that can draw others in, not 
exclude them, thus building community out of people who would otherwise be strangers. 

Third is the story of now – the reasons why we need to act, to sacrifice, to take up a cause. 

Ganz and Patel both believe that young people today are particularly well suited to practice public 
narrative, to inspire each other and the rest of us to take up the important work of justice and 
community-building.  As Patel concludes, ―The stories of self-us-now we tell today are simply the 
next chapter in an overarching narrative of hope, justice, and pluralism. 

What stories are you telling these days? 

>>Giving circles<< 

We have launched a fascinating new initiative here at Augsburg called Augsburg Women Engaged 
(AWE), a version of the fast-growing network of giving circles that are being established around the 
world.  I have been intrigued to see how this initiative has engaged and empowered a specific group 
of alumni and friends in ways that our traditional alumni and philanthropic programs did not.  By 
pooling their philanthropic dollars in a giving circle, donors have the opportunity to have a bigger 
impact on particular causes, while at the same time learning more about the cause and ways to be 
engaged. 

In fact, the literature about giving circles says that most important impact of giving circles on 
American philanthropy may well be their role in creating and sustaining a more reflective and 
strategic approach to philanthropy.  And we’re all for more reflective practitioners! 

For great resources on giving circles, see www.givingforum.org/givingcircles and 
www.givingcircles.org. 

PAY ATTENTION TO THIS 

http://www.givingforum.org/givingcircles


>>Resources for your reflective practice<< 

I read a lot, as I imagine most of you do as well, and I try hard to pick resources that are particularly 
insightful to share with you.  This time I’ve got various articles and monographs that I have found 
instructive and intriguing. 

Wendell Berry, writing in the April 3, 2013 issue of The Christian Century (www.christiancentury.org), 
reflects on being ―Caught in the middle,‖ his take on why abortion and homosexuality are such 
divisive issues in our American society. He calls us, provocatively, to ―kindness.‖ 

Samuel Wells, former dean of the chapel at Duke University and now vicar at St. Martin’s of the 
Fields parish in London, challenges us in ―Rethinking Service‖ in the Easter 2013 issue of The Cresset 
(www.thecresset.org).  He asks us to consider what it means to be ―for‖ or ―with‖ something or 
someone. 

Augsburg colleague Harry Boyte, writing in the Summer 2013 issue of Word & World 
(www.wordandworld.luthersem.edu) considers ―The Politics of the Dream: Marching Orders from 
Martin,‖ a timely piece on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the ―I have a dream‖ speech and 
march on Washington DC. 

A new set of monographs is in process entitled ―The Civic Series,‖ coming out of the Bringing 
Theory to Practice project (www.bttop.org).  You can download the monographs as they become 
available.  The first, Civic Provocations (edited by Donald Harward) is a fine start to the series. 

>>Dual Citizenship<< 

I can’t share enough Seamus Heaney poetry in his memory and honor… 

"From the republic of conscience" By Seamus Heaney 
 
I 
When I landed in the republic of conscience 
it was so noiseless when the engines stopped 
I could hear a curlew high above the runway 
At immigration, the clerk was an old man 
who produced a wallet from his homespun coat 
and showed me a photograph of my grandfather 
The woman in customs asked me to declare 
the words of our traditional cures and charms 
to heal dumbness and avert the evil eye 
No porters. No interpreter. No taxi. 
You carried your own burden and very soon 
your symptoms of creeping privilege disappeared 
 
II 
Fog is a dreaded omen there, but lightning 
spells universal good and parents hang 
swaddled infants in trees during thunder storms 
Salt is their precious mineral. And seashells 
are held to the ear during births and funerals. 
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The base of all inks and pigments is seawater 
Their sacred symbol is a stylized boat 
The sail is an ear, the mast a sloping pen, 
The hull a mouth-shape, the keel an open eye. 
At their inauguration, public leaders 
must swear to uphold unwritten law and weep 
to atone for their presumption to hold office 
and to affirm their faith that all life sprang 
from salt in tears which the sky-god wept 
after he dreamt his solitude was endless 
 
III 
I came back from that frugal republic 
with my two arms the one length, the customs woman 
having insisted my allowance was myself 
The old man rose and gazed into my face 
and said that was official recognition 
that I was now a dual citizen 
He therefore desired me when I got home 
to consider myself a representative 
and to speak on their behalf in my own tongue 
Their embassies, he said, were everywhere 
but operated independently 
and no ambassador would ever be relieved 
 
>>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<< 

 Reinventing governance 

 Citizenship and work 

 Public work 
 

(c) Paul Pribbenow, 2013 
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