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SIX VENTURES IN CHRISTIAN HUMANISM

The Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America and St. Olaf College

The Lutheran Reformation of the sixteenth century began at a university
with the instigation of a theological professor, Martin Luther. From the be-
ginning that reformation included a strong intellectual element along with
the religious, aesthetic, and practical. In its decisive break with Rome, the
Lutheran movement articulated its faith in a refined and systematic theo-
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logical confession, the Book of Concond. As it developad it paid strong at-
tention to the education af its clefgy inio this confessonal tradison. Ha
chergy wene acadermically trammed in university facultes. Thas emphass on
an educaied clergy b one of the defining themes of Lutheran identin:. A
sevonsd themse is the calling or votion of all Christisens. Christians are @
act on behall of their noighbor with Gsith, love, and hape in the speaific
woildly rales they hae boa g, Bt they are alio 1o a0 with compe-
temce. This means provisian for the education of the Lty as well as the
chergy, an education that extends from dlementary throsgh unmerury edu-
cation. A third theme in Lutheran thenlogy is a high evaluation of R
readon as a guide 1o earthly, civil lifes in the words of Luther, *How dare
s it ki wihat can be known!™ Luthoraniom teacho that while resson
cummol schieve saving knowledge of G, it can reach trutwortly ol
edpe of owr workl

These three themes combined in Lutheran lands to encourage the
development of high-quality unlverbies. The calling of the profesor be-
cugne nevenod in thais cowntries, sa wete the schools ia whikch they sered.
Listheran universities bocame great engane ol knowledge both secular and
iheodogecal. Howewrr, with the coming of the Fnlghirmmeni they were
surgeptible to the same kinds of secularization pressures that we recountad
earfier in this book. horeover, the charch itselfl has bad a tendency to oa-
pretcited.

Among the grest waves of Northern Puropean immigrants who
came B0 America betwern the mid-nincteenith century and World Wi |
emistion, they were mot anii-intellecnesl. They had the theee themes we de-
scribed above deeply engrained in their minds and bearts,

When they arrived on these shores, Lutheran immigrants immeds-
azcly entablished churchies and khooli — academies, colleges, and semb.
naiiel. The Morwegiam of the apper Midwest followed paths simalar o
thi of other Lutheram ethnde groupe. The early dins featunad many
scrambles over church alignments. Theological and ethnic differences ore:
atid @ Mubd church soome. But by 1917 most Norwinghns wound up in the
Beampelical Lutherss Charch, which peruaed until s menger in 1960 into
ik American Lutheran Church, combaniag both Gorman and Norwegan
groups. Finally, the Amenican Lutheran Church merged in 1988 with the
Lutheran Church in America, which included a large wing of colonial
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Listheranbim snd the Auguitsna Luthersn Charch. o dhurch of Swedidh
Church in Ametica (ELCA) & body of sheut 5.7 millesn Lothersns with
Mnmm'!lwmnmrrﬂnﬂhﬂilhm
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monalitics,

Im 174 & Morwegian Lutheran pastos, the Rey. Bornt halias hMuus, oi-
tablished an scadeny in MNorthfickd. Minnesota, called St Olaf™s School.
Interestingly emough, it was coeducational from the beginning and
strenacd Loy rather than dlorical educatson in the |iberal arts and the Chria-
tizen Easih. 54 Olal added a college program in 1BB&. Megotiating its wiry
through many chisrch-polinkcal squabbles i s carly years, S0 Olaf fimallly
became in 189 the approved college of ibe Undted Morwegian Lutheran
Church, the predecessor body to the Fvangelical Lutheran Church. I
strong band with this church was cnacisl for fis lourishéing from ibe Dern
of the cemibury throwugh the 1960s ™ The MNorwegian love of literature, kan-
g, s, thet Lithiram Giath, and fopogn mission wis embadded in
st and attended the collepe.

18 was mmder Bev. L W, Boe | 1918~ 1942 ), its emergetic lourth presi-
demt, that S1. Olaf developead imto o gualiny biberal ans colbege. He prosided
the context for two giants of Norwegian immigrant culture, 0. E. Robraag
ard F, Melsud Cheistisnacn, to give 5. Olaf naonsl pramindncs i Blors-
ture and choral music, respectively. The college achirved scademic luster
enanisgh o b gramted & Phi Bees Kappa chaprer soom after his regime. The
Christian character of the college was rich and unabaabed, though moatly
b an “wdd-on” comtext, Faoulty and siudents from & strosg Morweglen Lu-
eheram chisrch Life lived ot thar scademis lives a1 51 Olad ensconced in a
religious atmaaphere.

In the post Workd War [ vears, the intellectual challenge of relating
faith 1o bearning came W the fore. Uking the opporianity of & mid- 1550
aelf-study and them later the occasion of ity cenbenmial, 3. Olad engaged in
very ssphisiicated reflection about the nature of a Christian liberal afts
wollige. The writing of v important docwmenis in the B of the schesol,

M e ket fing histormal scound o O By Mlark Corasget, " Relyposa Wi
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Entegraion in the Chritian Liberal Arty Callepe (19568} and [deminty and
Adiprtew in @ Champing Cowmiext { 1974), was sirengly inlluenced by Harold
Dt manion, & theologian whao gave his [e’s enengion to the college. Theie
documents biy out 3 Lutheran verwon of the engagement ol faith and
learming. The first document sncourages an integration of all liberal ans
mwlﬁwh?ﬁﬁkﬂwmqytndphilmﬂphgud
enpoins a “critical participation” of the Gsthiul church in s culrural oon-
vt *® The second, written rwo decades later, calls for 3 "Christan conten”
or fremeworfk of meaning for the Bberal arts at 52, Olall *Christian con-
vear” mcans givieg oqesl weoight 1o theological and ratsnalisric ap-
prosches to readify, encouraging a dislogee abowt the vocation of the
Christian tescher and probang “the relevance of Christian faith for the aca-
dhemikc disciplimes.™!

For years the college enjoyed a steady supply of faculty and stodents
from the Morwegian Listheran tradition. bat that began to change in the
1970 amad scceleraiod therealier, St Olaf becamse a genalnely natlonal kil
eval arts college aa i reputation grow. Bt with that came a newly drverse
student body and Gculty that no longer susomatically shared the assump-
trsdia ool surlier grnerstons. In the past decade the college has beld vigos.
i == gl eEnetimis contentious = discussbons on it identity and mis
shon, particularty as they are embodied kn e carrioalum. It has ased the
apcadbon of i 125th anmiwrary o produce & fne cclebrative amd reflec-
vy vedume cotitied Called so Serves S Olaf anad fee Vocarion of @ Cherch
College © [ty misadon staterment also expresses a forthright intention io
make the Chewtian fath o it Lutheran consrrual publicly relevant o all
the Excets of the college’s ongoing |ife:

S0 (iaf College. a fomur-year college of the Evangelical Lutheran Chunck
in Ammerica, provides an edwcation committed bo the [iheral arts, rooted
i e Chiaristian Geoapeel, and imcorporating a ghobal perspective. - . ltof-
et opportunities fof emcounter watl the Chestian Gospel arsd Cand's

il oo fasiths, The college intemds that s graduism combane scadiomis ex-

W0, Iedegrarion in thy Chnaiua Liberal Arts Collepe, ed. Howsard Moag | Rorth
flarkad, W2 hmihﬂ-rprmq. UL P e,

1. Flistiakd Dhirtdseain, Fdesdily g Mg o4 O Raagiag Cantear | apthheld,
ki 5o Ofd Collogpr Press, 19740, g 19

Al Pamels Sotewan®, nl, Called do Servr 9 Ol e iy avation of @ Chanch
Calligw | Moarthslald, L% 3¢ Ol College Prow, 199,

' board— 60 percent ELCA Lutheran, including two bishops
 chaired by renowned Lutheran church historian Martm Mar

-' posefully claimed, a lamination of scholarship with piety and theology mo!

. of its student body participates in its music programs.

The deition“s‘ éﬁd .

§ cellence and theological literacy with a commn;me
ing. ... % - '

St. Olaf enjoys an administration of theolo icaﬁ literat

in the arts — particularly Christian choral music — are natlo ally
and appreciated. It has had a significant Lutheran momentum that
a seriously Christian college until the present day. Indeed, }ames Burtchae
found it to be one of the most attractively Christian colleges he exami
among the seventeen he visifed: “Clearly a Lutheran identity was more pur-

bindingly achieved, an institutional integrity with responsiveness to the f.:
church more amiably combined, and secularization much longer staved off,
at St. Olaf than at Gettysburg.”** Though he voices doubts about its future,‘

~ Burtchaell gives a rare bow of appreciation to St. Olaf’s accomplishments.

: St. Olaf enrolls about 3,000 undergraduates on its solidly built cam-
pus that occupies a remarkable hill above the flat and fertile anesota :
farm plains. It is a very selective school that maintains about a 50 percent

© Lutheran student body. Its ample faculty of 347 (275 full-time) constitutes

a very low student/faculty ratio that has led to two painful retrenchments

~in the past decade. Somewhere between 30-40 percent of its faculty is Lu-

theran. St. Olaf is ranked forty-fifth among national liberal arts colleges by
U.S. News and World Reportand ranks in the top 5 percent among colleges
in the country whose graduates earn doctorates in all fields. Its most popu-

lar majors currently are biology, economics, and English. Fully 40 percent
S 45

43. St. Olaf College 1995-96 Academic Catalog, p- 27.

44 James Burtchaell, The Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of Colleges and
Universities from Their Christian Churches (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), p. 518.

45. St. Olaf Web site, www.stolaf.edu.



