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A RIVER RUNS THROUGH IT: CALIFORNIA LUTHERAN UNIVERSITY AS A 

CHURCH RELATED UNIVERSITY 

A. Joseph Everson

A university has many faces. At CLU, we recognize that 
the 850 undergraduates who live on our campus have a 
rather different experience than do the 450 students who 
commute. The 500 students enrolled in ADEP ( our adult 
education program) are all at least 25 years of age and hold 
associate degrees from another school; they typically come 
to our campus only one or two evenings a week. They 
have an experience of university life that is quite different 
from that of undergraduate students. In addition, we have 
almost 1,000 graduate students, who also attend evening 
classes and work toward advanced degrees in business, 
education, public policy and psychology. 

While our students may experience CLU in different ways, 
we believe that there is a rather distinctive ethos on this 
campus, an ethos shaped by. our religious heritage and 
expressed through the commitment and contributions of 
faculty, staff and students over the years. Three aspects of 
our ethos are particularly important: 

1. First, we are a small university in which we strive for
personal attention and excellence in instruction. We are a
total community comprised of approximately 2800
students, 150 administrators and staff, 100 full time faculty
and almost as many part-time faculty members. What
happens in classrooms is very important for us. What
happens in co-curricular activities, in our campus dorms
and in other areas of student life is also important for us.

2. Secondly, we are a church-related university. We are
affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America. In recent years, we have devoted considerable
attention to our university mission statement, which
declares:

-CLU is a diverse scholarly community dedicated to
excellence in the liberal arts and professional studies.

-Rooted in the Lutheran tradition of Christian faith, the

University encourages critical inquiry into matters of

both faith and reason.

-The mission of the University is to educate leaders

for a global society who are strong in character and

judgment, confident in their identity and vocation, and

committed to service and justice. 

As I have pondered the question of the distinctive ethos of 
CLU, I have found myself thinking about Norman 
MacLean's classic work A River Runs Through It. In that 
work he describes how a mountain river defines the 
geography of his western Montana world. We also have a 
river which crosses the CLU campus. It is not a mighty 
river, however. Once I saw it when it flooded the entire 
heart of our campus. But most of the time, our creek is 
only a quiet stream. The banks are filled with wonderful 
wildflowers and for much of the year, when night falls, the 
world along our creek is alive with the sound of a 
symphony of frogs. In its own way, our small creek adds 
beauty and grace to the campus and brings definition 
particularly to Kingsman Park, which is at the heart of the 
CLU campus. 

In a similar way, I believe that a particular stream of 
Christian faith and tradition also runs through this campus. 
This stream does not run like a mountain river but is much 
more like our quiet creek. It is a stream that does not 
overwhelm the community. Many ofus believe that this is 
appropriate, and at the same time, believe strongly that this 
stream of faith is central to our ethos and adds beauty, 
grace and definition to all that we do here. Some people on 
our campus take our church-relatedness with great 
seriousness; others do not. But many who are not even 
sure ho,w to articulate what "church-relatedness" means 
still express the feeling that our Lutheran identity and 
heritage brings something unique and special to this 
academic community. 

3. A third aspect of our ethos is not as easy to explain and
is often quite puzzling for those who are new to this place.
We are a community committed to critical inquiry into
matters of both faith and reason. We speak of a dialectic
between the realm of faith and the realm of reason. This
has been a longstanding characteristic of Lutheran higher
education. To some it might appear that we see faith and
reason as separate realms. But they are not really separate.
Like poles of a battery, the realms of faith and reason are

intimately related, and equally essential. In Lutheran
tradition, many will argue that neither realm, neither faith
nor reason, should be able to "trump" the other.
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Sometimes faith needs to be corrected by reason just as 

reason needs to be tempered by faith. Like a well-charged 

battery, a healthy dialectic between matters ofreason and 

faith can spark electricity and yield productive energy for 

a community. At times that energy results in heat; just as 

often we hope that the energy can also yield light or new 
insight. 

I see the dialectic working itself out in various ways here 

at CLU: 

In the realm of faith, we have an active "Lord of Life" 
student congregation on our campus. The student 

congregation has two pastors; other staff members and a 

church council oversee a broad spectrum of discussion or 

activity groups. The student congregation worships at a 
Sunday evening service each week and also sponsors a 

large Wednesday evening gathering known as "Common 
Ground." We have a full-time Assistant to the President 

for Church Relations who has the specific responsibility of 

developing good lines of communications with area clergy 

and congregations. As part of the governance of the 

university, people known as Convocators come to our 

campus once each year as representatives of the five 
western synods of the ELCA. They review the work of the 

college and along with other responsibilities, have the task 

of electing all new members of our Board of Regents. 

In the academic realm, our core academic curriculum 
requires a minimum of two religion courses for all four­
year students. Our "Introduction to Religious Studies: 

The Christian Tradition" course involves historical and 

critical study of Old and New Testament literature, and 

includes an introduction to selected themes in Christian 

history. Beyond that introductory course, the religion 

department offers a wide range of elective courses, three 

different religion minors (five courses) and a religion major 

(nine courses). In addition, the religion department is 
committed to integrated study with other academic 
departments through cluster programs, global studies and 
various seminars. Religious themes are regularly assigned 

in various departments across the curriculum and 

frequently appear within the University Artist and Speakers 
senes. 

A university chapel service is held each Wednesday 

morning at l O a.m., designed as a place where matters of 
faith and reason may come together. The chapel service 
is clearly a time of worship and praise. But during a past 
academic year, the chapel schedule included a morning 

focused on welcoming international students and several 

other occasions when athletic teams or other groups on 

campus were introduced. The campus pastors participate 

in the opening convocation, the Founders Day convocation 
and the spring honors convocation, when students who 

have achieved academic distinction are recognized. 

Chapel attendance is voluntary. The administration asks 

that student and faculty committees not meet during the 
Wednesday chapel hour and most administrative offices 

close during that time. But there would be very little if any 
support on this campus for making chapel participation a 

requirement. 

The dialectic between faith and reason in Lutheran 

tradition goes back all the way to the writings of Martin 

Luther. In his 1520 treatise on "The Freedom of the 

Christian," for example, Luther wrote: 

"The Christian is free lord of all, subject to none" 

And at the same time, because of the obligations of love 

and compassion, he declared: 

"The Christian is servant to all, subject to all." 

Luther contends that both propositions are true. Church 
historian Richard Solberg and others before him have 
called this dialectical characteristic of Lutheran thought a 
"theology of paradox" (Solberg 74). Most famous, 

perhaps, is Luther's statement about the nature of human 

beings; they are, he declared, "simul justus et 
peccator"-simultaneously "saints and sinners." By that, 

Luther meant that individual human beings are capable of 

bringing great good and/or great evil in the world. It is 
important to note that the Lutheran colleges and 

universities affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America (ELCA) have not been governed by 

creedal statements or specific affirmations about particular 
church doctrines. Consequently, ELCA Lutheran colleges 
and universities in north America have for the most part 

not experienced the bitter feuds over questions of "biblical 

inerrancy", "verbal inspiration" or the debates over 
dogmatic truths that have haunted many formerly 

Protestant church-related schools. 

Rather, as Richard Hughes has noted: [In Lutheran 

tradition] " ... the task of the Christian scholar ... is not to 
impose on the world- or on the material that he or she 
studies- a distinctly 'Christian worldview'. It is rather 'to 
study the world as it is and then to bring that world into 

dialogue with the Christian vision of redemption and 
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grace." (Hughes 6) 

What, then, is distinctive about the ethos of this Lutheran 
university? As an invitation to further conversation, I 
want briefly to introduce six virtues or commitments that 
I believe characterize the ethos of CLU. They are not 
accidental virtues. I believe that these six commitments 
flow directly from the stream of Christian tradition which 
provided the energy for those who founded this school in 
the era from 1959-1964 and new energy for those who have 
continued to nurture the ethos of this campus. 

1. Commitment to Academic Freedom

This commitment is at the heart of our Lutheran heritage. 
We celebrate the memory that Martin Luther was a 
progressive academic within his medieval world. Martin 
Marty has said that the Lutheran tradition in higher 
education begins with the protest of a rebellious untenured 
junior faculty member! In 1517, Martin Luther was still 
a rather young member of the faculty at the university at 
Wittenberg, Germany, which had been founded only a 
decade or two earlier by the German Elector, Frederick the 
Wise. 

As a devout Roman Catholic priest, Luther's passion for 
reformation emerged from his commitments as a scholar 
and as a member of that university community. He felt a 
very real sense of responsibility as a professor of Biblical 
interpretation to speak out in debate about the crass selling 
of indulgences. In the spirit of Luther, we treasure the 
words of the gospel of St. John: 

"You shall know the truth and the truth will set you free!" 
(John 8:32) 

We welcome and embrace the academic quest for truth on 
this campus. We welcome new faculty who come from 
various backgrounds who are committed to that quest. At 
the same time, we see the quest also tempered by the 
admonition of the ancient prophet Jeremiah, who wrote: 

"Seek the welfare of the human community ... for in its 

welfare, you will find your own!" (Jeremiah 29:7) 

2. Commitment to Vocation

Luther wrote extensively about vocation. I am not always 
sure how well we communicate what we mean by vocation 
today, but I think that it involves an understanding that our 
human life is a gift. We did not create ourselves. 

Vocation also involves a vision about the future. When 
students catch a hopeful vision about the future, and when 
they can see themselves within that vision, university 
education becomes rather exciting. 

We are not just helping people simply to learn how to earn 
a living. Much more, we are helping people to learn how 
to live. By that, we mean, we have the opportunities to 
help students discover meaningful, productive and 
satisfying lives. Hopefully, the life they choose will bring 
blessings for themselves and for the larger world in which 
they will live. 

3. Commitment to Service

In the Bible, the notion of election (the calling to be "a 
chosen people") is not a calling to privilege; it is rather a 
call to servant life. Already in the eighth century BCE, the 
prophet Amos complains because the people of his time 
misunderstood divine election to mean "privilege" (Amos 
3:1-2 and 9:7-8). In a world of wealth, we contend that 
meaningful life is not to be discovered through privilege or 
through the selfish accumulation of luxuries. We 
consciously affirm an ethic of service on this 
campus-through the devoted work of faculty and staff, by 
the example of custodians and maintenance people, 
through our Habitat for Humanity chapter, through periodic 
Service Days and in many other service-related activities. 
We seek consciously to model a service ethic in the way 
we relate to students. I think it fair to say that we aspire to 
communicate an "ethic of service" that is consistent with 
the message oflsrael's prophets and the life and teaching 
of Jesus. 

4. Commitment to Grace - and to Graciousness

I hope it is also accurate to say that "grace" permeates the 
ethos of CLU. We intentionally create and maintain 
serious academic standards and a code of responsible 
conduct. Almost every semester, some students are 
suspended or placed on probation for violations of 
established rules. From time to time, a student is expelled 
from the university. Whenever this happens, it is a painful 
experience, particularly for our student affairs staff and for 
the faculty who have known the particular student. In these 
situations, I have seen our staff people struggle with the 
complex issues of law and grace. Faculty members 
struggle in similar ways with questions of law and grace 
when they respond to students who fail on projects large or 
small. We aspire to hold high standards and expectations. 
But "forgiveness" and a willingness to go "the second 
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mile" are also hallmarks of this academic community. This 

is not accidental. The Lutheran tradition is grounded in 

an understanding of a gracious God who is compassionate 

toward all people. And, while we do not always articulate 

this reality with the specific language of faith, those of us 
who are from the Christian tradition know very well that 

we are attempting to be the "body of Christ" on this 

campus. 

At a faculty meeting this past year, I reflected on our 

commitment to grace by quoting the words that William 

Shakespeare gives to Portia, in her famous courtroom 
oration, as she appears disguised as a lawyer, pleading for 
the life of the merchant of Venice: 

The quality of mercy is not strain' d; 

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 

Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: 

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 

'Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes 

The throned monarch better than his crown; 

His scepter shows the force of temporal power, 
The attribute to awe and majesty, 
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 

But mercy is above this sceptred sway, 

It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 
It is an attribute of God himself; 

An earthly power doth then show likest God's 
When mercy seasons justice. 

(Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, Act 4, Scene I) 

We believe that the "quality of mercy" enriches and 
enhances the climate of a university and the lives of all 

who live or work there. 

5. Commitment to Diversity

In our mission statement, we say that we aspire to be "a 

diverse scholarly community." Some might contend that 

we are too diverse; others will say that we are not diverse 
enough. Within our faculty and staff, we have a rather 
significant number of people of Jewish heritage. We have 
several Muslims, as well as faculty members who come 
from a variety of Asian religious traditions. Our faculty 

includes people from various Christian denominations and 
some who are agnostic. Our student body is more diverse 

than the faculty, in terms of race, ethnicity and religious 

background. 

We believe that diversity within a university community is 

essential and healthy. Diversity enhances our academic 

environment, even when it can bring certain difficult 

problems. Diversity raises the energy level on the campus 

and brings new dynamics of thought or debate within 

classrooms and dormitory life. In particular, a diverse 

population on a church-related campus must prompt those 

who are of Christian faith to reflect seriously on the 

question: "What does Christian witness look like to those 

who come from other religious backgrounds or from other 

parts of the world? Is Christian witness seen as triumphal, 
condescending, and judgmental or is it a witness 

characterized by respect and tolerance? 

6. Commitment to Reverence

For me, this is the common commitment that unites and 

holds together a church-related university, along with its 

faculty and staff. It is the common virtue that we seek to 

inspire in all of our students. CLU has long had a strong 

commitment to music, art, drama, and other fine arts. We 

are thrilled to have a graceful and beautiful chapel, a sacred 

space where we can gather as a community for worship and 

ritual. It is particularly interesting to be in our university 
chapel when the space is used for other events-for 
recitals, for academic lectures and for public events. 

Particularly in those situations, the architecture and the 

symbolism of the chapel invite those present to reflect on 

the interrelatedness of all of life, the worlds both of reason 

and faith. 

We look forward to the day when we will have other new 
facilities on this campus. In the meantime, we seek to 
affirm a commitment that has been here since the founding 
of this school - a commitment of respect for the 
environment, for the earth which is our home, and for the 

sanctity of human life. In particular, as an academic 

community, we seek to respect the people who walk these 
campus pathways and occupy our classrooms. In 

respecting our students, we also show reverence and 

respect for divine mystery, the mystery of God. 

The author of Proverbs, ch. 9 writes: "The fear of the Lord 
is the beginning of wisdom!" Those of us who teach that 

ancient literature know that the poetic phrase "fear of the 
Lord" really means "reverence," "awe," or "wonder." 
Most of us, most of the time, are delighted to have the 

opportunity to work with students, both the young and the 
old, particularly at those moments when they catch the 

sense that it is very good to be alive. It is good to be with 
students when they discover the freedom and the courage 

to think for themselves. It is good to be with them when 
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they pose difficult questions, especially when they realize 
that they can do so without losing a sense of wonder about 
the world. 

A Concluding Word about the Stream of Tradition 

A river runs through it! The stream of tradition at CLU is 
one that advocates responsible academic freedom, concern 
for vocation, commitment to service, commitment to 
gracious and compassionate words and actions, respect for 

diversity, and commitment to a sense of reverence for 
things large and small in this world. These commitments 
contribute directly to the ethos of this school. Many of us 
believe that this ethos that has been shaped by Christian 
faith. At its best, the ethos is like a stream that adds 
definition to the landscape, distinctive beauty and grace to 
the campus and meaning for the tradition in which we 
teach. 

Joseph Everson is a professor of religion at California Lutheran University. 
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