President Christopher M. Thomforde
Inaugural Address

April 21, 2007

Part One:  Via Lucis
First and foremost let me say thank you!  Thank you, Mrs. Hurd, Lyn Chynoweth, members of the faculty, the staff, and the administration, for calling me to serve as president of Moravian College and Moravian Theological Seminary.  To do so is a great and singular honor and privilege.  It is my daily prayer that I might be worthy of your high hopes, sensitive to the depth and breadth of the heritage that informs the life of this community, and wise in leading us in the direction of the best of the possibilities that lie open before us.

Thank you too for the hearty welcome which you have extended to Kathy and me as we are making our family home in Bethlehem.  As we are settling in, we feel supported and embraced by you.  This is life giving for us!
Finally, thank you to you who have served as presidents before me, Herm Collier, Rusty Martin, and, especially, Erv Rokke.  The college and the seminary are prospering now because of the work that you have done and done so well in the past.  Kathy and I commit ourselves to living out the mission of the college and the seminary in such a way that the trajectory of intellectual vigor, artistic expression, and communal vitality, which you have set, continues to rise, even soar, during the years to come.   

Shortly after Kathy and I arrived in Bethlehem, we quickly learned that stars and light are symbols central to the identity of the city of Bethlehem and Moravian.  On our first trip into the city, we followed the blue signs with the star as they guided us to the historic district where our home is located.  On most evenings, as we look through the windows of our upstairs family room/library, we can see the great star on South Hill, shining down upon the city below.  The motto of the college is “Via Lucis” the way of light.  The themes of light and stars are central to this day’s celebrations.  The Jazz Band has performed a wonderful elaboration on the musical theme of a hymn central to the reforming dynamics of the Moravian religious tradition and my own life,” How Brightly Shines the Morning Star.”  

During the next several moments let me share with you my understanding of the lights which can serve as guides to us, the college, the seminary, and the Comenius Center as we set forth on the next steps of this community’s journey together.  
Let me also suggest that Moravian has a purpose beyond its own survival or even its growing prosperity.  Moravian does not exist simply to prosper as an institution unto itself.  We are called to a much larger, and to my mind, much greater social purpose.  We are called to be a beacon by which other communities can move forward with confidence.  

By what lights, then, shall we be guided as a community as we proceed into the future?  And how might we, as a community, radiate a light that can serve as a reliable and worthy “via lucis” for others to follow?  These are two questions which have grabbed hold of my imagination in recent months, since moving to Moravian.
I believe that there are four such lights:  community, liberal learning, service, and stewardship.  We can only move forward together in community.  We can only move forward if we are faithful to our essential identity within the tradition of the liberal arts and sciences.  We can only move forward and remain vital if we equip men and women to serve those beyond the confines of our community.  And we can only move forward if we act as good and faithful stewards of the remarkable treasures of people and place and purpose that have been handed down to us by those who have preceded us.  

Part Two:  The Light of Community

Moravian is a community.  We value life lived together in community.  We celebrate the life of community.  The first Moravians, both those in late medieval Moravia and those who founded the city of Bethlehem, believed that life in community was essential to survival and also essential to the full and complete development of the individual.  The truth was only to be discovered in community.  The life of work was to be done for the sake of community.  Music and art were expressions of the life of the community and for the sake of community vitality.  The community existed for the sake of a mission of service to others beyond the confines of the Moravian community.
We too study and play and work together as well, even as our ancestors did.  But a community is more than a group of people who happen to live and work and play in close proximity to one another.  Rather, a community is a group of men and women who live and work and play together because of their experience of a great and common purpose, a great and common purpose which shapes their identity and sense of purpose, a great and common purpose which disciplines their activities, fuels their imaginations, sustains them through the tensions of daily life, and inspires them to live beyond themselves and their particular self interests.  They choose to live in community not because they are simply afraid of living alone.  No, they choose to live together because they understand themselves to be called to live together, in the energetic embrace of a great and common purpose.

What is the great and common purpose which transforms Moravian from being simply a place where people work and study and play in close proximity with one another into being a genuine community?  Our mission statement, newly articulated for the college and the seminary and the Comenius Center, puts it well:  to prepare men and women for leadership and service for the common good.  To be sure, each of these three expressions of Moravian augments this central mission in ways appropriate to its particular educational and social purpose.  But all three are a part of the greater community, the Moravian we celebrate today, which understands itself to be a community of men and women committed to the great work of preparing men and women for leadership and service for the common good.  

As we affirm this light of community today, we must also recognize that the Moravian community and its particular sense of purpose, mission, and calling is challenged by the historical context within which we live.  Significant changes in demography challenge us to reconsider who can and who will make up the community in the near future.  Information technology challenges us to imagine new ways of teaching and new dimensions to the limits of our sense of community. A growing sense of economic globalization accompanied by great shifts in the understanding of the place and purpose of US power in the world challenge our notions of our place in the world.  The looming ecological crisis challenges us to reconsider how we live in relationship to the earth.  The tensions and violence generated by clashes of ideology, especially religious fundamentalisms, continuing struggles around issues of race, human sexuality, and gender make us uncomfortable and anxious as we relate to each other.  And, perhaps most importantly, the growing number of men and women and children living in abject poverty both at home and abroad while a smaller and smaller number seem to be prospering in a way that bespeaks lavish self indulgence challenge our sense of purpose.  
Given these challenges to Moravian’s sense of community, it seems to me, that we need to address our sense of scope, our sense of welcome, and our sense of expectations of one another if we are to remain faithful to our mission and viable as an institution.  We must address questions like how can we become a community with a greater global reach, sending students out and welcoming students in from across the nation and the farther corners of the world?  How can we become more engaged in the life and growing vitality of Bethlehem and the Lehigh Valley?   These are questions of scope

How can we keep the door of access open to students of ability and promise regardless of their socio-economic background?  Here I am particularly interested in recruiting and retaining and educating first generation students, who have historically been the backbone of the college’s student body.  How can we be welcoming, hospitable to the differences which we each embody and which we each bring to the life of the community in such a way that no one has to surrender his or her essential being or gifts in order to “fit in” with the daily life we share?  These are question of welcome.
Finally, how can we as a community be clearer about our expectations of one another so that we can lead lives that are balanced and not become susceptible to the ever growing crescendo of busy-ness and anxiety?  These are questions of our expectations of one another.

As we consider the nature of the Moravian community going forward we are challenged to consider, in a word, how we can become the community of the great embrace, the kind of embrace that accepts, sustains, and empowers others?               
Part Three:  The Light of Liberal Learning
In addition to the light of community, today we affirm and celebrate the light of liberal learning.  We are first and foremost an academic community. We are a community of teachers, learners, and performers.  Yes, many nonacademic activities take place here but all that we do should support and provide the context for the preparation of students for lives of leadership and service for the common good by means of liberal learning. 
What do I mean by liberal learning?  The MAP II document prepared by the college faculty defines liberal learning well, I think.  We should “assure that all students grapple with fundamental questions about the self, society, and nature, and acquire a broad range of skills for critical thinking and communication.”  Liberal learning has to do with grappling, wrestling with fundamental questions about life, with encountering a broad range of academic disciplines, with learning how to think clearly, with learning how to communicate what it is that one has discovered with cogency and creativity.
As we affirm this light of liberal learning today, we must face at least two challenges to its ability to burn brightly among us.  
First, we need to ask ourselves how we can expand the scope of liberal learning experiences beyond the classroom and the laboratory, the studio and the rehearsal hall to the campus as a whole.  How can we make Moravian, in all of its many manifestations, a community of intellectual discourse?  The residence hall, the athletic field, the HUB can all be places, occasions for critical reflection, for cogent and creative communication and for behavior which bespeaks integrity.
Second, we need to discover ways to shift the emphasis of liberal learning from being understood as a good preparation for a successful career, to understanding liberal learning as a means for the transformation of human lives, the lives of our students and of ourselves.  Liberal learning, I believe, does not really prepare a student to do anything.  Liberal learning prepares a student to be somebody, somebody who is clear headed, somebody who is tenderhearted, somebody who has the prophetic ability to imagine new and better futures for those who live out their lives far from the centers of power and influence.
Third, liberal learning requires time and space for wonder.  I fear that we often think of liberal learning as a set of requirements to be completed outside of our major.  Liberal learning, I fear, means getting busy about completing requirements in a variety of academic disciplines.  No, for me liberal learning begins with wonder, with standing in the face of mystery, mysteries like the vastness as well as the intimacy of creation, or the pathos of the human story as it unfolds, or the profound sense we have from time to time that something is expected of us as human beings as we live in relationship to neighbors and to strangers and to the natural world.  Wonder, of course, cannot be organized or programmed or scheduled.  But how can we make time and place for wonder within the rigors and constraints of a formal academic program. 
Wouldn’t it be a great complement of Moravian if it were frequently being said of our graduates, “Those Moravians, they are always approaching life with a sense of wonder, they are always asking questions, they are always ready to share their startling insights with grace.  They are always calling for direct, constructive action and doing so in the most imaginative and compelling ways.  They are so clear headed!  They are so tough minded.  They are so compassionate.  What a great place that Moravian must be!”   These seem to me to be the fruits of an educational program based upon liberal learning.   
Part Four:  The Light of Service 

The third light we affirm and celebrate today is the light of service.  Liberal learning, it seems to me, leads directly to service.  It provides students with a sense of vocational purpose.

By using the word vocation, I am not talking about a job or a career or a program of instruction in technical skill training.  When I use the word vocation I am thinking about its more original use of calling to purpose in the world.  By vocation I mean coming to appreciate and affirm one’s own particular gifts and passions in life.  By using the word vocation, I mean coming to understand some portion of the world’s confusion and pain.  Vocation, I believe, has to do with having the moral courage to use one’s gifts and passions to address some portion of the world’s pain and confusion directly.  It means having the moral courage to place one’s hand upon the world’s wound with compassion, intelligence and the desire to be of service.

Jobs, careers, and being trained in the use of technical skills are important and not at all to be diminished by me.  Through them, our daily work, we provide for our shelter, our food, our clothing, and create the stuff of daily life for ourselves and for the community at large.

Service, understood as vocation, however, has to do with exercising a broader sense of social purpose, a deeper appreciation of our own giftedness and a more passionate sense of engagement with the world.  We come to understand that our work can be a means of serving others and not just making our own lot in life more secure.

For example, Wallace Stevens had a highly successful career as the officer of an insurance company; his vocation was to be one of the great modern poets. Gandhi’s technical training was the law; his vocation was that of liberator of India.    Sojourner Truth’s job was that of a domestic servant, her vocation was that of an emancipator.  Mother Theresa’s training was in education, her vocation was caring for the poorest of the poor.
Of course jobs and careers serve the common good.  To save them from being purely self centered endeavors, however, liberal learning can engender a sense of broad social purpose, a sense of vocation, calling, “beruf” in our students as they go about their daily work and prepares them to be servants for the sake of the common good. 
Liberal learning equips our students for a life of service by inviting them to answer questions like: what are my gifts and passions?  What are my neighbor’s needs? What is the nature of the earth’s deep wound? How can I summon forth the moral courage to place my hand compassionately up my neighbor’s pain or the world’s wound?  What is truly and deeply expected of me as a human being in relationship to others and in relationship to the earth?   

In addition to this notion of service broadly understood as vocation, Moravian has been exemplary in equipping men and women to serve effectively through its programs in education, nursing, business, and ministry as well.  Our students are trained to be excellent professionals.  Our alums are serving as teachers, health care professionals of various kinds, business men and women, and ministers of the church through the country, in deed, through out the world in a way that benefits the lives of many, many people.  Our students do not simply receive professional training in these particular areas of study, however.  By virtue of the general curriculum of liberal learning our students also have a sense of the historical and social context within which they are to live out their lives as professionals, they have a sense of the basic, guiding principles which inform their professions, and they have a clearer sense of their own giftedness and identity.  

As we are to continue to prepare men and women to serve, we will have to face at least two challenges in the years to come.

One has to do with the motivation or attitude of our students in serving.  On college campuses throughout the land, there is an ever growing level of volunteer service and civic engagement.  I applaud this growing trend and have been an active participant in organizing and participating in any number of volunteer efforts aimed at serving the needs of brothers and sisters through the US and overseas as well.  The motivation for these projects seems to me, at times, to be based on the feeling that it is a good thing to help one’s neighbor from time to time rather than spend all of one’s time preoccupied with one’s own needs.  I believe that such a sentimental response to the issues that vex our communities today is not adequate.   We need to employ the full measure of our critical and analytical skills to more fully understand the systems, the institutions which work to perpetuate the problems we face.  
For example, it is good and right to work as a volunteer at a soup kitchen, to provide a good meal in a hospitable space for the homeless.  But, we must also ask ourselves why so many men and women and children go homeless and hungry in a land of such amazing plenty.  I do not believe that people are homeless, for example, or have poor healthcare, or have marginal educational opportunities by accident.  In addition to the sympathetic response of volunteering to be helpful to our neighbor, we must also rigorously become involved in the critical analysis of the institutions and systems which perpetuate the problems we and our neighbors experience and then become a part of the political processes which we think will best address the issues we have identified.  

A second challenge to our ability to prepare our students to serve, I believe, has to do with being clearer about who it is that we are serving. Who or what shall be the focus of our service?  We are confronted by human need in multiple manifestations at home and abroad.  I am not sure how Moravian can address each and all of these pressing problems, or others, through the work of our faculty and the service of our graduates.  What shall we do?  Work a bit here and there on a host of issues as our own abilities, opportunities and consciences guide us?  
Let me suggest that we focus our energies so that our service might be more effective.  What if we concentrated our community’s energies upon men and women and children who have been forced to live on the periphery of society? The poor, the marginalized, the disenfranchised, the dispossessed, I believe, call for our attention, for our intelligent reflection, for our compassionate response.  How can our academic programs, which prepare our graduates to serve professionally as educators, nurses, businessmen, and clergy, be shaped in such a way that our graduates are especially adept at caring for the dispossessed?  How can our academic programs, which prepare all to serve, be shaped in such a way that our graduates had a sense of vocation to care for those living out their lives far from the centers of power and privilege?  Berea College is known for its attention to the people of Appalachia.  Mount Holyoke is known for its focus upon the education of women.  What if Moravian became known as the academic community whose attention was focused upon those who are forced to live out their lives as outsiders, estranged from power, forgotten by those who live closer to the centers of power?  What if we became recognized as an academic community who knew how to think clearly and to act compassionately on behalf of those who seem to have no face, no voice, and no influence? What a great focus for our calling to serve!
Such a focus, no doubt, might be uncomfortable.  The Moravian tradition, however, is replete with lives of men and women who used their gifts to serve people living on the fringes of society.  John Huss and Benigna Zinzendorf, to name just two, imagined new ways for the community to be of service.  Their example of perseverance can sustain us in our service as a community today.     

Part Five:  The Light of Stewardship

The lights of community, liberal learning, and service are brilliant lights, the kind of lights to show us the way forward for Moravian.  One more, quite practical light is needed as we consider the future and that is the light of stewardship.  If we are to be a community of the great embrace, if we are to be about the dynamic work of liberal learning, if we are to be preparing men and women to serve, then we will need the appropriate resources to under gird these aspirations.

A steward is a person has been entrusted with the care, the management, the oversight of the resources of another.  The good and faithful steward is the one who expands, who grows the resources entrusted to his care for the benefit of the one whom the steward serves.  The disreputable steward is the one who abuses his office by either squandering the resources placed in his charge or the one who, out of fear, works only to maintain the status quo.  In both cases, the steward thwarts, hinders the work of the one who owns the resources.

Moravian is a great treasure of people, of place, of heritage, of mission, which has been entrusted to us.  We are the stewards of the treasure that is Moravian.  Something really quite wonderful has been entrusted to our care.

In recent years, the resources needed to support the mission of Moravian have expanded and, hence, enabled Moravian to expand the scope and vitality of its mission.  Moravian has practiced good stewardship of its resources in the advancement of its mission for the benefit of its students and the larger society we serve.  There is much for which to give thanks!
If we are to continue to move forward, however, we will need to become more involved stewards of Moravian’s resources. I believe we need to grow in our sense of stewardship in at least three major areas.

First, we need to plan carefully for the future.  The current strategic plan, which has moved the college forward in many wonderful ways, is coming to its conclusion.  This summer we will begin developing a new strategic plan, shaped by our mission, guided by our commitment to community, liberal learning, and service, informed by the many challenges and opportunities which make up the context within which we live out our mission, and stirred on by the vision of what we imagine Moravian to be in the future.  Many opportunities and many possible strategic initiatives present themselves to us at this time.  As good stewards of Moravian, we need to discover the best, the most important strategic initiatives which will advance our mission, properly fund these initiatives in a way that will ensure their long term viability, and then effectively implement them.  In many ways, it will be as important for us to consider what we will not do, as it is to consider what we can do.  As good stewards we need to plan carefully and responsibly for Moravian’s future.
Second, we need to continue to grow the endowment of the college and increase dramatically both the rate of participation and the rate of giving of the annual funds of the college and the seminary.  Why is this a matter of good stewardship? It will help us to care for our two of our most important resources—our people and our place. Increased revenues from the endowment and the annual funds will provide scholarship dollars for our students and thereby help to keep the door of access open to students of ability and promise regardless of their socio-economic background and at the same time reduce their indebtedness upon graduation.  Increased revenues from the endowment and the annual funds will also help Moravian to compensate its faculty, staff, and administration more appropriately.  Increased revenue from our endowment and the annual funds will also enable us to take better care of the beautiful campuses we call home.  We do not want to fall into the quick sand of deferred maintenance, believing that we can put off to some other day the care and maintenance of our precious facilities.  I need your active stewardship, your active engagement in strategic planning and your full commitment for the financial support of Moravian.
Third, we need to be good stewards of our time.  It takes time to wonder. It takes time to think clearly. It takes time to set up an experiment in the science lab or to practice for a recital or to prepare for a game.  It takes time to write a good essay.  It takes time to nurture a relationship in a residence hall that might last for a life time.  We need to be good stewards of time.  We need to grow in our ability to work and to rest. As the son of a German immigrant, let me encourage all of us to work hard and to be purposeful!   As child of the Judeo-Christian heritage, let me also encourage us to make use of one its greatest treasures, the Sabbath.  Being good stewards of time means, I think, knowing when and how to work hard and effectively, and it also means knowing how to stop and rest and gather together the scattered forces of our lives.
Part Five:  Conclusion   

Kathy and I are delighted to be here, privileged in fact!  Thank you!  I have learned, from listening to many of you over the last several months, that at least four great lights can guide our way into the future, and the future of others,—the great lights of community, liberal learning, service and stewardship.  We affirm each of these great lights today. We acknowledge today the challenges we face if we are to maintain the brilliance of these four great lights into the future.
Paying attention to these guiding lights, acting upon our best insights as to their meaning and future purposes, bearing with one another as we step forward will require the best of us, the best of capacity to think clearly, the best of our ability to imagine an even stronger Moravian in the future, the best of our courage to act, the best of our capacity to love for one another, the best of commitment to be about a such great and good purpose in service of others.

But why bother? Would it not be easier just to maintain the status quo, to keep things even and easy and then retire?

I believe we must bother, because of the greatness of this treasure called Moravian—its heritage, its recent accomplishments, its great promise for the future.    

I believe that we must bother because the society at large needs Moravian, it needs the tough minded, compassionate, creative men and women we graduate who know how to serve.  Our society and our global neighbors will not be well served if we imagine that going to college means, principally, being prepared for personal advancement, greater acquisition of wealth and power, greater recognition in the eyes of one’s colleagues--and then an early retirement!
I believe we must bother because the men and women, the young and old, the rich and poor of the future will need the kind of education Moravian provides.  We need to prepare for them now! We need to be ready for the likes of my grandchildren—Hannah, Henry, Willi, Grace, Rex and Fritz.  We need to be ready for the next generation of people like Anita Carril Amigo and Bill Werpehowski who grew up grew up in working class families here in Bethlehem, who came to Moravian as first generation students, and who then went on to prosper and to serve.  We need to be ready for the next generation of people like Alonzo Meredith, my grandfather and a child of the working poor, the next generation of people like my father Fredrich Thomforde, an immigrant who came to our country in the 1920’s.  These two men could not afford to go to college, even though they were clearly people of intelligence and promise.  We will suffer as a nation if lives like these, lives of such promise are not nurtured and challenged by a Moravian education.

Finally, I believe we must bother because I dare to believe that our individual lives are linked together in a common destiny through Moravian.  As we work together, we will discover our own best abilities and human attributes.  For Moravian to be the best that it can be will require the best of who we are.  We can only prosper and grow together. 
I look forward to this adventure of working together with you for the good of Moravian and, more importantly, for the good of the greater society we are called to serve.
Thank you!
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