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The Meisel Scholars Program

Opening Doors & Opening Futures since 1988:
The Meisel Scholars Program

The Donald M. and Eleanor Meisel Scholars Program is a cornerstone of
Westminster’s young adult program. Since the program launched in 1988, the Meisel
Program has distributed more than $180,000 to help young people pursue
experiences that further Westminster’s mission.
Thirty years ago, the Meisel Program was created to enable young adults with an
affiliation to Westminster to follow their convictions, share their talents, and explore
their vocations outside of the traditional college classroom.
The high cost of a college education today puts pressure on students to seek paid
employment during the summer or inter-semester terms, often preventing them
from participating in volunteer activities and unpaid internships that foster
vocational discernment and further Westminster’s mission. The Meisel Scholars
Program makes it possible for young people, generally between the ages of 18 and 26,
to pursue these activities by providing grants to cover expenses. Financial support
allows young people to participate in volunteer projects, social action campaigns,
and study programs that can lead them to be ambassadors for Westminster’s mission
to be a “telling presence” both locally and globally.
In recent the years, the program has expanded to include a mentoring component.
Scholars are matched with individuals in the congregation who provide support and
guidance as the young people navigate new experiences. These relationships often
continue long after the experience is over and provide an important dimension to
Westminster’s intergenerational ministry.
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Loaves and Fishes

Small investments can yield large results, especially in the lives of young people.
The Meisel Program was begun in 1987 with an initial gift of $5,000 from Ken Anderson, a
dedicated member of the church and friend of Rev. Donald Meisel, then Senior Pastor of
Westminster. The gift became one of eight endowed funds established in recognition of
Westminster’s 130th anniversary. Additional gifts from Anderson, including a $40,000
bequest from his estate in 1998, expanded the reach of the program. Other Westminster
members who were inspired by the ministry of Rev. Donald and Eleanor Meisel added to
the fund, and the Rev. Meisel himself donated the proceeds from the sale of his CD and
books.
In 2004, when another longtime Westminster member, Joe Carlson, left estate gifts to the
program, as well as to Camp Ajawah and the Music Fund, the Meisel Scholars Program
was able to provide grants to multiple scholars each year. Carlson’s gift also opened the
door to the partnership with Presbyterian Church in Matanzas, Cuba, which has
supported the travel and internships of numerous young people in that country.
Today, the generous gifts of members who contributed to Westminster’s recent capital
campaign, Open Doors, Open Futures, allow the Meisel Scholars Program to support five
or six young people a year. The program covers expenses incurred during a student’s
internship or experience.
In the last ten years, the typical grant range has been $2000 to $4000.
While the grants to each student are relatively modest, the yield is great. As Cathy Smith
recently observed, as she reflected on her 1993 internship at the Donadina Cameron
House in San Francisco, a Presbyterian community center serving the Chinese immigrant
population: “It was a great experience that Westminster made possible and I will be
forever grateful for this opportunity of service.
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Inspiration and Energy

The Meisel program has been blessed by talented and dedicated leadership. Longtime
Westminster member Barbara Mauk, in partnership with Rev. Don Meisel, shepherded
the program through its first two decades. She still maintains contact with many of the
early scholarship recipients. To her, the Program is a fitting way to continue Rev. Donald
Meisel’s twenty-year ministry at Westminster.
Original committee:
Barbara Mauk, Kristina Ford, Don Meisel, Ann Godfrey,
Cheri Register, Nancy Meisel, Jeri Papke (staff )
Chairs:
Barbara Mauk (1989 – 1996), Cathy Gasche Smith (1997-99), Kristina Ford
(1999-2001), Barbara Mauk (2001-2011), Jacqueline deVries (2011-2015), Eric Caugh
(2016-2018), and now Andy Kaul & Cindy McCreary (2018-present)
Pastoral support has been provided by Rev. Don Meisel, Rev. Timothy Hart-Andersen,
Rev. Byron Thompson, Rev. Kathy Michael, and Rev. Meghan Gage-Finn.
Today, Rev. Meghan Gage-Finn envisions the program as a key way to keep in touch with
Westminster’s many young people scattered across the country and beyond. She works
closely with each potential grantee to imagine and develop proposals that fit their goals
and further the mission of the Church.
The college years are often a time when young people fall away from the church. Often
distant from their home church and pulled in many directions by their studies, jobs, and
friendships, young people tend to lose contact with faith communities.

The Meisel

Program has grown into an important part of Westminster’s outreach to young people.
We envision it as a way to keep faith conversation and church connections alive and
relevant.
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The Global Reach of
Meisel Scholars

From the Local
In the first decades, the program placed many of its
scholars in internships with Westminster’s
mission partners in the Twin Cities. Through these
experiences, students learned about social
challenges, urban development, and the call to
serve beyond the walls of the church.

Some

examples of these positions include:
Habitat for Humanity
Intern for Congregational Organizing
Intern for Financial Projects
Greater Minneapolis Council of Churches
Intern for Urban Immersion Service
Intern for Senior Service
Familia de Fe
Intern for Community Outreach
Metropolitan Interfaith Council on Affordable
Housing (MICAH)
Joint Religious Coalition

Through a Meisel grant, a number of
students have explored a call to ministry or
worked in local and national Presbyterian
organizations.
Today, Meisel Scholars choose their own
vocational areas, but the focus is still on service
and stewardship.

From the Local

The Meisel Scholars Program also enables young people to be a telling presence in the local
areas where they have moved for college or graduate school. In 2000, Kendra Goepford, a
graduate student in physical therapy at the University of Puget Sound, volunteered at the
Hospice of Tacoma, in Tacoma, WA. An undergraduate student studying Speech Therapy and
Music at the University of Wisconsin, Annie Lyons Wright served in 2013 with the Urban
League of Madison, WI. In that same year, Laura Croteau brought her energies to the Pool of
Siloam Medical Ministry, Shreveport, LA, where her alma mater, Centenary College, is located.
Sometimes these local experiences lead to global connections. In 2014, while working with the
Augsburg Health Commons, an organization that serves Minneapolis’s homeless and
immigrant communities, Sarah Kemp recognized a need in the Somali community for
swimming lessons. Drawing on her years as a college swimmer at St. Olaf, she organized and
taught group swim lessons for Somali women in a private pool.

Sarah Kemp (Meisel Scholar, 2014, Augsburg Health Commons):
“We talked a lot about how fixing health disparities will not simply be a matter of treating
people—rather, programs for improvement should incorporate a holistic view of people’s
lives…. [my internship] definitely confirmed the fact that I want to go into medicine. It
also affirmed that I want some portion of my career to focus on underserved populations,
helping to correct disparities in access to healthcare.”
Annie Lyons Wright (Meisel Scholar, 2013, Urban League of Greater Madison):
"Giving back to your community is rewarding in so many ways and helped me realize the
urgency and importance of continuing to do philanthropic work throughout my life.”
Anna Kruskop (Meisel Scholar, 2017, Refugee Services Intern, International Institute):
“I am very grateful to have had the opportunities to work with such wonderful and
committed local non-profits, especially in a time when many people have been made to feel
unwelcome in America. Being a Meisel scholar has allowed me to work with and for people
of diverse backgrounds and love my neighbor, no matter where they may come from.”

To the Global
With destinations extending from Nicaragua,
Ecuador, and Brazil, to India, Ghana, and Thailand,
Meisel scholars have traveled the globe as
ambassadors for the Church’s mission of healing
and compassion.
In reflecting on her 1997 trip to teach English in
Hungary, Abby Karels remembers:
“While I don’t recall that my sense of vocation
was very articulated as a first-year college
student, I was interested in foreign cultures and
teaching. I went on to study in France and teach
in Japan. Now I work for a global education
company, and I travel to Lebanon to manage
projects. In hindsight, my Meisel experience
launched me into the field of International
Education.”

To the Global

Naa-Adjeley Ablorh’s 1997 internship with the Public Health Reference Labs in Accra,
Ghana, introduced her to her family’s country of origin for the first time. A Chemistry
major at Harvard, she volunteered in rural medical clinics and conducted research on
HIV, which allowed her “to explore the challenge of practicing medicine despite scarce
resources.”
After a successful Meisel internship in 2001 with O Movimento Sem Terra (MST),
Brazil’s Landless Rural Workers’ Movement, Betsey Ranum, an Economics major at
Smith College, requested a second summer of funding.

The following summer, she

interned with American Friends of MST and visited ITEBA, a Presbyterian seminary in
Brazil, with which Westminster once had a global partnership. Her work helped build
alliances between farmers and producers in Brazil and the United States.
As a law student at the University of Minnesota in 2007, Emily Pryor Winton wanted to
develop her global understanding of domestic and sexual abuse. After five weeks as a
volunteer law clerk at the Hennepin County Domestic Abuse Service Center, she
traveled to Madras, India, to participate in a program that provides services to women
who are sex workers or victims of violence and trafficking.
An International Relations major at Tufts University, with a focus on Latin American
studies and experience in Chile, Alex Braden devoted the summer of 2000 to an
internship at Cultural Survival in Cambridge, MA.

Through his work to raise

consciousness of the plight of indigenous peoples in Latin America, he began to see that
the organization’s mission as paralleling that of Westminster’s: “to work for love, peace,
and justice” worldwide.

The Cuba Connection

When Rev. Tim Hart-Andersen arrived at Westminster in 1999, he brought with him a
love of Latin America. Together with a group of like-minded Westminster members, he
made an exploratory trip to Cuba in 2002, which resulted in a covenant of partnership
with the Iglesia Presbiteriana El Redentor in the city of Matanzas. Since then, the church
and seminary, locally called Versalles after its neighborhood, have welcomed Westminster
travelers nearly every year.
The college-aged connection with Cuba began in 2005, when a group of young people
traveled to Matanzas with Meisel support. Kat Nichols, then the coordinator of youth
ministries, later commented on this life-changing experience:
“You could almost see their demeanor change, see them thinking a lot deeper…. It was the
excitement about getting to go to Cuba, but then God working in them during that time. It
led to some very deep, thick conversations with a couple of the students in particular that
have led them to reconsider their majors in college and what they want to do.”
Since then, a steady stream of Meisel Scholars have pursued projects in Cuba. Jessie
Wright, Jim Cochrane, and Evan Moe all assisted with the Matanzas church’s Vacation
Bible School, while building relationships and contributing to the church and seminary
community. Jessie Wright translated text for their website, tended an organic garden,
worked in the seminary library, and offered English classes. Sarah Rasmussen’s research
on Cuban health care launched her down the path of a career in global public health.
Michaela Tucker drew on her training as a journalism major at the University of Missouri
to conduct interviews for a series of radio broadcasts.
Under the guidance of mentor Ed Cunnington, Phillip Engh and Tyler Larson were
inspired to attend Clean Water University before focusing their Meisel work on building
access in the Versalles community to clean water. Their career paths today have been
indelibly shaped by these experiences.

Images by Meisel Scholar Philip Engh,
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Building Relationships, Discerning Vocation

Finding one’s vocation is a journey of discernment that continues throughout one’s life.
The Meisel Committee sees every aspect of the program as an opportunity for growth and
discernment – from selecting an internship site to the final reflections shared at the annual
Meisel Sunday in early January.

Even the process of submitting a proposal is highly

collaborative. Students propose projects and the Meisel Committee works with them to refine
and develop their goals. In 2011, a formal mentoring component was added to the program,
allowing each student to be paired with a mentor from the Westminster congregation, to
support them during the period of their grants and engage them in vocational discussions. It’s
grown into an important part of Westminster’s intergenerational ministry.
Meisel Scholars are asked to reflect on their goals and experiences at the beginning and end of
their grants.

The collaboration, mentoring, and reflection that characterize the program

embody sound pedagogical principles drawn from best practices in experiential education.
Vocational reflection benefits the whole community. More than just a personal matter,
vocational development is a foundational exercise in a community in faith.
Laura Croteau (Meisel Scholar, 2013, Pool of Siloam):
“After the first week…I wasn’t sure that I had made the right decision. I didn’t see how my
work was really making a difference to the patients …. [But] by the second week, I had a new
perspective…. Scheduling appointments, getting charts ready, and ordering medication was
just as important a job as checking a patient’s blood pressure.
Toward the end of my time at The Pool of Siloam, I was invited to a small get together at the
home of one of the volunteer doctors from the clinic…. That meeting helped me to see that I
was a part of a family and a project that extended beyond the walls of The Pool. It was a
turning point in my discovery of faith…”

What is Vocation?
“The place God calls you to
is the place where your deep
gladness and the world’s
deep hunger meet.”
― Frederick Buechner,
Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC

“We are each other’s business;
we are each other’s harvest;
we are each other’s magnitude
and bond.”
― Gwendolyn Brooks

Opening Futures

Sarah Rasmussen (Meisel Scholar, 2011, Public Health Research in Cuba):
“My Meisel experience was the first time I did an independent research project…. I came
away from that project knowing I wanted to pursue a career that would allow me to use
research to improve access to and the quality of healthcare. When I think about it, I can
trace every major professional opportunity I've had back to the Meisel scholarship."
Max Musicant (Meisel Scholar, 2003, MICAH):
“Offering a free summer intern to a faith-based, mission-driven organization increases its
capacity to do good. Further, the student’s experience can serve as the launching pad into a
career in the service of God’s community.”
Anna Kendig (Meisel Scholar, 2002, Latin Ministry Outreach, Claremont Presbyterian
Church in Claremont, MN):
“One of my favorite memories is of the days spent painting a colorful mural designed by
the Latinx and white young people of the town on an empty wall in the town. It was an
exciting project for the town and brought good energy. Looking back on my Meisel
experience, I think it continued to affirm my call to ministry. It also perhaps began (or
continued) my interest in the justice-based and contextual elements of ministry, which
continue to be strong interests in my career today."
Dylan McCreary (Meisel Scholar, 2015, mentored research on orthopedic surgery,
University of Minnesota):
“Every time I got the chance to ask questions with one of the physicians, medical students,
or one of my co-workers, I found it hard to stop asking follow-up questions. Every new
piece of information I learned just led me to want to understand medicine on a deeper
level…. Some patients came to the Region’s emergency room with injuries that I thought
must have lasting impacts; however, through surgery and rehabilitation the patients were
able to regain full function. I would love to be able to bring about these kinds of recoveries
for people. This experience absolutely confirmed for me that I want to study medicine and
become a practicing physician.”

Opening Futures
For 30 years the Meisel Program has
helped Westminster college students
explore their vocational calls and deepen
their sense of meaningful work. The
Meisel Program embodies a countercultural and liberating view of the deep
value of human work and vocation in a
society that measures labor largely in
market terms. As these young people move
into the professional world, our hope is
that they carry with them a sense of how
one can further the Church’s mission
through everyday tasks and interactions.

